Synopsis

Thisnovd is perhaps one of the best treatments of the ecological disaster theme, written with both
intelligence and a clear understanding of the human condition when faced with life-threatening
circumgtances. The storyline starts out with the news that a deadly, resilient plant virus known asthe
Chung-Li virushasvirtudly wiped dl cered crops, including rice, in China. Dueto aninitid Chinese
government decision to suppress details of the ensuing famine, the full scale of the disaster isnot made
known until it is quite too late. VVaccine devel oped hastily by Western countries proves ultimately to be
ineffective and before long, the virus has rapidly spreed, reaching Europe including England and wiping
out al the cered crops (with the exception of potatoes) and grass of that particular region. Lifein
England gtarts breaking down with catastrophic consequences and the story then focuses on the attempts
of the protagonist John Custance, hisfamily and close friends, to reach safety in northern England where
his brother has afarm newly set up for potato farming.

Every sci-fi reader should read thisbook. The novel isasubdued warning against complacency and the
possible consequences of such complacency. Thisis very much relevant in today's world of
GM-modified foods and resistant strains of disease culture. If such a scenario unfolded in present-day
Western society, then all | cansay is... God help thelot of us.
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|PRODROME

As sometimes happens, death hedled afamily breach.

When Hilda Custance was widowed in the early summer of 1933, she wrote, for thefirst time since her
marriage thirteen years before, to her father. Their moods touched — hers of longing for the hills of



Westmorland after the grim seasons of London, and his of loneliness and the desire to see hisonly
daughter again, and his unknown grandsons, before he died. The boys, who were away at school, had
not been brought back for the funeral, and at the end of the summer term they returned to the small house
a Richmond only for anight, before, with their mother, they travelled north.

In thetrain, John, the younger boy, said:
‘But why did we never have anything to do with Grandfather Beverley?

His mother looked out of the window at the tarnished grimy environs of London, wavering, asthough
with fatigue, in the heat of the day.

She said vaguely: ‘It's hard to know how these things happen. Quarrels begin, and neither person stops
them, and they become silences, and nobody breaks them.’

She thought calmly of the storm of emotionsinto which she had plunged, out of the untroubled quiet life
of her girlhood in the valley. She had been sure that, whatever unhappiness came after, she would never
regret the passion itsdlf. Time had proved her doubly wrong; first in the contentment of her married life
and her children, and later in the amazement that such contentment could have come out of what she saw,
in retrospect, as squalid and ill-directed. She had not seen the squaidness of it then, but her father could
hardly fail to be aware of it, and had not been able to conceal his awareness. That had been the key: his
disgust and her resentment.

John asked her: 'But who started the quarrel?

Shewas only sorry that it had meant that the two men never knew each other. They were not unlikein
many ways, and she thought they would have liked each other if her pride had not prevented it.

‘It doesn't matter,’ she said, 'now."

David put down his copy of the Boy's Own Paper. Although ayear older than his brother, he was only
fractiondly taler; they had astrong physical resemblance and were often taken for twins. But David was
dower moving and dower in thought than John, and fonder of things than of idess.

Hesad: Thevdley — what'sit like, Mummy?

‘The valley? Wonderful. It's... No, | think it will be better if it comesasasurpriseto you. | couldn't
describeit anyway.’

John said: 'Oh, do, Mummy!'
David asked thoughtfully: 'Shall we seeit from thetrain?

Their mother laughed. 'From the train? Not even the beginnings of it. It's nearly an hour's run from
Savey.

'How bigisit? John asked. 'Arethere hillsdl round?

She amiled at them. 'Y ou'll see

Jess Hillen, their grandfather's tenant farmer, met them with acar at Stavely, and they drove up into the



hills. The day was nearly spent, and they saw Blind Gill at |ast with the sun setting behind them.

Cyclops Valey would have been a better namefor it for it looked out of one eye only — towards the
west. But for thisbreak, it was like asaucer, or adeep dish, the sdes doping up — bare rock or rough
hesther — to the overlooking sky. Againgt that enclosing barrenness, the valley's richness was the more
marked; green wheat swayed inwards with the summer breeze, and beyond the whest, as the ground
rose, they saw the lusher green of pasture.

The entrance to the valley could scarcely have been narrower. To the left of theroad, ten yardsaway, a
rock face rose sharply and overhung. To the right, the River Lepe foamed againgt the road's very edge.
Its further bank, fifteen yards beyond, hugged the other jaw of thevalley.

Hilda Custance turned round to look at her sons.
'Well?
'Gosh!" John said, ‘thisriver... | mean — how doesit get into the valley in thefirst place?

'It'sthe Lepe. Thirty-five mileslong, and twenty-five of those miles underground, if the storiesareto be
believed. Anyway, it comes from underground inthe valley. Therearealot of riverslike that in these

parts.’
'It looks deep.’

Itis. And very fast. No bathing, I'm afraid. It'swired farther up to keep cattle out. They don't stand a
chanceif they fdl in.'

John remarked sagely: 'l should think it might flood in winter.'

His mother nodded. 'It dways used to. Doesit still, Jess?

'Cut off amonth last winter," Jess said. 'It's not so bad now we have the wireless.'
' think it'sterrific,’ John said. 'But are you redlly cut off?'Y ou could climb the hills!

Jess grinned. There are some who have. But it'sarocky road up, and rockier still down the other side.
Best to St tight when the Lepe runsfull.’

Hilda Custance looked at her elder son. He was staring ahead at the valley, thickly shadowed by sunset;
the buildings of the Hillen farm werein view now, but not the Beverley farm high up.

'Wdll,' she said, ‘what do you think of it, David?
Reluctantly he turned his gaze inwards to meet her own.

Hesaid: 'l think I'd liketo live here, dways:!

That summer, the boysranwild inthevalley.

It was some three mileslong, and perhaps half amilewide at its greatest extent. It held only the two
farms, and theriver, which issued from the southern face about two milesin. The ground wasrich and



well cropped, but there was plenty of room for boys of twelve and eleven to play, and there were the
surrounding hillsto dimb.

They made the ascent at two or three points, and stood, panting, looking out over rough hillsand
moorlands. The valey wastiny behind them. John delighted in the fedling of height, of isolation, and, to
some extent, of power; for the farm-houses looked, from this vantage, like toy buildings that they might
reach down and pluck from the ground. And in its greenness the valley seemed an oasis among desert
mountains,

David took less pleasurein this, and after their third climb he refused to go again. It was enough for him
to bein the valey; the surrounding dopes were like cupped and guarding hands, which it was both
fruitlessand ungrateful to scale.

Thisdivergence of their interests caused them to spend much of their time gpart. While John roamed the
valey'ssdes, David kept to the farmland, to his grandfather's increasing satisfaction. At the end of the
second week, boy and old man, they went together to the River field on awarm and cloudy afternoon.
The boy watched intently while his grandfather plucked ears of wheat here and there, and examined
them. His near vision was poor, and he was forced to hold the whesat a arm'slength.

It'sgoing to be afair crop, he said, 'aswell asmy eyescan tell me.’

To their right there was the continuous dull roar asthe Lepe forced its way out of the containing rock into
thevadley.

David sad: 'Shal we dtill be here for the harvest?
'Depends. It may be. Would you like to be?
David said enthusiagtically: 'Oh, yes, Grandfather!"

There was aslence in which the only intrusion was the noise of the Lepe. His grandfather looked over
the valey which the Beverley's had farmed for a century and a half; and then turned from the land to the
boy at hisside.

'I don't see aswe shall havelong to get to know one another, David boy,' he said. 'Do you think you
would liketo farm this valley when you're grown?

'More than anything.

'It'll beyours, then. A farm needs one owner, and | don't think as your brother would be fond of the life,
any road.’

‘John wants to be an engineer,’ David said.
'And helll be likely enough to make agood one. What had you thought of being, then?
'I hadn't thought of anything."

'l shouldn't say it, maybe,’ said his grandfather, 'sSince I've never seen ought of any other kind of life but
what | glimpse at Lepeton Market; but | don't know of another life that can give as much satisfaction.
Andthisisgood land, and agood lie for aman that's content with his own company and few neighbours.
There's tone dabs under the ground in the Top Meadow, and they say thevalley washeld asa
stronghold once, in bygonetimes. | don't reckon you could hold it now, against guns and aeroplanes, but
whenever I've been outside I've dways had afeding that | could shut the door behind mewhen | come



back through the pass.’
'l fdt that,' David said, ‘when we camein.'

'My grandfather,’ said David's grandfather, ‘had himself buried here. They didn't like it even then, but in
those days they had to put up with some thingsthey didn't like. They've got more weight behind them
today, damn them! A man should have the rights to be buried in his own ground.’

Helooked across the green spears of whest.

‘But | shan't fret so greetly over leaving it, if I'm leaving it to my own blood.'

On another afternoon, John stood on the southern rim and, after staring hisfill, began to descend again
intothevaley.

The Lepe, from its emergence to the point where it left the valley atogether, hugged these southern
dopes, and for that reason they could only be scaled from the eastern end of the valey. But the boy
realized now that, once above theriver, it could not bar him from the dopes beneath which it raced and
boiled. From the ground, he had seen acleft in the hill face which might be a cave. He climbed down
towardsit, breaking new ground.

He worked hisway down with agility but with care, for although quick in thought and movement hewas
not foolhardy. He came at last to the cleft, perhaps fifteen feet above the dark swirling waters, and found
it to be no more than that. In his disgppointment, he looked for some new target of ambition. Directly
over theriver's edge, rock swelled into something like aledge. From there, perhaps, one could dangle
oneslegsin therushing water. It was less than a cave would have been, but better than areturn, baulked
of any satifaction, to the farmland.

He lowered himsdf gtill more cautioudy. The dope was steep, and the sound of the Lepe had a
threatening growl to it. Theledge, when hefindly reached it, gave little purchase.

By now, however, the idea had come to obsess him — just one foot in the water; that would be enough
to meet the objective he had set himself. Pressed awkwardly against the side of the hill, he reached down
with his hand to unfasten the sandal on hisright foot. Ashedid so, hisleft foot dipped on the smooth
rock. He clutched frantically, aware of himself faling, but there was no hold for hishands. Hefdl and the
waters of the Lepe— chill even in midsummer, and savagely buffeting— took him.

He could swim fairly well for aboy of hisage, but he had no chance againsgt the violence of the Lepe. The
current pulled him down into the deeps of the channd that the river had worn for itsdf through centuries
before the Beverleys, or any others, had cometo farm its banks. It rolled him like a pebble aong its bed,
asthough to squeeze breath and life from him together. He was aware of nothing but its al-embracing
violence and his own choking pulse.

Then, suddenly, he saw that the darkness about him was diminishing, yidding to sunlight filtered through
water dill violent but of no great depth. With hislast strength, he struggled into an upright position, and
his head broke through to the air. He took shuddering breath, and saw that he was near the middle of the
river. He could not stand, for the river's strength was too greet, but he haf-ran, half-swvam with the
current as the Lepe dragged him towards the pass that marked the valey's end.

Once out of the valley, theriver took aquieter course. A hundred yards down, he was ableto swim



awkwardly, through reltively calm water, to the farther bank, and pull himsdlf up ontoit. Drenched and
exhaugsted, he contemplated the length of the tumbling flood down which, in so short atime, he had been
carried. He was still staring when he heard the sound of a pony-trap coming up the road and, afew
moments later, his grandfather's voice.

'Hey, there, John! Been swimming?

He got to hisfeet unsteadily, and ssumbled towards the trap. His grandfather's arms took him and lifted
him.

'Y ou've had abit of ashaking, lad. Did you fdl in then?

His mind remained shocked; he told as much as he could, flat-voiced, in broken sentences. The old man
ligened.

'It looks like you were born for ahanging. A grown man wouldn't give overmuch for his chancesif hed
gonein likethat. And you broke surface with your feet till on the bottom, you say? My father used to tell
of abar inthe middle of the Lepe, but nobody wasliketo try it. It's degp enough by either bank.’

Helooked at the boy, who had begun to shiver, more from the aftermath of his experience than from
anythingese.

'No sensein me going on talking al afternoon, though. We must get you back, and into dry clothes.
Come on there, FHossie!'

Ashisgrandfather cracked the smal whip, John said quickly: 'Grandfather — you won't say anything to
Mummy, will you? Pleasa!’

The old man said: 'How shall we not, then? She can't but see you're soaked to the bone.’
'l thought I might dry mysdf... inthesun.’

'Ay, but not thisweek! Still... you don't want her to know you've had a ducking? Are you feared shelll
scold you?

‘No.'

Their eyesmet 'Ah, well,' said his grandfather, 'l reckon | owe you asecret, lad. Will it do if | take you to
the Hillens and get you dried there? Y ou shdl have to be dried somewhere.’

'Yes,' John said, ‘I don't mind that. Thank you, Grandfather.’

The whed s of the trap crunched over the rough stone road as they passed through the gap and the Hillen
farm cameinto view ahead of them. The old man broke the silence between them.

'Y ou want to be an engineer, then?

John looked away from hisfascinated watching of the rushing Lepe. Y es, Grandfather.’
"Y ou wouldn't take to farming?

John said cautioudy: ‘Not particularly.’

His grandfather said, with relief: 'No, | thought not.'



He began to say more, but broke off. It was not until they were within hail of the Hillen farm buildings that
hesad:

'I'm glad of it. | love the land more than most, | reckon, but there are some terms on which it isn't worth
having. The best land in the world might aswell be barren if it brings bad blood between brothers!”

Then he reined up the pony, and called out to JessHillen.

|ONE |

A quarter of acentury later, the two brothers stood together by the banks of the Lepe. David lifted his
stick and pointed far up the dope of the hill.

"Therethey go!'

John followed his brother's gaze to where the two specks toiled their way upwards. He laughed.
'Davey setting the pace as usud, but | would put my money on Mary's staminafor first-over-the-top.’
‘She's acouple of years older, remember.’

'Y ou're abad uncle. Y ou favour the nephew too blatantly.’

They both grinned. 'She'sagood girl,’ David said, 'but Davey — well, he's Davey.'

"Y ou should have married and got afew of your own.'

'l never had the timeto go courting.'

John said: 'l thought you countrymen took that in your stride, along with the cabbage planting.’

'I don't plant cabbages, though. There's no sense in doing anything but wheat and potatoes these days.
That's what the Government wants, so that'swhat | give'em.’

John looked at him with amusement. 'l like you in your part of the honest, awkward farmer. What about
your beef cattle, though? And the dairy herd?

'l wastalking about crops. | think the dairy cattle will have to go, anyway. They take up more land, than
they're worth.'

John shook his head. 'l can't imagine the valley without cows!'

‘Thetowni€saldilluson,’ David said, 'of the unchanging countryside. The country changes more than the
city does. With the city it'sonly amatter of different buildings— bigger maybe, and uglier, but no more
than that. When the country changes, it changesin amore fundamenta way adtogether.’

'We could argue about that," John said. ‘After dll...'

David looked over his shoulder. ‘Heré's Ann coming.' When she wasin earshot, he added: 'And you ask
mewhy | never got married!’

Ann put an arm on each of their shoulders. 'What | like about the valey,' she said, 'isthe high standard of



courtly compliments. Do you really want to know why you never married, David?
'Hetellsme he's never had thetime," John said.

"You're ahybrid,” Ann told him. 'Y ou're enough of afarmer to know that awife should be achattel, but
being one of the new-fangled university-trained kind, you have the grace to fed guilty about it.'

'And how do you reckon | would treat my wife," David asked, ‘assuming | brought mysdlf to the point of
getting one? Y oke her up to the plough when the tractor broke down?

"It would depend on the wife, | should think — on whether she was able to master you or not.'
'She might yoke you to the plough!" John commented.

'Y ou will haveto find me anice masterful one, Ann. Surely you've got some women friendswho could
cope with aWestmorland clod?

'I've been discouraged,” Ann said. 'Look how hard | used to try, and it never got anywhere.'

‘Now, then! They were dl either flat-chested and bespectacled, with dirty fingersand a New Statesman
tucked behind their left ear; or else dressed in funny-coloured tweeds, nylons, and high-hedled shoes!’

'‘What about Norma?

'‘Norma," David said, 'wanted to see the stalion servicing one of the mares. She thought it would be a
highly interesting experience.’

'Wdl, what's wrong with that in afarmer'swife?

David said drily: 'I've no idea. But it shocked old Jess when he heard her. We have our rough-and-ready
notions of decorum, funny though they may be!'

Itsjust asl said," Anntold him. 'Y ou're still partly civilized. Y ou'll be abachelor al your days.

David grinned. 'What | want to know is— am | going to get Davey to reduce to my own condition of
barbarism?

John said: 'Davey isgoing to be an architect. | want to have some sensible plansto work to in my old
age. Y ou should see the mongtrosity I'm helping to put up now.’

'Davey will do ashewishes' Ann said. 'l think his present notion isthat he's going to be amountaineer.
What about Mary? Aren't you going to fight over her?

I don't see Mary as an architect,’ her father said.
'Mary will marry," her uncle added, 'like any woman who's worth anything.'

Ann contemplated them. "Y ou're both savagesredlly,’ she observed. 'l suppose dl men are. It'sjust that
David's had more of hisveneer of civilization chipped off.’

‘Now, David said, 'what's wrong with taking it for granted that a good woman will marry?
'l wouldn't be surprised if Davey marries, too,” Ann said.

Therewasagirl in my year at the university,' David said. 'She had every one of us best for theory, and
from what | heard she/d been more or less running her father's farm in Lancashire since she was about



fourteen. She didn't even take her degree. She married an American airman and went back with him to
livein Detroit.

'And therefore,” Ann observed, ‘take no thought for your daughters, who will inevitably marry American
airmen and go and livein Detroit.’

David smiled dowly. "W, something like thet!"

Ann threw him alook haf-tolerant, half-exasperated, but made no further comment. They waked
together in slence by theriver bank. The air had the lift of May; the sky was blue and white, with clouds
browsing dowly acrosstheir azure pasture. In the valey, one was aways more conscious of the sky,
framed asit was by the encircling hills. A shadow sailed across the ground towards them, enveloped
them, and yielded again to sunshine.

"This peaceful land,” Ann said. "Y ou are lucky, David.'

'Don't go back on Sunday," he suggested. 'Stay here. We could do with some extra hands for the
potatoes with Luke away sick.'

'My mongtrosity calsme," John said. ‘And the kids will never do their holiday tasks while they stay here.
I'm afraid it's back to London on schedule!

"There's such arichness everywhere. Look at dl this, and then think of the poor wretched Chinese!’
'What's the latest? Did you hear the news before you came out?

"The Americans are sending more grain ships.’

‘Anything from Peking?

‘Nothing official. It's supposed to bein flames. And at Hong Kong they've had to repel attacks acrossthe
frontier.

'A gented way of putting it,’ John said grimly. 'Did you ever see those old pictures of the rabbit plaguesin
Australia? Wire-netting fences ten feet high, and rabbits — hundreds, thousands of rabbits— piled up
againg them, legp-frogging over each other until in the end ether they scaled the fences or the fences
went down under their weight. That's Hong Kong right now, except that it's not rabbits piled against the
fence but human beings!’

'Doyou think it's as bad asthat? David asked.

'Worsg, if anything. The rabbits only advanced under the blind ingtinct of hunger. Men areintelligent, and
because they're intelligent you have to take sterner measuresto stop them. | suppose they've got plenty
of ammunition for their guns, but it's certain they won't have enough.’

'Y ou think Hong Kong will fal?

I'm sureit will. The pressurewill build up until it hasto. They may machine-gun them from the air first,
and dive-bomb them and drop napalm on them, but for every onethey kill there will be ahundred
trekking in from theinterior to replace him.'

‘Napam!" Ann sad. 'Oh, no.'

'What else? It'sthat or evacuate, and there aren't the ships to evacuate the whole of Hong Kong intime.'



David said: 'But if they took Hong Kong — there can't be enough food there to give them three square
meals, and then they're back where they started.’

"Three square meals? Not even one, | shouldn't think. But what difference does that make? Those people
are garving. When you'rein that condition, it's the next mouthful that you're willing to commit murder for.'

'‘And India? David asked. 'And Burma, and dl therest of Asa?

'God knows. At leadt, they've got some warning. It was the Chinese government's unwillingness to admit
they were faced with a problem they couldn't master that's got them in the worst of thismess'’

Ann said: 'How did they possibly imagine they could keep it asecret?

John shrugged. 'They had abolished famine by statute— remember? And then, things looked easy at the
beginning. They isolated the viruswithin amonth of it hitting therice-fields. They had it neatly labdled —
the Chung-L.i virus. All they had to do wasto find away of killing it which didn't kill the plant.
Alternatively, they could breed avirus-resstant strain. And finaly, they had no reason to expect the virus
would spread so fast.'

‘But when the crop had failed so badly?

"They'd built up stocks againgt famine — give them credit for that. They thought they could last out until
the spring crops were cut. And they couldn't believe they wouldn't have besaten the virus by then.’

"The American'sthink they've got an angleonit.’

"They may savetherest of the Far East. They're too late to save China— and that means Hong Kong.'
Ann's eyeswere on the hillside, and the two figures clambering up to the summit.

‘Little children starving,' she said. 'Surely there's something we can do about it?

'What? John asked. "We're sending food, but it'sadrop in the ocean.'

'And we can talk and laugh and joke,' she said, 'in aland as peaceful and rich asthis, while that goeson.’

David said: 'Not much elsewe can do, isthere, my dear? There were enough people dying in agony
every minute before; dl thisdoesis multiply it. Deeth's the same, whether it's hgppening to one or a
hundred thousand.'

Shesad; 'l supposeitis.
'Weve been lucky, David said. ‘A virus could have hit wheat in just the sameway.'

It wouldn't have had the same effect, though, would it? John asked. "We don't depend on whest in quite
the way the Chinese, and Asiatics generdly, depend onrice!

'Bad enough, though. Rationed bread, for acertainty.’
'Rationed bread!" Ann exclamed. 'And in Chinathere are millionsfighting for amouthful of grain.’

They were slent. Above them, the sun stood in a sector of cloudless sky. The song of amistle-thrush
lifted above the steady comforting undertone of the Lepe.

'Poor devils,' David said.



'‘Coming up inthetrain," John observed, ‘there was aman who was explaining, with evident delight, that
the Chinks were getting what they deserved for being Communigts. But for the presence of the children, |
think | would have given him the benefit of my opinion of him.'

'Arewe very much better? Ann asked. 'We remember and fedl sorry now and then, but the rest of the
time we forget, and go about our businessasusua.’

'We haveto, David said. Thefelow inthetrain— | shouldn't think he gloats al thetime. It'sthe way
we're made. It's not so bad aslong as we redlize how lucky we are.’

'lsn't it? Didn't Dives sy something like that?

They heard, carried on the breeze of early summer, afaint halooing, and their eyeswent up toiit. A figure
stood outlined againgt the sky and, as they watched, another clambered up to stand besideit.

John amiled. 'Mary firs. Staminatold.’
"Y ou mean, age did,’ David said. 'Let's give them awave to show we've seen 'em.’

They waved their arms, and the two specks waved back to them. When they resumed their walk, Ann
sad:

'‘Asamatter of fact, | think Mary's decided she's going to be a doctor.’

‘Now, that'sasensibleidea,’ David said. 'She can aways marry another doctor, and set up ajoint
practice.’

'What,' John said," — in Detroit?
'It'sone of the useful arts as David seesthem,” Ann remarked. 'On a par with being agood cook.’

David poked into aholewith his gtick. 'Living closer to the smplethingsas| do,' he said, '| have a better
gppreciation of them. | put the useful artsfirst, second, and third. After that it'sal right to start messing
about with sky-scrapers.’

‘Now," John said, 'if you hadn't had engineersto build a contraption big enough to fit the Minisiry of
Agricultureinto, wherewould al you farmers be?

David did not reply to the jest. Their walk had taken them to a place where, with theriver on their left,
the path was flanked to the right by swampy ground. David bent down towards a clump of grass, whose
culms rose some two feet high. He gave atug, and two or three slems came out easlly.

'Noxious weeds? Ann asked.
David shook hishead. 'Oryzoides, of the genus Leersia, of thetribe Oryzae.'
'Without your botanical background,’ John said, it just doesn't mean athing.'

'[t's an uncommon British grass,’ David went on. 'V ery uncommon in these parts— you find it
occasiondly in the southern counties— Hampshire, Surrey, and so on.’

‘Theleaves,' Ann said, ' — they look asthough they'rerotting.'

'So are theroots,’ David said. 'Oryzae includes three genera. Leersia isone and Oryza's another.’



"They sound like names of progressive females," John commented.
'Oryza sativa,' David said, ‘isrice.
'Ricel' saidd Ann. ‘Then...'

‘Thisisricegrass,' David said. He pulled along blade and held it up. It was speckled with patches of
darker green centred with brown; the last inch was dl brown and deliquescing. 'And thisis the Chung-Li
virus!

'Here," John asked, 'in England?

'Inthis green and pleasant land,' David said. 'l knew it went for Leersia aswell, but | hadn't expected it
toreach sofar.'

Ann stared in fascination at the splotched and putrefying grass. 'This,' she said. 'Just this!'
David looked across the stretch of marsh to the cornfield beyond.

"Thank God that viruses have sdlective appetites. That damn thing comes half-way acrosstheworld to
fasten on thisone smdl clump of grass— perhaps on afew hundred clumpslikeit in al England.’

'Yes," John said, ‘whesat isagrasstoo, isn't it?

'Whest,' David said, 'and oats and barley and rye— not to mention fodder for the beasts. It's rough on
the Chinese, but it could have been alot worse!

'Yes,' Ann said, 'it could have been usingtead. Isn't that what you mean? We had forgotten them again.
And probably in another five minutes we shal have found some other excuse for forgetting them.'

David crumpled the grassin hishand, and threw it into theriver. It sped away on the swiftly flowing
Lepe.

‘Nothing else we can do,' he said.

[Two |

Ann, who was dummy, switched the wireless on for the nine o'clock news. John had landed in athree
no-trumps contract which they could not possibly make, chiefly to shut out Roger and Olivia, who only
wanted thirty for game and rubber. John frowned over his cards.

Roger Buckley said boisteroudy: 'Come on, old boy! What about finessing that nine?

Roger was the only one of John's old Army friends with whom he had kept in close touch. Ann had not
cared for him on first acquaintance, and longer experience had not moved her towards anything more
than tolerance. Shedidiked hisgenerd air of schoolboyish high spiritsamost as much ashisrarer
moments of savage depression, and she didiked till more what she saw asthe essential hardness that
stood behind both aspects of his outward persondity.

She was reasonably sure that he knew what her fedlings were, and discounted them — ashe did so
many things— as unimportant. In the pagt, this had added further to her didike, and but for onething she



would have weaned John away from the friendship.

The onething was Olivia. When Roger, fairly soon after her first meeting with him, had brought along this
rather large, placid, shy girl, introducing her as his fiancée, Ann had been surprised, but confident that this
engagement — the latest of severa by John's report — would never end in marriage. She had been
wrong in that. She had befriended Oliviain thefirst place in anticipation that Roger would leave her
stranded, and subsequently so that she could be in aposition to protect her when, after marriage, Roger
showed histrue colours. She had been humiliated to find, by degrees, not only that Olivia continued to
enjoy what seemed to be an entirely happy marriage, but aso that she hersaf had come to depend a
greet dedl on Olivials warm quiet understanding in her own minor crises. Without liking Roger any more,
shewas morewilling to put up with him on account of Olivia

John led asmal diamond towards King — Jack in dummy. Oliviaplacidly set down an eight. John
hesitated, and then brought down the Jack. With atriumphant chuckle, Roger dropped the Queen on top
of it.

From theradio, avoice said, in B.B.C. accents:

"The United Nations Emergency Committee on Chinag, in itsinterim report published today, has Sated
that the lowest possiblefigurefor deathsin the Chinafamine must be set at two hundred million

people...'
Roger said: 'Dummy looks abit weak in hearts. | think we might try them out."

Ann said: Two hundred million! It'sunbdievable.’

'What's two hundred million? Roger asked. 'There's an awful ot of Chinksin China. They'll breed 'em
back again in acouple of generations.’

Ann had encountered Roger's cynicism in argument before, and preferred not to do so at this moment.
Her mind was engaged with the horrors of her own imagination.

‘A further item of the report,’ the announcer's voice continued, ‘revealsthat field tests with Isotope 717
have shown an amaost complete control of the Chung-Li virus. The spraying of dl ricefiddswith this
isotopeisto be carried out as an urgent operation by the newly condtituted United Nations Air Relief
Wing. Supplies of the isotope are expected to be adequate to cover al therice fidldsimmediately
threatened within afew days, and the remainder within amonth.’

"Thank God for that,’ John said.
'When you've finished the Magnificat, Roger said, 'you might cover that little heart.’
Inmild protest, Oliviasaid: 'Roger!’

"Two hundred million, John said. 'A sizeable monument to human pride and stubbornness. If they'd let
our peoplework on the virus six months earlier they would have been dive now.'

"Taking of szeable monuments to human pride,” Roger said, 'and since you insst on stalling before you
bring that Ace of hearts out, how's your own little Tgf Mahal going? | hear rumours of |abour troubles.’

"I sthere anything you don't hear?

Roger was Public Rdations Officer to the Ministry of Production. Helived in aworld of gossp and
whitewash that fostered, Ann thought, his natural inhumanity.



‘Nothing of importance,’ Roger said. ‘Do you think you'll get it finished on time?

Tell your Minigter,' John said, 'to tell his colleague that he need have no fears. His plush-lined suite will
be ready for him right on the dot.'

"The question,’ Roger commented, 'iswhether the colleague will be ready for it.'
'Another rumour?

'l wouldn't call it arumour. Of course, he might turn out to have an axe-proof neck. It will beinteresting
to see!

'Roger, Ann asked, 'do you get agreat ded of pleasure out of the contemplation of human misfortune?

Shewas sorry, as soon as she had said it, that she had et hersalf be provoked into reacting. Roger fixed
her with an amused eye; he had adeceptively mild face with a chin that, from some angles, appeared to
recede, and large brown eyes.

'I'm the little boy who never grew up,’ he said. 'When you were my age, you probably laughed too at fat
men diding on banana skins. Now you think of them bresking their necks and leaving behind despairing
wives and a horde of under-nourished children. Y ou must let me go on enjoying my toysasbest | can.'

Oliviasad: 'Hes hopdess. Y ou mustn't mind him, Ann.'

She spoke with the amused tolerance an indulgent mother might show towards a naughty child. But what
was suitable in relation to achild, Ann thought with irritation, was not therefore to be regarded as an
adequate way of dedling with amoraly backward adult

Stll watching Ann, Roger continued: The thing dl you adult, sensitive people must bear in mind isthat
things are on your sde at present — you live in aworld where everything'sin favour of being sengtive
and civilized. But it's a precarious business. Look at the years Chinas been civilized, and look what's just
happened out there. When the belly starts rumbling, the belly-laugh comesinto its own again.’

'I'minclined to agree," John said. 'Y ou're athrowback, Roger.'
‘There are some ways,' Oliviasaid, 'in which he and Steve are just about the same age.'

Steve was the Buckleys nine-year-old son; Roger was too devoted to him to let him go away to school.
Hewas rather smdll, decidedly precocious, and capable of bouts of eemental savagery.

‘But Steve will grow out of it,” Ann pointed out Roger grinned.

'If he does, he's no son of mine!'

The children came home for haf-term, and the Custances and the Buckleys drove down to the seafor
the week-end. It wastheir custom to hire a caravan between them; the caravan, towed down by one car
and back by the other, housed the four adults, while the three children dept in atent close by.

They had good wegther for the trip, and Saturday morning found them lying on sun-warmed shingle,
within sound and sight of the sea. The children interspersed this with bathing or with crab-hunting along
the shore. Of the adults, John and the two women were happy enough to liein the sun. Roger, more



restless by nature, first assisted the children and then lay about in evident and increasing frustration.
When Roger had looked at hiswatch severa times, John said: 'All right. Let's go and get changed.’

‘All right, what? Ann asked. "What are you getting changed for? Y ou weren't proposing to do the
cooking, were you?

'Roger's been tripping over histongue for the last half-hour,' John said. 'l think 1'd better take him for a
run down to the village. They'll be open by now.’

They were open half an hour ago,’ Roger said. "Well take your car.'

‘Lunch at one," Oliviasaid. '"And not kept for latecomers.’

‘Don't worry.

With glassesin front of them, Roger said:

"That's better. The seaside dways makes methirsty. Must bethe sdt intheair.’
John drank from hisglass, and put it down again.

"You'reahit jumpy, Rodge. | noticed it yesterday. Something bothering you?

They sat in the bar parlour. The door was open, and they could ook out on to agravelled patch on this
side of the road, and awide stretch of green beyond it The air was warm and mild.

"Thisisthe weather the cuckoo likes,' Roger quoted. "When they sit outsde the " Travdler's Rest,” and
maids come forth sprig-mudin dre<t, and citizens dream of the South and West. And so do . Jumpy?
Perhaps| am.’

'Anything | can lend ahand with?

Roger studied him for amoment Thefirst duty of aPublic Relations Officer,' he sad, isloydlty, the
second isdiscretion, and having aloud mouth with aready tongue runs a poor third. My troubleisthat |
aways keep my fingers crossed when | pledge loyalty and discretion to anyone who isn't a personal
friend.

'What's up?

'If you were me," Roger said, 'you wouldn't tell, honesty being one of your sscumbling-blocks. So | can tell
you to keep it under your hat. Not even Ann yet. | haven't said anything to Olivia'

'If it'sthat important,’ John said, 'perhaps you'd better not say anything to me!’

'Frankly, I think they would have been wiser not to keep it dark, but that's not the point either. All I'm
concerned with isthat nothing that gets out can be traced back to me. It will get out — that's certain.’

‘Now I'm curious,' John said.

Roger emptied his glass, waited for John to do the same, and took them both over to the bar for refilling.
When he had brought them back, he drank lengthily before saying anything further.

He said: 'Remember Isotope 7177
"The stuff they sprayed the rice with?



'Y es. There were two schools of thought about tackling that virus. One wanted to find something that
would kill the virus; the other thought the best line was breeding avirus-resistant rice strain. The second
obvioudy required moretime, and so got less attention. Then the people on thefirst tack came up with
717, found it overwhelmingly effective againg the virus, and rushed it into action.’

It did kill thevirus," John said. 'I've seen the pictures of it."

'From what I've heard, viruses are funny brutes. Now, if they'd found avirus-resistant rice, that would
have solved the problem properly. Y ou can dmost certainly find aresistant strain of anything, if you look
hard enough or work on alarge enough scae.’

John looked at him. ‘Go on.'

‘Apparently, it was acomplex virus. They'veidentified at least five phases by now. When they came up
with 717 they had found four phases, and 717 killed them &ll. They discovered number five when they
found they hadn't wiped the virus out after al.’

‘Butinthat case...'
'Chung-L.i,' said Roger, 'iswell ahead on points.'

John said: 'Y ou mean, there's ill atrace of the virus active in the fidds? It can't be more than atrace,
considering how effective 717 was!'

'Only atrace,’ Roger said. 'Of course, we might have been lucky. Phase 5 might have been dow where
the other four were fast movers. From what | hear, though, it spreads quite asfast asthe origina.'

John said dowly: 'So we're back where we started. Or not quite where we started. After dl, if they found
something to cope with thefirst four phasesthey should be ableto lick thefifth.’

That'swhat | tell mysdf,’ Roger said. There'sjust the other thing that's unsettling.’
'Well?

'Phase 5 was masked by the others before 717 got to work. | don't know how this business applies, but
the stronger virus strains somehow kept it inactive. When 717 removed them, it was able to go ahead
and show itsteeth. It differsfrom its big brothersin one important respect.’

John waited; Roger took a draught of beer.

Roger went on: "'The appetite of the Chung-Li viruswasfor thetribe of Oryzae, of thefamily of
Gramineae. Phase 5israther lessdiscriminating. It thriveson dl the Gramineae.'

'Gramineae!’

Roger smiled, not very happily. 'I've only picked up the jargon recently mysdlf. Gramineae means
grasses— dl the grasses!’

John thought of David. "Weve been lucky." 'Grasses," he said,' — that includes wheat.'

'Whedt, oats, barley, rye— that's a tarter. Then mest, dairy foods, poultry. In acouple of years time
well beliving on fish and chips— if we can get thefat to fry themin.'

They'll find an answer to it."



'Yes,' Roger said, 'of coursethey will. They found an answer to the original virus, didn't they? | wonder in
what directions Phase 6 will extend its range — to potatoes, maybe?

John had athought 'If they're keeping it quiet — | takeit thisison an internationd level — might it not be
because they're reasonably sure an answer isaready in the bag?

That'soneway of looking at it. My own fedling was that they might be waiting until they have got the
machine-gunsinto postion.'

'Machine-guns?
They've got to be ready,’ Roger said, 'for the second two hundred million.’

‘It can't cometo that. Not with al the world's resources working on it right from the beginning. After all, if
the Chinese had had the senseto call in help...'

'Were abrilliant race,' Roger observed. "'We found out how to use coa and oil, and when they showed
thefirst signsof running out we got ready to hop on the nuclear energy wagon. The mind boggles a
man's progressin the last hundred years. If | wereaMartian, | wouldn't take odds even of athousand to
oneonintellect of that kind being defeated by alittle thing like avirus. Don't think I'm not an optimist, but
| like to hedge my bets even when the odds look good.'

'Evenif you look at it from theworst point of view," John said, ‘we probably could live on fish and
vegetables. It wouldn't be the end of the world.'

'Could we? Roger asked. 'All of us? Not on our present amount of food intake.'

'One picks up some useful information from having afarmer in the family,' John said. '‘An acre of land
yields between one and two hundredweight of mest, or thirty hundredweight of bread. But it will yield ten
tons of potatoes.”

'Y ou encourage me, Roger commented. ‘| am now prepared to believe that Phase 5 will not wipe out the
human race. That leaves me only my own immediate circle to worry about | can disengage my attention
from the mgor issues!

'Damnit!" John said. 'Thisisn't China

'No,' Roger said. Thisisacountry of fifty million people that imports nearly hdf itsfood requirements.’
"We may haveto tighten our bdts'’

‘A tight belt,' said Roger, 'looks silly on askeleton.

I'vetold you,' John said, ' — if you plant potatoesinstead of grain cropsyou get abulk yield that's more
than six times heavier.'

‘Now go and tell the government. On second thoughts, don't. Whatever the prospects, I'm not prepared
to throw my job in. And there, unlessI'm along way off the mark, you have the essentia clue. Evenif |
thought you were the only man who had that information, and thought that information might save usal
from gtarvation, | should think twice before | advised you to advertise my own security failings.'

"Twice, possibly," John said, 'but not three times. 1t would be your future aswell.'

'Ah,' said Roger, 'but someone else might have the information, there might be another means of saving
us, thevirus might die out of its own accord, the world might even plungeinto thesun firs — and |



should have lost my job to no purpose. Trandate that into politica terms and governmentd levels.
Obvioudy, if wedon't find away of stopping the virus, the only sensible thing to do is plant potatoesin
every spot of ground that will take them. But at what stage does one decide that the virus can't be
stopped? And if we stud England's green and pleasant land with potato patches, and then someonekills
thevirus after dl — what do you imagine the eectorate is going to say when it is offered potatoes instead
of bread next year?

'l don't know what it would say. | know what it should say, though — thank God for not being reduced
to cannibalism as the Chinese were.'

'Gratitude,' Roger said, 'is not the most conspicuous aspect of nationd life— not, at any rate, seen from
the politician'seyeview.'

John let his gaze travel again beyond the open door of the inn. On the green on the other side of the road,
agroup of village boyswere playing cricket. Their voices seemed to carry to the listener on shafts of
unlight.

'We're probably both being abit darmist," he said. 'It'salong cry from the newsthat Phase 5 is out and
about to aprospect either of apotato diet or famine and cannibalism. From the time the scientists really
got to work oniit, it only took three monthsto develop 717’

'Yes,' Roger said, 'that's something that worries me, too. Every government in theworld isgoing to be
comforting itsalf with the same reassuring thought The scientists have never failed usyet. We shdl never
redly believe they will until they do.’

'When athing has never faled before, it's not abad presumption that it won't fail now.’

'No,' Roger said, 'l suppose not.' He lifted his nearly empty glass. 'Look thy last on al thingslovely every
hour. A world without beer? Unimaginable. Drink up and let's have another.’

|THREE |

The news of Phase 5 of the Chung-L.i virus leaked out during the summer, and was followed by
widespread rioting in those parts of the Far East that were nearest to the focus of infection. The Western
world looked on with benevolent concern. Grain was shipped to the troubled areas, where armoured
divisons were needed to protect it. Meanwhile, the efforts to destroy the virus continued in |aboratories
and field research stations al over the world.

Farmerswere instructed to keep the closest possible watch for sgns of the virus, with the carefully
caculated prospects of heavy finesfor failure to report, and good compensation for the destruction of
virus-stricken crops. It had been established that Phase 5, like the origind virus, travelled both by root
contact and through the air. By apolicy of destroying infected crops and clearing the ground for some
distance around them, it was hoped to keep the spread of the virusin check until ameans could be found
of eradicating it entirely.

The policy was moderately successful. Phase 5, like its predecessors, reached across the world, but
something like three-quarters of anorma harvest was gathered in the West. In the East, things went less
wdll. By Augugt, it was clear that Indiawas faced with an overwheming failure of crops, and a
consequent famine. Burma and Japan were very little better off.



In the West, the question of relief for the stricken areas began to show a different aspect. World reserve
stocks had aready been drasticaly reduced in the attempt, in the spring, to succour China. Now, with
the prospect of a poor harvest even in the least affected areas, what had been ingtinctive became a matter
for argument.

At the beginning of September, the United States House of Representatives passed an amendment to a
Presdentid hill of food ad, cdling for aPlimsoll line for food stocksfor home use. A certain minimum
tonnage of al foodswasto be kept in reserve, to be used inside the United States only.

Ann could not keep her indignation at thisto hersdlf.
‘Millionsfacing famine,’ she said, 'and those fat old men refuse them food.'

They weredl having teaon the Buckleys lawn. The children had retired, with a supply of cakes, into the
shrubbery, from which shrieks and gigglesissued & intervals.

'As one who hopesto liveto be afat old man,’ Roger said, 'I'm not sure | ought not to resent that.'
'Y ou must admit it hasacallousring to it," John said.

'Any act of salf-defence has. The trouble asfar asthe Americans are concerned isthat their cards are
aways on thetable. The other grain-producing countrieswill just St on their stocks without saying

anything.’
Annsad: 'l can't bdievethat.'

‘Can't you? Let me know when the Russians send their next grain ship east. I've got acouple of old hats
that might aswell be eaten.’

'Even so — there's Canada, Audtraia, New Zealand.'
'Not if they pay any attention to the British Government.’
'Why should our government tell them not to send relief?

‘Because we may warnt it oursalves. We are earnestly — | might say, desperately — hoping that blood is
thicker than the water which separates us. If the virusisn't licked by next summer...'

'But these people are starving now!"

"They have our degpest sympathy.’
She gstared at him, for once in undisguised didike. "'How can you!'

Roger stared back. "We once agreed about my being a throwback — remember? If | irritate the people
round me, don't forget they may irritate me occasionaly. Woolly-mindedness does. | believein
sef-preservation, and I'm not prepared to wait until the knifeisat my throat before | start fighting. | don't
seethe sensein giving the children'slast crust to astarving beggar.'

‘Lagt crudt..." Ann looked at the table, covered with the remains of alavish tea. 'Isthat what you call
this?

Roger said: 'If | were giving the ordersin this country, there wouldn't have been any cake for the past
three months, and preciouslittle bread either. And | still wouldn't have had any grain to sparefor the
Asatics. Good God! Don't you people ever look at the economic facts of this country?



'If we stand by and let those millions starve without lifting afinger to help, then we deserve to havethe
same happento us, Ann said.

'Dowe? Roger asked. "Who are we? Should Mary and Davey and Steve die of starvation because I'm
cdlous?

Oliviasad: 'l redly think it's best not to talk about it. It isn't as though there's anything we can do abouit it
— we ourselves, anyway. We must just hope things don't turn out quite so badly.'

'According to the latest news," John said, ‘they've got something which gives very good results against
Phase 5.

'Exactly!” Ann said. 'And that being so, what justification can there possibly be for not sending help to the
East? That we might have to be rationed next summer?

'Very good results,’ Roger said ironically. 'Did you know they've uncovered three further phases, beyond
5? Personally, | can see only one hope— holding out till the virus dies on its own account, of old age.
They do sometimes. Whether there will be ablade of grass|eft to re-start thingswith at that stageis
another thing again.’

Oliviabent down, looking at the lawn on which their chairs rested.
It'shard to believe,’ she said, 'isn't it — that it really doeskill al the grasswhere it gets afoothold?
Roger plucked ablade of grass, and held it between hisfingers and thumb.

'I've been accused of having no imagination,’ he said. That's not true, anyway. | can visuaize the sarving
Indians, dl right. But | can dso visudize thisland brown and bare, stripped and desert, and children here
chewing the bark off trees.”

For awhilethey al sat silent; asilence of speech, but accompanied by distant bird-song and the excited
happy cries of the children.

John said: "Wed better be getting back. I've got the car to go over. I've been putting it off too long asit
is." He called out for Mary and David. It may never happen, Rodge, you know.'

Roger said: 'I'm asdack astherest of you. | should be getting into training by learning unarmed combeat,
and the best way to dice the human body into its congtituent joints for roasting. Asitis, | just st around.’

On their way home, Ann said suddenly:

'It's abeagtly attitude to take up. Beastly!'

John nodded his head, warningly, towards the children.
Annsad: 'Yes, dl right. But itshorrible!

'Hetaksalot," John said. "It doesn't mean anything, redly.’
'l think it does!'

‘Oliviawasright, you know. Thereisn't anything we can do individualy. Just wait and see, and hope for
the best.’

'Hope for the best? Don't tell me you've started taking notice of his gloomy prophecies!’



Not answering immediately, John looked at the scattering autumn leaves and the neat suburban grass.
The car travelled past a place where, for a space of ten or fifteen yards, the grass had been uprooted,
leaving bare earth: another minor battlefield in the campaign againgt Phase 5.

'No, | don't think so, redlly. It couldn't happen, could it?

Asautumn settled into winter, the news from the East steadily worsened. Firgt India, then Burmaand
Indo-Chinarelgpsed into famine and barbarism. Japan and the eastern states of the Soviet Union went
shortly afterwards, and Pakistan erupted into a desperate wave of Western conquest which, composed
though it was of starving and unarmed vagabonds, reached into Turkey before it was halted.

Those countrieswhich were till reatively unaffected by the Chung-Li virus, sared a the scenewith a
bardly credulous horror. The officid news accentuated the Size of this ocean of famine, in which any
succour could be no more than adrop, but avoided the question of whether food could in fact be spared
to hep the victims. And those who agitated in favour of sending supplies were aminority, and aminority
increasingly unpopular as the extent of the disaster penetrated more clearly, and its spread to the Western
world was more clearly envisaged.

It was not until near Chrismasthat grain ships sailed for the East again. Thisfollowed the heartening
news from the southern hemisphere that in Austrdiaand New Zedand avigilant system of inspection and
destruction was keeping the virus under control. The summer being a particularly brilliant one, there were
prospects of aharvest only alittle below average.

With this news came anew wave of optimism. The disaster in the Eadt, it was explained, had been due as
much as anything to the kind of failure in thoroughness that might be expected of Asatics. It might not be
possibleto keep the virus out of the fields dtogether, but the Austrdians and New Zed anders had shown
that it could be held in check there. With asmilar vigilance, the West might survive indefinitely on no
worse than short commons. Meanwhile, the laboratory fight againgt the viruswas gill on. Every day was
one day nearer the moment of triumph over the invisible enemy. It wasin this atmosphere of sober
optimism that the Custances made their customary trip northwards, to spend Chrisimasin Blind Gill.

Onther first morning, John walked out with his brother on the rounds of the farm.

They encountered the first bare patch less than a hundred yards from the farm-house. It was about ten
feet across, the black frozen soil stared nakedly at the winter sky.

John went over it curioudy, and David followed him.

'Have you had much of it up here? John asked.

'Perhaps adozen likethis:!

The grass around the verges of the gash, athough frost-crackled, was clearly sound enough.

It looks asthough you're holding it dl right.’



David shook his head. 'Doesn't mean anything. Therésafair degree of evidence that the virus only
spreads in the growing season, but nobody knows whether that meansit can remain latent in the plant in
the non-growing season, or not God knows what spring will bring. A good three-quarters of my own
little plague spots were end-of -season ones.’

Then you aren't impressed by the official optimism?
David jerked his gtick towards the bare earth. 'I'm impressed by that.'
They'll beet it They're bound to.'

"Therewas an Order-in-Council,' David said, 'stating that dl land previoudy cropped with grain should
be turned over to potatoes.’

John nodded. 'l heard of it.'

'It'sjust been cancelled. On the Newslast night.'

They must be confident thingsare going to be dl right.’

David said grimly: "They can be as confident asthey like. Next spring I'm planting potatoes and beet.’
'No whest, barley?

'Not an acre.’

John said thoughtfully: 'If the virusis beaten by then, grain's going to fetch ahigh price.’

'Do you think afew other people haven't thought of that? Why do you think the Order's been rescinded?

Itisn't easy, isit? John asked. 'If they prohibit grain crops and the virusiis beaten, this country will have
to buy dl itsgrain overseas, and at fancy prices.’

'It'sapretty gamble,’ David said, —the life of the country against higher taxes!'
"The odds must be very good.'
David shook his head. "They're not good enough for me. I'll stick to potatoes.”

David returned to the subject on the afternoon of Christmas Day. Mary and young David had gone out
into the frogty air to work off the effects of a massive Chrigmas dinner. The three adults, preferring a
more placid mode of digestion, lay back in armchairs, haf-heartedly listening to a Haydn symphony on
gramophone records.

'How did your monstrosity go, John? David asked. 'Did you get it finished on time?

John nodded. 'l dmost retched when | contemplated it in dl its hideousness. But | think the one were on
now will be ableto giveit afew pointsfor redlly thoroughgoing ugliness!

‘Do you haveto doit?

'We must take our commissions where they lie. Even an architect has to accommodate himsdlf to the



whims of the man with the money to spend, and I'm only an engineer.’

'Y ou're not tied, though, are you — personaly tied?

'Only to the need for money.’

'If you wanted to take a sabbatical year, you could?

'Of course. There'sjust the odd problem of keeping the family out of the gutter.’
'I'd like you to come up herefor ayear.’

John sat up, startled. 'What?

"Y ou would be doing me afavour. Y ou needn't worry about the financia side of things. Therés only three
thingsafarmer can do with hisill-gotten gains— buy fresh land, spend them on riotous living, or hoard
them. I've never wanted to have land outside the valley, and I'm a poor spender.

John said dowly: 'Isthis because of the virus?

‘It may beslly, David said, 'but | don't like the look of things. And I've seen those pictures of what
happened in the East.’

John looked across at Ann. She said:

That wasthe Eadt, though, wasn't it? Even if things were to get short — this country's more disciplined.
We've been used to rationing and shortages. And at present theré'sno sign of any redl trouble. It'sasking
rather alot for John to throw thingsin and al of usto come and sponge on you for ayear — just
because things might go wrong.'

'Herewe are,’ David said, 'gitting round the fire, at peace and with full bellies. | know it'shard to imagine
afuture in which we shan't be able to go on doing that. But I'm worried.'

‘Thereé's never been adisease yet,' John said, 'either of plant or animal, that hasn't run itsalf out, leaving
the species till dlive and kicking. Look at the Black Desth.’

David shook his head. 'Guess-work. We don't know. What killed the greet reptiles? |ce-ages?
Compstition? It could have been avirus. And what happened to dl the plants that have left fossl remains
but no descendants? It's dangerous to argue from the fact that we haven't come across such avirusin our
short period of observation. A man could live along life without seeing acomet visible to the naked eye.
It doesn't mean there aren't any comets.”

John said, with an air of findity: 'It'svery good of you, Dave, but | couldn't, you know. | may not carefor
itsresults, but | like my work well enough. How would you like to spend ayear in Highgate, Sitting on
your behind?

'I'd make afarmer out of you in amonth.'
‘Out of Davey, maybe."

The clock that ticked somnolently on thewall had rested there, oring cleanings apart, for ahundred and
fifty years. The notion of the viruswinning, Ann thought, was even more unlikely here than it had seemed
in London.

She said: "After dl, | suppose we could come up hereif things were to get bad. But there'sno sign of



them doing so at present.’

'I've been brooding about it, | expect,’ David said. There was something Grandfather Beverley said to
me, the first time we came to the valley — that when he had been outside, and came back through the
gap, he dwaysfelt that he could shut the door behind him.'

Itisabit likethat, Ann said.

'If things do turn out badly,’ David went on, ‘there aren't going to be many safe refugesin England. But
this can be one of them.’

'Hence the potatoes and beet,' John observed.

David said: '"And more.' He looked at them. 'Did you see that stack of timber by the road, just this side of
the gap?

‘New buildings?

David stood up and walked acrossto look out of the window on the wintry landscape. Still looking out,
hesad:

'No. Not buildings. A stockade.’
Ann and John looked at each other. Ann repeated:
‘A stockade?

David swung round. ‘A fence, if you like. Theré's going to be a gate on thisvaley — agate that can be
held by afew against amaob.’

'Areyou serious? John asked him.

He watched this elder brother who had aways been so much less adventurous, lessimaginative, than
himsdf. His manner now was as stolid and unexcited as ever; he hardly seemed concerned about the
implications of what he had just said.

'Quite serious,’ David said.
Ann protested: 'But if thingsturn out dl right, after dll...’

"The countryside,’ David said, 'is dways happy to have something to laugh at Custance's Folly. I'm taking
achance on looking afoal. I've got an uneasinessin my bones, and I'm concerned with quietening it
Being alaughing-stock doesn't count beside that.'

His quiet earnestness impressed them; they were conscious— Ann particularly — of animpulseto do as
he had urged them: to join him herein the valey and fasten the gate on the jostling uncertain world
outsde. But the impulse could only be brief; therewas dl the busness of life to remember. Ann sad
involuntarily:

"The children's schools...'
David had followed the line of her thought; he showed neither surprise nor satisfaction. He said:

Theresthe schoal at Lepeton. A year of that wouldn't hurt them.'



She looked helplessy at her husband. John said:

‘Thereare dl sorts of things..." The conviction communicated from David had aready faded; the sort of
thing he wasimagining could not possibly happen. 'After dl, if things should get worse, we shdl have
plenty of warning. We could come up right away, if it looked grim.’

'Don't leaveit too late," David said.
Ann gave alittle shiver, and shook hersdf. 'In ayear'stime, dl thiswill seem strange.”

'Yes,' David said, 'may beit will.'

[FOUR

The lull which seemed to have fadlen on the world continued through the winter. In the Western countries,
schemesfor rationing foods were drawn up, and in some cases gpplied. Cakes disappeared in England,
but bread was il availableto al. The Press continued to oscillate between optimism and pessmism, but
with lessviolent swings. The important question, most frequently canvassed, was the length of time that
could be expected to ensue before, with the destruction of the virus, life might return to normal.

It was sgnificant, John thought, that no one spoke yet of the reclamation of thelifelesslands of Asa He
mentioned thisto Roger Buckley over luncheon, one day in late February. They werein Roger's club, the
Treasury.

Roger said: 'No, wetry not to think of them too much, don't we? It's as though we had managed to chop
off therest of theworld, and |eft just Europe, Africa, Austrdasia, and the Americas. | saw some pictures
of Centra Chinalast week. Even up to afew months ago, they would have been in the Press. But they
haven't been published, and they're not going to be published.’

'What were they like?

"They werein colour. Tagteful compositionsin browns and greys and yelows. All that bare earth and
clay. Do you know — initsway, it was more frightening than the famine pictures used to be?

Thewaiter padded up and gave them their lagersin dow and patient ritud. When he had gone, John
Queried:

'Frightening?

‘They frightened me. | hadn't understood properly before quite what a clean sweep the virus makes of a
place. Automatically, you think of it asleaving some grass growing. If only afew tufts here and there. But
it doesn't leave anything. It's only the grassesthat have gone, of course, but it's surprising to redlize what
alarge amount of territory is covered with grasses of one kind or another.’

'Any rumours of an answer to it?

Roger waggled his head in an indeterminate gesture. ‘L et's put it thisway: the rumoursin officia circles
are as vague asthe onesin the Press, but they do have anote of confidence.’

John said: 'My brother isbarricading himsdf in. Did | tell you?



Roger leaned forward, curioudy. "The farmer? How do you mean — barricading himself in?

'I've told you about his place— Blind Gill — surrounded by hillswith just one narrow gap leading ot.
He's having afence put up to sedl the gap.’

'‘Goon. I'm interested.

That'sdl thereistoit, redly. HE's uneasy about what's going to happen in the next growing season —
I've never known him so uneasy. At any rate, he's given up all hiswhesat acreage to plant root crops. He
even wanted us al to come and spend ayear up there.’

'Until thecrissisover? Heisworried.'

'And yet,' John said, 'I've been thinking about it off and on since then... Dave's always been more
level-headed than |, and when you get down to it, a countryman's premonitions are not to be taken lightly
inthiskind of business. In London, we don't know anything except what's spooned out to us.'

Roger looked at him, and smiled. 'Something in what you say, Johnny, but you must remember that I'm
on the spooning side. Tell me— if | get you the insgde warning of the crack-up in plenty of time, do you
think you could make room for our little trio in your brother's bolt-hole?

John said tensdly: 'Do you think it's going to come to a crack-up?

'So far, therés not asign of it Those who should be in the know are radiating the same kind of optimism
that you find in the papers. But | like the sound of Blind Gill, asan insurance palicy. I'll keep my ear to
the pipeline. As soon astherésalittle warning tinkle at the other end, we both take indefinite leave, and
our families, and head for the north? How doesit strike you? Would your brother have us?

'Y es, of course." John thought about the idea. 'How much warning do you think you would get?

'Enough. I'll keep you informed. In acaselikethis, you can rest assured | shdl err on the Side of caution.
| don't rdish theidea of being caught in the London areain the middle of afamine.’

A trolley was pushed past them, laden with assorted cheeses. The air wasingtilled with the drowsy
somnolence of midday in the dining-room of aLondon club. The murmur of voiceswas an easy and
untroubled one.

John waved an arm. 'It's difficult to imagine anything denting this.’
Roger surveyed the scenein turn, hiseyes mild but acute.

'Quite undentable, | agree. After dl, asthe Presshastold us sufficiently often, were not Asatics. It's
going to be interesting, watching us being British and gtiff-lipped, while the sorm-clouds gather.
Undentable. But what happens when we crack?

Their waiter came with their chops. Hewas agarrulous little man, with less hauteur than most of the
othersthere.

'No," Roger said, interesting — but not interesting enough to make me want to stop and seeit.’

Spring was late in coming; aperiod of dry, cold, cloudy weather lasted through March and into April.



When, in the second week of April, it was succeeded by awarm, moist spdll, it was a shock to see that
the Chung-L.i virus had lost none of itsvigour. Asthe grass grew, infields or gardens or highways, its
blades were splotched with darker green — green that spread and turned into rotting brown. There was
no escaping the evidence of these new inroads.

John got hold of Roger.
He asked him: 'What's the news at your end?
'‘Oddly enough, very good.'

John said: 'My lawn'sfull of it | started cutting-out operations but then | saw that al the grassin the
digrict'sgot it.'

'Mine, too," Roger said. 'A warm putrefying shade of brown. The penatiesfor failing to cut out infected
grasses are being rescinded, by theway.'

'What's the good news, then? It looks grim enough to me.'

"The paperswill be carrying it tomorrow. The Bureau UNESCO st up claim they've got the answer.
They've bred avirus that feeds on Chung-Li — al phases.’

John said: "It comes at what might otherwise have been a decidedly awkward moment Y ou don't
think...?

Roger smiled. It wasthefirst thing | did think. But the bulletin announcing it has been signed by agang of
people, including some who wouldn't falsify the results of aminor experiment to save their aged parents
from the stake. It'sgenuine, dl right.’

‘Saved by the bell,' John said dowly. 'l don't like to think what would have happened this summer
otherwise'

'l don't mind thinking about it,’ Roger said. ‘It was participation | was anxiousto avoid.’
"I was wondering about sending the children back to school | supposeit'sal right now.'

‘Better there, | should think," Roger said. There are bound to be shortages, because they will hardly be
ableto get the new virus going on alarge enough scale to do much about saving thisyear's harvest
London will fed the pinch more than most places, probably.’

The UNESCO report was given the fullest publicity, and the Government at the sametimeissued itsown
gppraisa of the stuation. The United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zedland al held grain stocks
and were al prepared to impose rationing on their own populations with aview to making these stocks
last over theimmediate period of shortage. In Britain, asimilar but more severe rationing of grain
products and mesat was introduced.

Once again the atmosphere lightened. The combination of news of an answer to the virus and news of the
impasition of rationing produced an effect both bracing and hopeful. When aletter came from David, its
tone appeared dmost ludicroudy out of key.

Hewrote:

Thereisn't ablade of grassleft inthevaley. | killed thelast of the cows yesterday — | understand that
someone in London had the sense to arrange for an extension of refrigeration space during last winter,



but it won't be enough to cope with the beef that will be coming under the knife in the next few weeks.
I'm sdting mine. Evenif thingsgo right, it will be years before this country knowswhat meet isagain—
or milk, or cheese.

'And | wish | could believe that things are going to go right It'snot that | disbelieve this report — | know
the reputation of the people who have signed it — but reports don't seem to mean very much when | can
look out and see black instead of green.

'Don't forget you're welcome any time you decide to pack your things up and come. I'm not redlly
bothered about the valley. We can live on root crops and pork — I'm keeping the pigs going because
they'rethe only animas| know that might thrive on adiet of potatoes. Well manage very well here. It's
the land outside I'm worried about.'

John threw the letter acrossto Ann and went to look out of the window of the sitting-room. Ann frowned
assheread it

'He's il taking it dl terribly serioudy, isn't he? she asked.
‘Evidently.'

John looked out at what had been the lawn and was now a patch of brown earth speckled with
occasiona weeds. Already it had become familiar.

"Y ou dont think," Ann said, 'living up there with only the Hillens and the farm men.... it'sapity he never
married.

'He's going off hisrocker, you mean? He's not the only pessimist about the virus!'
"Thisbit at the end,’ Ann said. She quoted:

'Inaway, | think | fed it would be more right for the virusto win, anyway. For years now, we've treated
the land as though it were a piggy-bank, to beraided. And the land, after dl, islifeitsdf.’

John said: "We're cushioned — we never did see agreat deal of grass, so not seeing any doesn't make
much difference. It's bound to have amore diriking effect in the country.’

‘But it'salmogt asthough he wants the virusto win.'

"The countryman alway's has didiked and mistrusted the townsman. He sees him as a gaping mouth on
top of alazy body. | suppose most farmers would be happy enough to see the urban dweller take asmall
tumble. Only thistumble, if it were taken, would be anything but smdl. | don't think David wants
Chung-L.i to besat us, though. He'sjust got it on hismind.'

Annwas dlent for awhile. John looked round at her. She was staring at the blank screen of thetelevision
set, with David's letter tightly held in one hand.

It may be he's getting abit of aworriter in hisold age. Bachelor farmers often do.’

Annsad: Thisidea— of Roger warning usif things go wrong so that we can dl travel north — isit ill
on?

John said curioudy: "Yes, of course. Though it hardly seems pressing now.’

'‘Canwerely on him?



'Don't you think so? Even if hewere willing to take chances with our lives, do you think he would with his
own— and with Olivias, and Steve's?

'l suppose nat. It'sjust...’

'If there were going to be trouble, we shouldn't need Roger's warning, anyway. We should seeit coming,
amileoff.

Ann said: 'l wasthinking about the children.’
They'll bedl right. Davey even likesthe tinned hamburger the Americans are sending us!'

Ann smiled. 'Y es, weve aways got the tinned hamburger to fall back on, | suppose.’

They went down to the sea as usud with the Buckleys when the children came back for the summer
half-term holiday. It was a strange journey through aland showing only the desolate bareness of
virus-choked ground, interspersed with fields where the abandoned grain crops had been replaced by
roots. But the roads themsalves were as thronged with traffic, and it was as difficult as ever to find anot
too crowded patch of coast.

The weather was warm, but the air was dark with clouds that continually threatened rain. They did not go
far from the caravan.

Their halting-place was on aspur of high ground, looking down to the shingle, and giving awide view of
the Channel. Davey and Steve showed a grest interest in the traffic on the sea; there was afleet of smdll
vessas a couple of miles off shore.

'Fishing smacks," Roger explained. 'To make up for the meat we haven't got, because there isn't any
grassfor the cows.’

'And rationed from Monday, Oliviasaid. 'Fancy — fish rationed!"
"It was about time," Ann commented. The prices were getting ridiculous.'

The smooth mechanism of the British nationa economy continues to mesh with slent efficiency,’ Roger
sad. They told usthat we were different from the Asatics, and by God they wereright! The belt tightens
notch by notch, and no one complains.'

"There wouldn't be much point in complaining, would there? Ann asked.

John said: 'It'srather different now that the ultimate prospects arefairly good. | don't know how cam and
collected we should beif they weren't.'

Mary, who had been drying herself in the caravan after a bathe, looked out of the window at them.

"Thefishcakes at school aways used to be atin of anchoviesto twenty pounds of potatoes— now it's
more like atin to two hundred pounds. What are the ultimate prospects of that, Daddy?

'Potato-cakes,' John said, 'and the empty tin circulating aong the tables for you al to have asniff. Very
nourishing too.'



Davey sad: 'Well, | don't see why they've rationed sweets. Y ou don't get sweets out of grass, do you?

Too many people had started to fill up on them,” John told him. Y ou included. Now you're confined to
your own ration, and what Mary doesn't get of your mother's and mine. Contemplate your good fortune.
Y ou might be an orphan.’

'Wdll, how long'sthe rationing going to go on?
'A few yearsyet, so you'd better get used to it."

It'saswindle’ Davey said, ' — rationing, without even the excitement of there being awar on.’

The children went back to school, and for the rest life continued as usud. At one time, soon after they
had made their pact, John had made a point of tel ephoning Roger whenever two or three days went by
without their meeting, but now he did not bother.

Food rationing tightened gradualy, but there was enough food to stay the actua pangs of hunger. There
was news that in some other countries smilarly situated, food riots had taken place, notably in the
countries bordering the M editerranean. London reacted smugly to this, contrasting that indiscipline with
itsown patient and orderly queues for goodsin short supply.

'Y et again,' acorrespondent wrote to the Daily Telegraph, ‘it falsto the British peoplesto set an
exampleto theworld in the staunch and steadfast bearing of their misfortunes. Things may grow darker
yet, but that patience and fortitude is something we know will not fall.'

IFIVE |

John had gone down to the Site of their new building, which wasrisng on the edge of the City. Trouble
had devel oped on the tower-crane, and everything was held up as aresult. His presence was not strictly
required, but he had been responsible for the selection of a crane, which was of atype they had not used
previoudy, and he wanted to be on the spot.

Hewas actudly in the cabin of the crane, looking down into the building's foundations, when he saw
Roger waving to him from the ground. He waved back, and Roger's gestures changed to a beckoning
that even from that height could be recognized asimperative.

He turned to the mechanic who was working beside him. ‘How's she coming now?
'Bit better. Clear it thismorning, | reckon.’

'I'll be back later on.'

Roger waswaiting for him at the bottom of the ladder.

John said: 'Dropped in to see what kind of amesswe were in?

Roger did not smile. He glanced round the busy levels of the Site.



'Anywhere we can talk privately?

John shrugged. 'l could clear the manager out of his cubbyhole. But therés alittle pub just acrossthe
road, which would be better.’

'‘Anywhereyou like. But right away. O.K.?

Roger's face was as mild and relaxed as ever, but his voice was sharp and urgent. They went acrossthe
road together. 'The Grapes had a small private bar which was not much used and now, at eleven-thirty,
was empty.

John got double whiskies for them both and brought them to the table, in the corner farthest from the bar,
where Roger was Sitting. He asked:

'‘Bad news?
'Weve got to move,' Roger said. He had adrink of whisky. The baloon'sup.’
'How?

"The bastards!' Roger said. 'The bloody murdering bastards. We aren't like the Asatics. We're true-blue
Englishmen and we play cricket.

Hisanger, bitter and savage, with nothing feigned in it, brought home to John the awareness of crisis. He
sad sharply:

'What isit? What's happening?

Roger finished hisdrink. The barmaid passed through their section of the bar and he called for two more
doubles. When he had got them, he said:

'Hirgt things first — game, set, and match to Chung-Li. Wevelogt.'
'What about the counter-virus?

'Funny things, viruses,' Roger said. They stand in time's eye like principdities and powers, only on a
shorter scale. All-conquering for acentury, or for three or four months, and then — washed out. Y ou
don't often get aRome, holding its power for haf amillennium.’

'Well?

"The Chung-Li virusisaRome. If the counter-virus had been even a France or a Spain it would have
been dl right. But it was only a Sweden. It till exigts, but in the mild and modified form that viruses
usudly relgpseinto. It won't touch Chung-Li.'

'When did this happen?

'God knows. Some time ago. They managed to keep it quiet while they were trying to re-breed the
virulent grain.’

"They've not abandoned the attempt, surely?
'l don't know. | suppose not. It doesn't matter.’

'Surely it matters.’



'For the last month,” Roger said, 'this country has been living on current supplies of food, with lessthan
half aweek's stocks behind us. In fact, we've been relying absolutely on the food ships from Americaand
the Commonwedth. | knew thisbefore, but | didn't think it important. The food has been pledged to us!'

The barmaid returned and began to polish the bar counter; she was whistling a popular song. Roger
dropped hisvoice.

'My migtake was pardonable, | think. In norma circumstances the pledges would have been honoured.
Too much of theworld had vanished into barbarism aready; people were willing to make some sacrifices
to savetherest.

‘But charity still beginsat home. That'swhy | said it doesn't matter whether they do succeed in getting the
counter-virus back in shape. The fact isthat the people who've got the food don't believe they will. And
asaresult, they want to make sure they aren't giving away stuff they will need themsalves next winter.
The last foodship from the other side of the Atlantic docked at Liverpool yesterday. There may be some
gl on the seesfrom Australasia, and they may or may not be recalled home before they reach us!'

John said: 'l see' Helooked at Roger. 'I's that what you meant about murdering bastards? But they do
haveto look after their own people. It'shard on us...’

'No, that wasn't what | meant | told you | had a pipe-line up to the top. It was Haggerty, the P.M.'s
secretary. | did him agood turn afew years ago. He's done me adamn sight better turnin giving methe
lowdown on what's happening.

'Everything's been at top-Governmenta level. Our people knew what was going to happen aweek ago.
They've been trying to get the food-suppliers to change their minds— and hoping for amiracle, |
suppose. But al they did get was secrecy — an undertaking that they would not be embarrassed in any
steps they thought necessary for internal control by the news being spread round the world. That suited
everybody's book — the people across the ocean will have some measures of their own to take before
the news breaks — not comparable with ours, of course, but best-prepared undisturbed.’

'And our measures? John asked. 'What are they?

‘The Government fell yesterday. Welling has taken over, but Lucasis il in the Cabinet. It'svery much a
palace revolution. Lucas doesn't want the blood on his hands— that's al.

'Blood?

"Theseidands hold about fifty-four million people. About forty-five million of them livein England. If a
third of that number could be supported on adiet of roots, we should be doing well. The only difficulty is
— how do you select the survivors?

John said grimly: 'l should have thought it was obvious — they sdect themsalves!

'It'sawasteful method, and destructive of good order and discipline. Weve taken our disciplinefairly
lightly in this country, but its roots run deep. It'sawayslikely toriseinacriss!’

'Welling—' John said, 'I've never cared for the sound of him.'

"The time throws up the man. | don't like the swine mysdlf, but something like him wasinevitable. Lucas
could never make up hismind about anything.' Roger looked straight ahead. "The Army ismoving into
position today on the outskirts of London and al other major population centres. The roads will be
closed from dawn tomorrow.'



John said: 'If that'sthe best he can think of ... no army in the world would stop a city from bursting out
under pressure of hunger. What does he think he's going to gain?

Time. Enough of that precious commodity to complete the preparations for his second line of action.’
'And that iS?

‘Atom bombsfor the small cities, hydrogen bombsfor placeslike Liverpool, Birmingham, Glasgow,
Leeds— and two or three of them for London. It doesn't matter about wasting them — they won't be
needed in the foreseeable future.'

For amoment, John was sllent Then he said dowly:
'l can't believe that No one could do that.’

‘Lucas couldn't. Lucas aways was the common man's Prime Minister — suburban constraints and
suburban prejudices and emotions. But Lucas will stand by asamember of Welling's Cabinet,
ogtentatioudy washing his hands while the plans go forward. What € se do you expect of the common
man?

"They will never get people to man the planes.’

'Werein anew era,’ Roger said. 'Or avery old one. Wide loydties are civilized luxuries. Loyaltiesare
going to be narrow from now on, and the narrower thefiercer. If it were the only way of saving Olivia
and Steve, I'd man one of those planes mysdif.’

Revolted, John said: 'No!"'

'When | spoke about murdering bastards,’ Roger said, 'l spoke with admiration aswell as disgust. From
now on, | propose to be one where necessary, and | very much hope you are prepared to do the same.’

'But to drop hydrogen bombs on cities— of one's own people...'

'Y es, that'swhat Welling wantstimefor. | should think it will take at least twenty-four hours— perhaps
aslong asforty-eight Don't be afool, Johnny! It's not so long ago that one's own people were the people
inthe same village. Asamatter of fact, he can put agood cloak of generosity over the act.’

'Generogity? Hydrogen bombs?

‘They're going to die. In England, at least thirty million people are going to die before the rest can scrape
aliving. Which way's best — of starvation or being killed for your flesh— or by a hydrogen bomb? It's
quick, after al. And you can keep the numbers down to thirty million that way and preservethefiedsto
grow the cropsto support the rest. That's the theory of it.'

From another part of the public-house, light music came to them as the barmaid switched on a portable
wirdess. The ordinary world continued, untouched, untroubled.

‘It can't work,' John said.

I'minclined to agree, said Roger. 'l think the newswill lesk, and | think the citieswill burst their seams
before Welling has got his bomber fleet properly lined up. But I'm not under any illusion that thingswill be
any better that way. At my guess, it meansfifty million dying instead of thirty, and afar more barbarous
and primitive existence for those that do survive. Who is going to have the power to protect the potato
fidlds againgt the roaming mob? Who is going to save seed potatoes for next year? Wetting's aswine, but



aclear-sghted swine. After hisfashion, he'strying to save the country.'
"Y ou think the newswill get out?

In hismind he visuaized a panic-stricken London, with himself and Ann caught in it — unableto get to
the children.

Roger grinned. 'Worrying, isntit? It'safunny thing, but | have an ideawe shal worry less about
London's teeming millions once we're away from them. And the sooner we get away, the better.’

John said: The children. ..

'‘Mary at Beckenham, and Davey at that place in Hertfordshire. I've thought about that. We can get
Davey on the way north. Y our job isto go and pick Mary up. Right away. I'll go and get word to Ann.
She can pack essentias. Oliviaand Steve and | will be at your place, with our car loaded. When you get
therewith Mary, welll load your car and get moving. If possible, we should be clear of London well
before nightfdl.

'l suppose we must,’ John said.

Roger followed his gaze round the interior of the bar — flowersin a polished copper urn, a calendar
blowing inasmdl breeze, floors till damp from scrubbing.

'Say goodbyetoit,' hesaid. That's yesterday's world. From now on, we're peasants, and lucky at that.'

Beckenham, Roger had told him, wasincluded in the areato be sealed off. He was shown into the study
of Miss Errington, the headmistress, and waited there for her. The room was nest, but till feminine. It
was a combination, he remembered, that had impressed Ann, as Miss Errington herself had done. She
was avery tal woman, with agentle humorousness.

She bowed her head coming through the door, and said:

'Good afternoon, Mr Custance.’ It was, John noted, just haf an hour after noon. ‘I'm sorry to have kept
youwaiting.'

'l hope | haven't brought you away from your luncheon?
She smiled. ‘It isno hardship these days, Mr Custance. Y ou've come about Mary?
'Yes. | should like to take her back with me.’

Miss Errington said: 'Do have aseat.' Shelooked at him, calmly considerate. 'Y ou want to take her
away? Why?

Thiswas the moment that made him fed the bitter weight of his secret knowledge. He must give no
warning of what was to happen; Roger had inssted on that, and he agreed. It was as essential to their
plans asto Wetting's larger scheme of destruction that no news should get out.

And that necessity required that he should leave thistal, gentle woman, aong with her charges, to die.
Hesad lamely: 'It'safamily matter. A relative, passng through London. Y ou understand. ..’

'Y ou see, Mr Custance, we try to keep breaks of thiskind to aminimum. Y ou will appreciate that it's
very unsettling. It'srather different at week-ends.’



'Yes. | do seethat. It's her — uncle, and he's going abroad by air thisevening.'
'Redlly? For long?

More glibly, he continued: 'He may be gone for some years. He was very anxiousto see Mary before he
went.'

'Y ou could have brought him here, of course” Miss Errington hesitated. "When would you be bringing her
back?

'l could bring her back this evening.'

'Wel, inthat case... I'll go and ask someoneto get her.' She walked over to the door, and opened it.
She called into the corridor: 'Helena? Would you ask Mary Custance to come along here, please? Her
father has cometo see her.’ To John, she said: 'If it'sonly for the afternoon, she won't want her things,
will she?

'No,' he said, 'it doesn't matter about them.'

Miss Errington sat down again. 'l should tell you I'm very pleased with your daughter, Mr Custance. At
her age, girls divide out — one sees something of what they are going to turn into. Mary has been coming
adong very wdl lately. | believe she might have avery fine academic future, if shewished.'

Academic future, John thought — to hold atiny oasis against adesert world.
Hesad: That'svery gratifying.'

Miss Errington smiled. 'Although, probably, the point isitsalf academic. One doubtsif the young men of
her acquaintance will permit her to settleinto so barren alife!’

'| see nothing barren init, Miss Errington. Y our own must be very full.'

Shelaughed. 'It hasturned out better than | thought it would! I'm beginning to look forward to my
retirement.’

Mary camein, curtseyed briefly to Miss Errington, and ran over to John.
'Daddy! What's happened?

Miss Errington said: Y our father wishesto take you away for afew hours. Y our uncleis passing through
London, on hisway abroad, and would like to seeyou.'

'Uncle David? Abroad?

John said quickly: 'It's quite unexpected. I'll explain everything to you on the way. Are you ready to come
asyou are?

'Y es, of course.’

"Then | shan't keep you,' Miss Errington said. ‘Can you have her back for eight o'clock, Mr Custance?
'l shdl try my best.'

She held her long ddlicate hand out. 'Good-bye.’

John hesitated; his mind rebelled againgt taking her hand and leaving her with no inkling of what lay



ahead. And yet he dared not tell her; nor, he thought, would she believe him if he did.

Hesad: 'If | fail to bring Mary back by eight, it will be because | have learned that the whole of London
isto be swalowed up in an earthquake. So if we don't come back, | advise you to round up the girlsand
take them out into the country. At whatever inconvenience.'

Miss Errington looked at him with mild astonishment that he should descend into such absurd and
tagteless clowning. Mary aso waswatching himin surprise.

The headmistress said: 'Wdll, yes, but of course you will be back by eight,’

He sad, miserably: "Yes, of course!

Asthe car pulled out of the school grounds, Mary said:

Itisn't Uncle David, isit?

‘No.'

'What isit, then, Daddy?

'l can't tdl you yet. But were leaving London.'

"Today? Then | shan't go back to school tonight? He made no answer. 'Is it something dreadful ?
'Dreadful enough. Were going to livein the valey. Will you like that?

Shegmiled. 'l wouldn't call it dreadful.

"The dreadful part,' he said dowly, ‘will befor other people.”

They reached home soon after two. Asthey walked up the garden path, Ann opened the door for them.
She looked tense and unhappy. John put an arm around her.

'Stage one completed without mishap. Everything's going well, darling. Nothing to worry about. Roger
and the others not here?

'It'shiscar. Cylinder block cracked, or something. HE's round at the garage, hurrying them up. They're
al coming over as soon aspossible!

'Has he any idea how long? John asked sharply.
‘Shouldn't be more than an hour.’
Mary asked: 'Are the Buckleys coming with us? What's happening?

Ann said: 'Run up to your room, darling. I've packed your thingsfor you, but I've left just alittle space for
anything which I've left out which you think is specidly important. But you will haveto be very
discriminating. It'sonly avery little space”

'How long are we going for?



Annsaid: 'A long time, perhaps. In fact, you might aswell act as though we were never coming back.'
Mary looked at them for amoment. Then she said gravely:

'What about Davey'sthings? Shdl | look through those aswell?

'Yes, darling,’ Ann said. 'Seeif theré's anything important I've missed.'

When Mary had gone upstairs, Ann clung to her husband.

‘John, it can't be true!'

'Roger told you the whole story?

'Y es. But they couldn't do it. They couldn't possibly.’

'Couldn't they? I'vejust told Miss Errington | shdl be bringing Mary back this evening. Knowing whét |
know, isthere very much difference?

Annwassglent. Then shesad:

‘Beforedl thisisover ... are we going to hate ourselves? Or are we just going to get used to things, so
that we don't realize what were turning into?

John said: 'l don't know. | don't know anything, except that we've got to save ourselves and save the
children.’

'Save them for what?

'We can work that out later. Things seem bruta now — leaving without saying aword to dl the others
who don't know what's going to happen — but we can't help it. When we get to the valey, it will be
different We shdl have achance of living decently again.’

'Decently?

Thingswill be hard, but it may not be abad life. It will be up to uswhat we make of it At least, we shdll
be our own masters. It will no longer be amatter of living on the sufferance of a State that cheats and
bulliesand swindlesits citizens and, at last, when they become a burden, murdersthem.’

'‘No, | suppose not.'

‘Bastards!' Roger said. 'l paid them double for arush job, and then had to hang around for three-quarters
of an hour while they looked for their tools.’

It wasfour o'clock. Ann said:
'Have wetimefor acup of tea? | wasjust going to put the kettle on.'

Theoreticdly,' Roger sad, ‘weve got dl thetimein theworld. All the same, | think well skip thetea
There's an atmosphere about — uneasiness. There must have been some other legks, and | wonder just
how many. Anyway, | shdl fed alot happier when we're clear of London.'



Ann nodded. ‘All right." She walked through to the kitchen. John called after her:
'Anything | can get for you?
Ann looked back. 'l 1eft the kettle full of water. | wasjust going to put it away.'

That's our hope,' Roger said. 'The feminine stabilizer. She's leaving her home for ever, but she putsthe
kettle away. A man would be more likely to kick it round the floor, and then set fire to the house.'

They pulled away from the Custances house with John's car leading, and drove to the north. They were
to follow the Great North Road to a point beyond Welwyn and then branch west in the direction of
Davey's schoadl.

Asthey were passing through East Finchley, they heard the sound of Roger's horn, and amoment later
he accelerated past them and drew up just ahead. Asthey went past, Olivia, leaning out of the window,
called:

'Radio!'
John switched on.

... emphasized too strongly that thereis no basisto any of the rumoursthat have been circulating. The
entire Stuation is under control, and the country has ample stocks of food."

The others walked back and stood by the car. Roger said:
‘Someone's worried.'

'Virus-free grain isbeing planted,’ the voice continued, 'in severd parts of England, Wales, and Scotland,
and thereis every expectation of alate-autumn crop.’

‘Planting in July!" John exclamed.

'Stroke of genius,’ Roger said. "When there's arumour of bad news, say that Fairy Godmother ison her
way down the chimney. Plausibility doesn't matter at atimelikethat.'

The announcer's voiced changed dightly:

‘It isthe Government's view that danger could only arise from panic in the population at large. Asa
measure towards preventing this, various temporary regulations have been promulgated, and come into
forceimmediatdy.

Thefirgt of these dealswith restrictions on movements. Travel between citiesis temporarily forbidden. It
is hoped that a system of priorities for essentia movementswill be ready by tomorrow, but the
prdiminary banisabsolute. ..’

Roger sad: They've jumped the gun! Come on— let'stry and crash through. They may not be ready for
usyet.

The two cars drove north again, across the North Circular Road, and through North Finchley and Barnet
The steady reassuring voice on the radio continued to drone out regulations, and then was followed by
the music of acinemaorgan. The streets showed their usud traffic, with people shopping or smply
walking about There was no evidence of panic herein the outer suburbs. Trouble, if there were any,
would have started in Central London.



They met the road block just beyond Wrotham Park. Barriers had been set up in the road; there were
khaki-clad figures on the other side. The two cars halted. John and Roger went over to the road block.
Already there were haf adozen motoriststhere, arguing with the officer in charge. Others, having
abandoned the argument, were preparing to turn their cars and drive back.

‘Ten bloody minutes!’ Roger said. 'We can't have missed it by more; there would have been amuch
bigger pile-up.’

The officer was a pleasant, rather wide-eyed young fellow, clearly enjoying what he saw as an unusua
kind of exercise.

I'mvery sorry, he was saying, 'but we're smply carrying out orders. No travel out of London is
permitted.’

The man who was at the front of the objectors, about fifty, heavily built and darkly Jewish in gppearance,
sad:

‘But my businessisin Sheffidd! | only drove down to London yesterday .

"You'll haveto listen to the news on the wirdless,' the officer said. They're going to have some kind of
arrangementsfor peoplelikeyou.'

Roger said quietly: Thisisno go, Johnny. We couldn't even bribe him with amob like thisaround.’

The officer went on: 'Don't treat thisas official, but I've been told the whole thing's only amanoeuvre.
They're trying out panic precautions, just to be on the safe side. It will probably be caled off in the
morning.

The heavily built man said: 'If it's only a manoeuvre, you can let afew get through. It doesn't matter, does
it?

The young officer grinned. 'Sorry, it's as easy to land agenera court-martia for derdiction of duty on
manoeuvres asit iswhen theresawar on! | advise you to go back to town and try tomorrow.'

Roger jerked hishead, and he and John began to walk back to the cars. Roger said:

'Very cleverly carried out. Unofficialy, only amanoeuvre. That gets over the scruples of the troops. |
wonder if they are going to be left to burn with the rest? | suppose s0.'

'Worth trying to tdl them what's redly happening?

'Wouldn't get anywhere. And they might very well run usin for spreading false rumours. That's one of the
new regulaions— did you hear it?

They reached the cars. John said:

Then what do we do? Ditch the cars, and try it on foot, through the fields?

Ann said: 'What's happening? They won't et us through?

‘They'll havethe fields patrolled,’ Roger said. 'Probably with tanks. We wouldn't have a chance on foot.'
In an edged voice, Ann said: "Then what can we do?

Roger looked at her, laughing. 'Easy, Annie! Everything's under control.



John was grateful for the strength and confidence in the laugh. They lightened his own spirits.

Roger said: Thefirg thing to do is get away from here, before we land ourselvesin atraffic jam.' Cars
were beginning to pile up behind them in the road. 'Back towards Chipping Barnet, and therésasharp
fork to theright Well gofirst. Seeyou there.'

It wasaquiet road: urbsinrure. Thetwo cars pulled up in asecluded part of it There were modern
detached houses on the other side, but here the road fringed asmal plantation.

The Buckleysl|éft their car, and Oliviaand Steve got in the back with Ann.

Roger said: 'Point one— thisroad bypasses A.1 and will take usto Hatfield. But | don't think it'sworth
trying it just yet. There's bound to be aroad-block on it, and we would be no more likely to get through
it this evening than we should have beenon A1

A Vanguard swept past them aong the road, closdly followed by an Austin which John recognized as
having been at the roadblock. Roger nodded after them.

‘Quite afew will try it, but they won't get anywhere.’
Steve sad: 'Couldn't we crash one of the barriers, Dad? I've seen them on the pictures.’

‘Thisisn't the pictures,’ Roger said. 'Quite afew people will be trying to get through the blocksthis
evening. It will be quieter at night, and better in other ways, too. Well keep your car here. I'm taking
ours back into Town — and theré's something | think | ought to pick up.’

Ann said; 'Y ou're not going back in there!’
'It's necessary. | hope | shan't be more than a couple of hours at the outside.’

John understood Roger too well to think that when he spoke of picking something up he could be
referring to an oversight in hisorigina plans. Thiswasanew factor.

He said: 'Not likely to be any trouble in aspot like thisis there? Roger shook his head. 'In that case, I'll
come back with you. Two will be safer than one if you're going south.’

Roger thought about thisfor amoment. He said:
'Yes. OK.'

'But you don't know what it'sgoing to be likein London!" Ann said. "'There may berioting. Surely there
can't be anything important enough to make you take risks like that?

'From now on," Roger said, 'if we're going to survive we shal haveto takerisks. If you want to know,
I'm going back for firearms. Things are breaking up faster than | thought they would. But theré's no
danger back there thisevening.’

Ann said: 'l want you to stay, John.’
‘Now, Ann..." John began.

Roger brokein. 'If wewant to kill ourselves, wasting timein wrangling isas good away asany. This
party's got to have aleader, and hisword has got to be acted on as soon asiit's spoken. Tossyou for it,
Johnny.'



‘No. It'syours.'
Roger took a haf-crown from his pocket. He spun it up.
‘cdl!’

They watched the twinkling nickel-slver. 'Heads," John said. The coin hit the metalled road and rolled
into the gutter. Roger bent down to look at it.

'All yours, hesaid. 'Wdl?
John kissed Ann, and then got out of the car. 'WEll be back as soon as possible,’ he said.
Ann commented bitterly: 'Arewe chattels again aready?

Roger laughed. 'Theworld's great age," he said, 'begins anew, the golden yearsreturn.’

'We can just makeit," Roger said. 'He doesn't put up the shutters until six. Only alittle business— one
man and a boy — but he's got some useful stock.’

They were driving now through the chaos of rush-hour in Central London. On that chaos, the usud
rough-and-ready pattern was imposed by traffic lights and white-armed policemen. There was no sign of
anything out of the ordinary. Asthelights turned greenin front of their car, the familiar bresker of
jaywalkers swelled across the road.

'Sheep,’ John said hitterly, ‘for the daughter.’

Roger glanced at him. 'Let'shope they stay that way. Seeit clearly and seeit whole. Quite afew millions
have got to die. Our concernisto avoid joining them.'

Just past the lights, he pulled off the main street into a narrow side-street It was five minutesto Six.
'Will he serve us? John asked.

Roger pulled in to the kerb, opposite alittle shop displaying sporting guns. He put the car in neutral, but
|eft the engine running.

'Hewill," he said, ‘one way or another.’

There was no one in the shop except the proprietor, asmall hunched man, with a deferentid salesman's
face and incongroudy watchful eyes. He looked about sixty.

Roger said: 'Evening, Mr Rirrie. Just caught you?

Mr Pirrie's hands rested on the counter. "Well — Mr Buckley, isn'tit? Yes, | wasjust closng. Anything |
can get you?

Roger said: 'Wdll, let me see. Couple of revolvers, couple of good rifles with telescopic sights; and the
ammo of course. And do you stock automatics?

Pirrie amiled gently. 'Licence?



Roger had advanced until he was standing on the other side of the counter from the old man. ‘Do you
think it's worth bothering about that? he asked. Y ou know I'm not agunman. | want the stuff in ahurry,
and I'll giveyou morethan afair pricefor it.’

Rirrie's head shook dightly; hiseyesdid not leave Roger'sface.
'l don't do that kind of business.'
‘Wedl, what about that little .22 over there?

Roger pointed. Pirrie's eyes|ooked in the same direction, and as they did so, Roger legpt for histhroat.
John thought at firgt that the little man had caved in under the attack, but a moment later he saw him clear
of Roger and standing back. Hisright hand held arevolver.

Hesad: 'Stand ill, Mr Buckley. And your friend. The trouble with raiding agunsmithsisthat you are
likely to encounter aman who has some smal skill in handling wegpons. Please don't interrupt me whilel
telephone!’

He had backed away until his free hand was near the telephone.

Roger said sharply: 'Wait aminute. I've got something to offer you.'

'l don't think so."

'Y our life?

Pirrie's hand held the telephone handpiece, but had not yet lifted it. He smiled. 'Surely not.'

'Why do you think | tried to knock you out? Y ou can't imagine | would do it if | weren't desperate.’

'I'minclined to agree with you on that,’ Pirrie said politely. 'l should not have let anyone else come so
close to overpowering me, but one does not expect desperation in asenior Civil Servant. Not so violent
adesperation, at least.’

Roger sad: 'We haveleft our familiesin acar just off the Great North Road. There'sroom for another if
you caretojoin us.’

'l understand,’ Pirrie said, 'that travel out of London istemporarily forbidden.’
Roger nodded. 'That's one reason we wanted the arms. We're getting out tonight.'
"You didn't get thearms.’

'Y our credit, not my discredit,’ Roger said, ‘and damn well you know it.'

Pirrie removed his hand from the telephone. "Perhaps you would care to give me a brief explanation of
your urgent need for arms and for getting out of London.’

Helistened, without interrupting, while Roger talked. At the end, he said softly:
‘A farmyou say, in avalley? A valley that can be defended?
'By haf adozen,’ John put in, 'againgt an army.’

Pirrielowered the revolver he held. 'l had atelephone call this afternoon,” he said, ‘from the local
Superintendent of Police. He asked meif | wanted aguard here. He seemed very concerned for my



safety, and the only explanation he offered was that there were some silly rumours about, which might
lead to trouble.’

'Hedidn'tingst on aguard? Roger asked.

'No, | suppose there would have been the disadvantage that a police guard becomes conspicuous.' He
nodded politely to Roger. 'Y ou will understand how | chanced to be so well prepared for you.'

'And now? John pressed him. 'Do you believe us?

Pirriedghed. 'l believe that you believeit. Apart from that, | have been wondering mysdlf if there were
any reasonable way of getting out of London. Even without fully crediting your tae, | do not careto be
compulsorily held here. And your tale does not strain my credulity as much, perhaps, asit ought. Living
with guns, as| have done, oneloses the habit of looking for gentlenessin men.’

Roger sad: 'Right. Which guns do we take?

Rirrieturned dightly, and thistime picked up the telephone. Automaticaly, Roger moved towards him.
Rirrielooked at the gun in hishand, and tossed it to Roger.

'l am telephoning to my wife, he said. 'Welivein St John'sWood. | imaginethat if you can get two cars
out, you can get three? The extravehicle may comein useful.’

Hewas didling the number. Roger said warningly:
'Careful what you say over that.'

Pirrie said into the mouthpiece: 'Hello, my dear. I'm just preparing to leave. | thought it might be niceto
pay avigt to the Rosenblums this evening — yes, the Rosenblums. Get things ready would you? | shall
beright dong.’

He replaced the receiver. The Rosenblums,” he explained, livein Leeds. Millicent isvery quick to
percaivethings'

Roger looked at him with respect. ‘'My God, she must be! | can see that both you and Millicent are going
to be very useful members of the group. By the way, we had previoudy decided that thiskind of party
needs aleader.’

Pirrie nodded. 'Y ou?
'‘No. John Custance here!'

Pirrie surveyed John briefly. "Very well. Now, the weapons. | will set them out, and you can start
carrying them to your car.'

They weretaking out the last of the ammunition when a police congtable strolled towards them. He
looked with someinterest at thelittle boxes.

'Evening, Mr Pirrie," he said. Transferring stock?

‘Thisisfor your people,' Pirrie said. They asked for it. Kegp an eye on the shop, will you? Well be back
for some more later on.’

'Dowhat | can, sir,’ the policeman said doubtfully, 'but I've got a beat to cover, you know.’



Pirrie finished padlocking the front door. 'My littlejoke," he said, "but your people start the rumours.’
Asthey pulled away, John said: 'Lucky he didn't ask what your two helpers were up to.’

‘The genus Congtable, Pirrie said, ‘is very inquisitive onceits curiosity is aroused. Providing you can
avoid that, you have no cause to worry. Just off St John's Wood High Street. I'll direct you particularly
from there'

On Pirries direction, they drew up behind an ancient Ford. Pirrie called: 'Millicent!" in aclear, loud voice,
and awoman got out of the car and came back to them. She was a good twenty years younger than
Pirrie, about his height, with features dark and attractive, if somewhat sharp.

'Have you packed? Pirrie asked her. "We aren't coming back.'

She accepted this casudly. She said, in adightly Cockney voice: 'Everything well need, | think. What'sit
all about? I've asked Hildato look after the cat.’

'Poor pussy,’ said Pirrie. 'But | fear we must abandon her. I'll explain things on the way.' He turned to the
other two. 'l will join Millicent from this point."

Roger was staring at the antique car in front of them. 'l don't want to seem rude,’ he said, 'but mightn't it
be better if you piled your stuff in with ours? We could manageit quite easily.

Pirrie smiled as he got out of the car. 'A left fork just short of Wrotham Park? he queried. 'Well find you
there, shall we?

Roger shrugged. Pirrie escorted his wife to the car ahead. Roger started up his own car and cruised
dowly past them. He and John were startled, amoment | ater, when the Ford ripped past with an
altogether improbable degree of acceleration, checked at the intersection, and then did away on to the
main road. Roger started after it, but by the time he had got into the stream of traffic it waslost to sight.

They did not seeit again until they reached the Great North Road. Pirrie's Ford was waiting for them,
and theregfter followed demurely.

They had their suppers separately in their individua cars. Once they were out of London, they would eat
communaly, but apicnic here might attract attention. They had parked at discreet distances aso.

Roger had explained his plan to John, and he had approved it. By eleven o'clock the road they werein
was deserted; London's outer suburbs were at rest. But they did not move until midnight. It wasa
moonless night, but there was light from the widely spaced lamp standards. The children dept in the rear
segts of the cars. Ann sat beside John in the front.

She shivered. 'Surely there's another way of getting out?
He stared ahead into the dim shadowy road. 'l can't think of one.’

She looked at him. 'Y ou aren't the same person, are you? Theidea of quite camly planning murder... it's



more grotesgue than horrible!

'Ann," he said. 'Davey isthirty milesaway, but he might aswell be thirty million if welet ourselvesbe
persuaded into remaining in thistrap.' He nodded his head towardsthe rear seat, where Mary lay
bundled up. 'And it isn't only ourselves!’

‘But the odds are so terribly against you.'

Helaughed. 'Does that affect the mordity of it? Asamatter of fact, without Pirrie the odds would have
been steep. | think they're quite reasonable now. A Bidey shot was just what we needed.’

'Must you shoot to kill?

He began to say: 'lt'samatter of safety...' Hefelt the car creak over; Roger had come up quietly and
was leaning on the open window.

'0.K.? Roger asked. 'Weve got Oliviaand Stevein with Millicent.’
John got out of the car. He said to Ann:

'Remember — you and Millicent bring these cars up as soon asyou hear the horn. Y ou can fed your
way forward alittleif you like, but it will carry well enough &t thistime of night.’

Ann stared up to him. 'Good luck.’
‘Nothing init," hesaid.

They went back to Roger's car, where Pirrie was aready waiting. Then Roger drove dowly forward,
past John's parked car, along the deserted road. It had aready been reconnoitred earlier in the evening,
and they knew where the last bend before the road-block was. They stopped there, and John and Firrie
dipped out and disappeared into the night Five minutes later, Roger restarted the engine and accelerated
noisily towards the roadblock.

Reconnai ssance had shown the block to be held by a corporal and two soldiers. Two of these could be
presumed to be deeping; the third stood by the wooden barrier, his automatic dung from his shoulder.

The car dammed to ahdt The guard hefted his automatic into areadier position.

Roger leaned out of the window. He shouted:

'What the hell's that bloody contraption doing in the middle of the road? Get it shifted, man!'
He sounded drunk, and verging on awkwardness. The guard caled down:

‘Sorry, Sir. Road closed. All roads out of London closed.’

'Well, get the flaming things open again! Get this one open, anyway. | want to get home."

From his position in the left-hand ditch, John watched. Strangely, he felt no particular tenson; he floated
free, attached to the scene only by admiration of Roger's noisy expostulation.

Another figure appeared beside the origind soldier and, after amoment, athird. The car's headlights
diffused upwards off the metaled road; the three figures were outlined, mitily but with reasonable
definition, on the other side of the wooden barrier. A second voice, presumably the corporal’s said:



'We're carrying out orders. We don't want any trouble. Y ou clear off back, mate. All right?

Isit hell dl right! What do you bloody littletin soldiersthink you're up to, putting fences acrossthe
road?

The corpord said dangeroudly: 'That'll do from you. Y ou've been told to turn round. | don't want any
morelip.’

'Why don't you try turning me round? Roger asked. His voice was thick and ugly. "There are too many
bloody usdess military in this country, doing damn'dl and egting good rationg!'

'All right, mate,' the corporal said, 'you asked for it." He nodded to the other two. 'Come on. Well turn
thisloudmouthed bleeder's car round for him.’

They clambered over the barrier, and advanced into the pool of brightness from the headlights.
Roger said: ‘Advance the guards," his voice sneering.

Now, suddenly, the tension caught John. The white line in the centre of the road marked off histerritory
from Pirrie's. The corporal and the original sentry were on that side; the third soldier was nearer to him.
They walked forward, shielding their eyesfromthe glare.

Hefdt sweat sart under hisarmsand along hislegs. He brought therifle up and tried to hold it steedy.
At any fraction of asecond, he must crook hisfinger and kill this man, unknown, innocent. He had killed
inthe war, but never from such close range, and never afellow-countryman. Sweat seemed to stream on
his forehead; hewas afraid of it blinding his eyes, but dared not risk disturbing hisaim to wipeit off.
Clay-pipes at afairground, he thought — a clay-pipe that must be shattered, for Ann, for Mary and
Davey. Histhroat was dry.

Roger'svoice split the night again, but incisive now and sober: "All-right!’

Thefirgt shot came before the final word, and two othersfollowed whileit was il inthe air. John il
gtood, with hisrifle aming, asthe three figures dumped into the dazzle of the road. He did not move until
he saw Pirrie, having advanced from his own position, stooping over them. Then he dropped hisrifleto
his side, and walked on to the road himself.

Roger got out of the car. Pirrielooked up at John.

'l must apologize for poaching, partner,’ he said. His voice was as cool and precise as ever. They were
suchagoodlie!

'Dead? Roger asked.
Pirrie nodded. 'Of course.'

"Then well clear them into the ditch first,’ Roger said. 'After that, the barrier. | don't think we'relikely to
be surprised, but we don't want to take chances.’

The body that John pulled away was limp and heavy. He avoided looking at the face a first. Then, inthe
shadow at the Side of the road, he glanced at it. A lad, not more than twenty, his face young and
unmarked except for the hole in one temple, gouting blood. The other two had aready dropped their
burdens and gone over to the barrier. They had their backsto him. He bent and kissed the unwounded
side of the forehead, and eased the body down with gentleness.



It did not take them long to clear the barrier. On the other side equipment lay scattered; this, too, was
thrown into the ditch. Then Roger ran back to the car, and pressed the horn button, holding it down for
severa seconds. Itsharsh notetolled onthe air like abell.

Roger pulled the car over to the side. They waited. In afew moments they heard the sound of cars
gpproaching. John's Vauxhd| camefirg, closdly followed by Pirrie's Ford. The Vauxhdl stopped, and
Ann moved over as John opened the door and got in. He pushed the accel erator peda down hard.

Ann said: 'Where arethey?
She waslooking out of the side window.
'Inthe ditch, he said, asthe car pulled away.

After that, for some miles, they drovein slence.

According to plan, they kept off the main roads. They finished up in aremote lane bordering awood,
near Stapleford. There, under overhanging oaks, they had cocoa from thermos flasks, with only the
interna lights of one car on. Roger's Citroen was convertible into a bed, and the three women were put
into that, the children being comfortable enough on the rear seats of the other two cars. The men took
blankets and dept under the trees.

Pirrie put up the idea of aguard. Roger was dubious.

'| shouldn't think we'd have any trouble here. And we want what degp we can get. Therésalong day's
driving tomorrow.' Helooked at John. 'What do you say, chief?

‘A night'srest — what's left of it."

They sttled down. John lay on his stomach, in the posture that Army life had taught him was most
comfortable when deeping on rough ground. He found the physica discomfort less than he had
remembered it.

But deep did not comelightly, and was broken, when it came, by meaningless dreams.

|SIX |

Saxon Court stood on asmall rise; the nearest approach to ahill in this part of the county. Like many
smilar preparatory schoals, it was a converted country house, and from a distance still had elegance. A
wdll-kept drive — its maintenance, Davey had confided, was employed as adisciplinary measure by
masters and prefects— led through a brown desert that had been playing-fields to the two Georgian
wings flanking a centre both earlier and uglier.

Sincethree carsin convoy presented a suspicious appearance, it had been decided that only John's car
should go up to the school, the others being discreetly parked on the road from which the drive diverged.
Steve, however, had insisted on being present when Davey was collected, and Olivia had decided to
come dong with him. Apart from John, there were dso Ann and Mary.



The headmaster was not in his study. His study door stood open, looking out, like a vacant throne-room,
on to adisordered paace. Therewas atraffic of small boysin the hall and up and down the main
dtaircase; their chatter was loud and excited and, John thought, unsure. From one room leading off the
hall came the murmur of Latin verbs, but there were others which yielded only uproar.

John was on the point of asking one of the boys where he might find the headmaster, when he appeared,
hurrying down the stairs. He saw the smal group waiting for him, and came down the last few steps more
decoroudy.

Dr Cassop was ayoung headmaster, comfortably under forty, and had always seemed elegant. He
retained the elegance today, but the handsome gown and neetly balanced mortar-board only served to
point up the fact that he was aworried and unhappy man. He recognized John.

'Mr Custance, of course— and Mrs Custance. But | thought you lived in London? How did you get
out?

"We had been spending afew daysin the country,’ John said, ‘with friends. ThisisMrs Buckley, and her
son. Weve cometo collect David. | should like to take him away for alittle while— until things settle
down.’

Dr Cassop showed none of the reluctance Miss Errington had at the thought of losing apupil. He said
eegerly:

'Oh yes. Of course. | think it'sagood idea’
'Have any other parents taken their children? John asked

'A couple. Y ou see, most of them are Londoners." He shook his head. 'l should be most relieved if it
were possible to send dl the boys home, and close the school for the time being. The news...'!

John nodded. They had heard, on the car radios, a guarded bulletin which spoke of some disturbancesin
Centrd London and in certain unspecified provincid cities. Thisinformation had clearly only been given
as an accompaniment to the warning that any breach of public order would be put down severely.

‘At least, things are quiet enough here,' John said. The din dl round them increased as a classroom-door
opened to release a batch of boys, presumably at the close of alesson. ‘In anoisy kind of way," he
added.

Dr Cassop took the remark neither as ajoke nor as areflection on his school's discipline. He looked
round at the boysin adistracted unseeing fashion that made John redlize that there was more to his
strangeness than either worry or unhappiness. Therewasfear.

'Y ou haven't heard any other news, | suppose? Dr Cassop asked. ‘Anything not on the radio? | have an
impression.... therewas no mail thismorning.’

'l shouldn't think there would be any mail,’ John said, 'until the Situation hasimproved.’
'Improved? He looked at John nakedly. 'When? How?

John was sure of something else; it would not be long before he deserted his charges. Hisimmediate
reaction to thisintuition was an angry one, but anger died asthe memory rosein hismind of the qui€t,
bloody young facein the ditch.

Hewanted only to get awvay. He said briefly:



'If we can teke David...'
'Yes, of course. I'll... Why, there heis!’

Davey had seen them simultaneoudly. He dashed dong the corridor and hurled himsalf, with acry of
delight, at John.

'Y ou will be taking David to stay with your friends? Dr Cassop asked,’ — with Mrs Buckley, perhaps?

John felt the boy's brown hair under his hand. Therewould very likely be more killings ahead; that for
which hewould kill was worth the killing. He looked at the headmaster.

'Our plans are not certain.’ He paused. 'We mustn't detain you, Dr Cassop. | imagine you will have alot
to do— with al these boysto look after.’

The headmaster responded to the accession of brutaity in John's voice. He nodded, and his fear and
misery were so apparent that John saw Ann start at the perception of them.

Hesaid: 'Yes. Of course. | hope... in better times... Goodbye, then.'

He performed a tiff little haf-bow to the ladies, and turned from them and went into his sudy, closing
the door behind him. Davey watched him with interest.

"The fellows were saying old Cassop's got the wind-up. Do you think he has, Daddy?

They would know, of course, and he would be aware of their knowledge. That would make thingsworse
all round. It would not be long, John thought, before Cassop broke and made hisrun for it He said to
Davey:

'Maybe. So should | have, if | had amob like you to contend with. Areyou ready to leave, asyou are?
‘Blimey!' Davey sad, ' Mary here?Isit like end of term? Where are we going?
Annsad: Y oumust not say "Blimey", Davey.

Davey said: 'Y es, Mummy. Where are we going? How did you get out of London — we heard about all
the roads being closed. Did you fight your way through?

'We're going up to the valley for aholiday," John said. The point is— are you ready? Mary packed some
of your thingsfor you. Y ou might aswell come asyou are, if you haven't any specid thingsto get.'

‘There's Spooks,’ Davey said. 'Hiya, Spooks!'

Spooks proved to be aboy consderably taller than Davey; lanky of figure, with awithdrawn, rather
helpless expression of face. He came up to the group and mumbled hisway through Davey's hasty and
excited introductions. John recalled that Spooks, whose real name was Andrew Skelton, had featured
prominently in Davey's|etters for some months. It was difficult to see what had drawn the two boys
together, for boys do not generally seek out and befriend their opposites.

Davey said: 'Can Spooks come with us, Daddy? That would be terrific.'
'His parents might have some objection,’ John said.

'Oh, no, that'sdl right, isn't it, Spooks? His father isin France on business, and he hasn't got a mother.
She'sdivorced, or something. It would bedl right.'



John began: 'Well...!

It was Annwho cut in sharply: ‘It's quite impossible, Davey. Y ou know very well one can't do thingslike
that, and especidly at timeslikethis!

Spooks stared at them slently; helooked like a child unused to hoping.
Davey said: 'But old Cassop wouldn't mind!’

'Go and get whatever you want to bring with you, Davey,' John said. 'Perhaps Spooks would like to go
aong and lend you ahand. Run aong now.’

The two boys went off together. Mary and Steve had wandered off out of earshot.
Johnsad: 'l think we might take him.’

Something in Ann's expression reminded him of what he had seen in the headmaster's; not the fear, but
thequilt.

Shesaid: ‘No, it'sridiculous.

'Y ou know," John said, ‘Cassop isgoing to clear out That's certain. | don't know whether any of the
junior masterswill stay with the boys, but if they did, it would only be postponing the evil. Whatever
happensto London, this placeislikely to be awildernessin afew weeks. | don't like the idea of leaving
Spooks behind when we go.'

Ann said angrily: 'Why not take the whole school with us, then?
'Not the whole school,' John said gently. 'Just one boy — Davey's best friend here!'

Bewilderment replaced anger in her tone. 'l think I've just begun to understand what we may beinfor. It
may not be easy, getting to the valley. We've got two children to look after aready.’

'If things do break up completely, John said, ‘'some of these boys may surviveit, young asthey are. The
Spooks kind wouldn't though. If we leave him, it'sagood chance we areleaving him to die!’

'How many boys did we leave behind to diein London? Ann asked. 'A million?

John did not answer at once. His gaze took in the hall, invaded now by anew rush of boys from another
class-room. When he turned back to Ann, he said:

'Y ou do know what you're doing, don't you, darling? | suppose we're dl changing, but in different ways.'

She sad defensivey: 'l shall have the children to cope with, you know, while you're being the gdlant
warrior with Roger and Mr PFirrie

'l can'tindst, can |7 John asked.

Ann looked at him. "When you told me — about Miss Errington, | thought it was dreadful. But | il
hadn't redlized what was happening. | do now. We've got to get to the valey, and get the children there
aswdll. We can't afford any extras, even thisboy.’

John shrugged. Davey came back, carrying asmdll attaché case; he had abrisk and happy look and
resembled a small-scae Government officid. Spookstrailed behind him.



Davey said: 'I've got the important things, like my stamp-album. | put my spare socksin, too.' He looked
at hismother for approval. 'Spooks has promised to ook after my mice until | get back. One of my does
is pregnant, and I've told him he can sdll the litter when they arrive!

John said: 'Well, we'd better be getting along to the car.' He avoided looking at the gangling Spooks.
Olivia, who had taken no previous part in the conversation, broke her silence. She said:

'l think Spooks could come aong. Would you like to come with us, Spooks?

Annsad: 'Olivia You know...'

Oliviasaid gpologeticdly: ‘I meant, in our car. We only have the one child, after dl. It would only bea
matter of evening things up.’

The two women stared briefly at each other. On Ann's side there was guilt again, and anger moved by
that guilt. Olivia showed only shy embarrassment. Had there been the least trace of mora condescension,
John thought, it would have meant arift that the safety of the party could not afford. Asit was, Ann's
anger faded.

Shesad: 'Do asyou like. Don't you think you ought to consult Roger, though?
Davey, who had been following the interchange with interest but without understanding said:

'IsUncle Roger here, too? I'm sure hed like Spooks. Spooks isferocioudy witty, like heis. Say
something witty, Spooks.'

Spooks stared at them, in agonized helplessness. Oliviasmiled at him.
'Never mind, Spooks. Y ou would like to come with us?

He nodded his head dowly up and down. Davey grabbed him by the arm. 'Just the job!" he exclaimed.
'‘Come on, Spooks, I'll go and help you pack now.' For amoment he looked thoughtful . "What about the
mice?

"The mice," John ordered, 'remain behind. Give them away to someone.’
Davey turned to Spooks. ‘Do you think we could get sixpence each for them, off Bannister?
John looked at Ann over their son's head; after amoment, she aso smiled. John said:

'We're leaving in five minutes. That'sal the time you have for Spooks's packing and your joint
commercid transactions!

The two boys prepared to turn away. Davey said thoughtfully: "We should get abob at least for the one
that's pregnant.’

They had expected to be stopped on the roads by the military, and with that possibility in view had
devised three different stories to account for the northward journeys of the three cars; the important thing,
John fdlt, wasto avoid the impression of aconvoy. But in fact there was no attempt at inquisition. The
consderable number of military vehicles on the roads was interspersed with private carsin anorma and



mutually tolerant traffic. After leaving Saxon Court, they made for the Great North Road again, and
drove northwards uneventfully throughout the morning.

In the late afternoon, they stopped for amedl in alane, alittle north of Newark. The day had been
cloudy, but was now brilliantly blue and sunlit, with amass of cloud, rolling away to the west, poised in
white billows and turrets. The fields on either sde of them were potato fields planted for the hopeful
second crop; apart from the bareness of hedge-rows empty of grass, there was nothing to distinguish the
scene from any country landscape in athriving fruitful world.

The three boys had found a bank and were diding down it, using for adeigh an old panel of wood,
discarded probably from some gipsy caravan years before. Mary watched them, half envious, half
scornful. She had developed alot sncethe hill climbing in the valley of fourteen months before,

Themen, Stting in Pirrie's Ford, discussed things.
John said: 'If we can get north of Ripon today, we should be dl right for the run to the valley tomorrow.’
'We could get farther than that,' Roger said

'l suppose we could. | doubt if it would be worth it, though. The main thing isto get clear of population
centres. Once were away from the West Riding, we should be safe enough from anything that happens.’

Firriesaid: 'l am not objecting, mind you, nor regretting having joined you on thislittle trip, but doesit not
seem possible that the dangers of violence may have been over-estimated? We have had avery smooth
progress. Neither Grantham nor Newark showed any signs of imminent breakdown.'

'Peterborough was sealed off,' Roger said. 'l think those townsthat still have free passage are too busy
congratul ating themsel ves on being missed to begin worrying about what else may be happening. Y ou
saw those queues outside the bakeries?

'Very orderly queues, observed Firrie.

‘Thetroubleis,' said John, ‘that we don't know just when Welling is going to take hisdragtic action. It's
nearly twenty-four hours since the cities and large towns were sedled off. When the bombs drop, the
whole country isgoing to erupt in panic. Welling hopesto be able to contral things, but he won't expect
to have any degree of control for thefirst few days. | till think that, providing we can get clear of the
major centres of population by that time, we should bedl right.’

'Atom bombs, and hydrogen bombs," Firrie said thoughtfully. 'l really wonder.'
Roger said shortly: 'l don't. | know Haggerty. Hewasn't lying.'

It isnot on the score of morality thet | find them unlikely,' said Rirrie, 'but on that of temperament. The
English, being duggish in theimagination, would find no difficulty in acquiescing in measureswhich —
their common sense would tell them — must lead to the death by starvation of millions. But direct action
— murder for self-presarvation — isadifferent matter. | find it difficult to believe they could ever bring
themsdlvesto the sticking-point.’

'We haven't done so badly,’ Roger said. He grinned. Y ou, particularly.’

'My mother,' Pirrie said smply, ‘was French. But you fail to take my point. | had not meant that the
English areinhibited from violence. Under the right circumstances, they will murder with awill, and more
cheerfully than most But they are duggishinlogic aswell asimagination. They will preserveillusonsto the
very end. Itisonly after that that they will fight like particularly savagetigers!



'And when did you reach the end? Roger asked.

Pirriesmiled. 'A long time ago. | cameto the understanding that al men are friends by convenience and
enemies by choice!’

Roger looked at him curioudly. 'l follow you part of the way. There are somered ties!

‘Some dliances,’ said Pirrie, 'last longer than others. But they remain dliances. Our own isaparticularly
vauable one!’

The women werein the Buckleys car. Millicent now put her head out of the window, and caled out to
them:

‘News!'

One of the two car radios was kept permanently in operation. The men walked back to see what it was.
Ann said, asthey approached: 'It soundslike trouble.’

The announcer's voice was dtill suave, but grave as well.

"... further emergency bulletinswill beissued asthey are deemed necessary, in addition to the normal
news readings.

"There has been further rioting in Central London, and troops have moved in from the outskirts to control
thisand to maintain order. In South London, an attempt has been made by an organized maob to break
through the military barriers set up yesterday following the temporary ban on travel. The Stuation hereis
confused; fresh military forces are moving up to ded with it

'‘Now that we're clear,’ Roger said, ‘I don't mind them having the guts to break out. Good for them.'

The announcer continued: There are reports of even more serious outbreaks of disorder in the North of
England. Riots are reported to have occurred in severad mgor cities, notably Liverpool, Manchester, and
Leeds, and in the case of Leeds official contact has been lost.'

'Leedd’ John said. 'That'slessgood.’

The Government,’ the voice went on, 'has issued the following statement: "'In view of disturbancesin
certain areas, members of the public are warned that severe counter-measures may have to be taken.
Thereisared danger, if mob violence were to continue, that the country might lapse into anarchy, and
the Government is determined to avoid thisat al costs. The duty of theindividua citizen isto go about his
business quietly and to cooperate with the police and military authorities who are concerned with
maintaining order.” That isthe end of the present bulletin.’

A cinemaorgan began to play 'The Teddy-Bears Picnic’; Ann switched the volume down until it was
only just audible.

Roger said: 'If we drove al night, we could reach the valley by the morning. | don't like the sound of al
this. It looks as though Leeds has broken loose. | think we'd better travel while the travelling's good."

'We didn't get much deep last night," John said. 'A night run across Mossdaeisn't apicnic at the best of
times'

'Ann and Millicent can both take aspell a the whedl,' Roger pointed out



Ann sad; 'But Oliviacan't drive, can she?

'Don't worry about me," Roger said. 'I've brought my benzedrine with me. | can keep awake for two or
three daysif necessary.'

Firriesaid: 'May | suggest that we concentrate immediately on getting clear of the West Riding? When
we have done that, we can decide whether to carry right on or not.’

'Yes,' John said, 'we'll do that.'

From the top of the bank, the boys called down to them, waving their arms towards the sky. Listening,
they heard the hum of aircraft engines approaching. Their eyes searched the clear ky. The planes came
into view over the hedge which topped the bank. They were heavy bombers, flying north, a not more
than three or four thousand feet.

They watched, in asilence that seemed to shiver, until they had passed right over. They could hear the
engines, and the excited chatter of the boys, but neither of these affected the sharp-edged silence of their
own thoughts.

'Leeds? Ann whispered, when they had gone.

Nobody answered at first. It was Pirrie who spoke finally, his voice as calm and precisely modulated as
ever:

'Possibly. There are the other explanations, of course. But in any case, | think we ought to move, don't
you?

When they set off, Davey had joined Steve and Spooksin the Citroen, which was leading the way at this
point. The Ford came second, and John's Vauxhal, carrying now only Mary and Annin addition to
himsdlf, brought up the rear.

Doncaster was sealed off, but the detour roads had been well posted. Meshed in with an increasing
military traffic, they went round to the north-east, through a series of little peaceful villages. They werein
the Vde of York; the land was very flat and the villages straggling and prosperous. It was not until they
had got back to the North Road that they were hated at amilitary checkpoint

There was asergeant in charge. He was a Y orkshireman, possibly a native of these parts. He looked
down a Roger benevolently:

'A.1 closed except to military vehicles, gr.’

Roger asked him: "‘What'sthe idea?

‘Troublein Leeds. Where were you wanting to get to?
'Westmorland.'

He shook his head, but in appreciation of their problem rather than negation. 'l should back-track on to
the York road, if | wasyou. If you cut off just before Selby, you can go through Thorpe Willoughby to
Tadcagter. | should steer well clear of Leeds though.'

Roger said: 'There are some funny rumours about.'

'l reckon there are, too," said the sergeant.



'We saw planes flying up thisway acouple of hours back," Roger added. '‘Bombing planes.’

'Y es,’ the sergeant said. They went right over. | dwaysfed ‘gppier being out in the country when things
likethat are up doft. Funny, isn't it — being uneasy when your own planes go over? That ot went right
over, but | should stay clear of Leeds, anyway.'

"Thanks, Roger said, ‘we will.

The convoy reversed itself and headed back. The road by which they had come would have taken them
south; instead they turned north-east and found themsdlves, with the military vehiclesleft behind, traveling
deserted lanes.

Ann said: 'Our minds can't grasp it properly, can they? The news bulletins, the military check-points—
they're one kind of thing. Thisisanother. A summer evening in the country — the same country that's
always been here!'

‘A bit bare,’ John said. He pointed to the grasdess hedgerows.

"It doesn't seem enough,’ Ann said, 'to account for famine, flight, murder, atom bombs..." she hesitated;
he glanced at her, '... or refusing to take aboy with usto safety.

John said: 'Motives are naked now. We shdl haveto learn to live with them.'

Ann said passionately: 'l wish wewerethere! | wish we could get into the valey and shut David's gate
behind us'

‘Tomorrow, | hope.'

The lane they were in wound awkwardly through high-hedge country. They dropped back behind the
others cars— PRirries Ford, with a surprising degree of manoeuvrability, hung right on to the Citroen's
heds. Asthe Vauxhall approached a gatehouse, standing back from the road, the crossing gates dowly
began to close.

Braking, John said: 'Damn! And aten-minute wait before the train even comesin sght, if | know country
crossings. | wonder if they might be persuaded to let usthrough for five bob.'

He dipped out of the car, and walked round it. To the right, a gap in the hedge showed the barren
symmetrical range of hillswhich werethetip for anearby colliery. He put his head over the gate and
looked dong the line. There was no Sign of smoke, and the line ran straight for milesin ether direction.
He walked up to the gate-house, and called:

'Hdlo, there!'

Therewas no immediate reply. He called again, and thistime he heard something, but too indistinct to be
an answer. It was a gasping, sobbing noise, from somewhere inside the house.

The window on to the road showed him nothing. He went round on to the line, to the window that
looked acrossit. It was easy enough to see, as he looked in, where the noise had come from. A woman
lay inthe middle of the floor. Her clothes were torn and there was blood on her face; oneleg was
doubled undernegth her. About her, the room wasin confusion — drawers pulled out, awall clock
splintered.

It wasthefirst time he had seen it in England, but in Italy, during the war, he had observed not dissmilar
scenes. Thetrall of thelooter... but here, inrural England. The casua redlity of this horror in soremote a



spot showed more clearly than the military check-points or the winging bombers that the break-up had
come, irrevocably.

Hewas gtill 1ooking through the window when memory gripped and tightened on him. The gates.... With
the woman lying here, perhaps dying, who had closed the gates? And why? From here the road, and the
car, wereinvisble. He turned quickly, and as he did heard Ann cry out.

He ran round the side of the gate-house. The car doors were open and a struggle was taking place
ingde. He could see Ann fighting with aman in front; there was another man in the back, and he could
not see Mary.

He had some hope, he thought, of surprising them. The gunswerein the car. Helooked quickly for a
wegpon of some kind, and saw a piece of rough wood lying beside the porch of the gatehouse. He bent
down to pick it up. Ashedid, he heard aman'slaugh from close beside him. He straightened up again,
and looked into the eyes of the man who was waiting in the shadow of the porch, just asthe length of
pit-prop crashed down against the side of his head.

Hetried to cry out, but the words caught in histhroat, and he stumbled and fell.

Someone was bathing his head. He saw first ahandkerchief and saw that it was dark with clotted blood;
then helooked up into Oliviasface.

She said: "Johnny, are you better now?
'Ann? hesaid. 'Mary?
'Liequiet.’ She caled: 'Roger, he's come round.’

The crossing gates were open. The Citroen and the Ford stood in the road. The three boys werein the
back of the Citroen, looking out, but shocked out of their usua chatter. Roger and the Pirries came out
of the gate-house. Roger's face was grim; Pirries woreits customary blandness.

Roger said: "What happened, Johnny?
Hetold them. His head was aching; he had a physicd urgeto lie down and go to deep.

Roger said: 'Y ou've probably been out about half an hour. We were the other side of the Leeds road
before we missed you.'

Rirriesaid: 'Half an hour is, | should estimate, twenty milesfor lootersin thiskind of country. That opens
up rather awide circle. And, of course, awidening circle. These parts are honeycombed with roads.’

Oliviawas bandaging the side of his head; the pressure, gentle as it was, made the pain worse.
Roger looked down at him: 'Well, Johnny — what'sit to be? It will have to be arush decision.’
Hetried to collect hisrambling thoughts.

Hesaid: 'Will you take Davey? That's the important thing. Y ou know the way, don't you?
Roger asked: 'And you?



John was silent. Theimplications of what Pirrie had said were coming home to him. The odds were
fantadticdly high againg hisfinding them. And evenwhen hedidfindthem

'If you could let me have agun,’ he said, — they got awvay with the gunsaswdll.'

Roger said gently: 'L ook, Johnny, you're in charge of the expedition. Y ou're not just planning for yourself;
you're planning for al of us'

He shook hishead. 'If you don't get through into the North Riding, at least tonight, you may not be able
to get clear a dl. I'll manage.’

Pirrie had moved alittle way off; he was looking at the sky in an abstract fashion.

'Yes,' Roger said, 'you'll manage. What the hell do you think you are— a combination of Napoleon and
Superman? What are you going to use for wings?

John said: 'l don't know whether you could al crowd in the Citroen... if you could spare methe Ford....

'Weretravelling asaparty,’ Roger said. 'If you go back, you take uswith you.' He paused. 'That
woman's dead in there— you might aswell know that.’

"Take Davey,' John said. That'sdl.

"Y ou damned fool!" Roger said. ‘Do you think Oliviawould let me carry on even if | wanted to? Well
find them. To hell with the odds.’

Pirrie looked round, blinking mildly. 'Have you reached adecison? heinquired.

John said: 'It seemsto have been reached for me. | suppose thisiswhere the aliance ceasesto be
vauable, Mr Pirrie? Y ou've got the valley marked on your road map. I'll give you anote for my brother,
if you like. Y ou can tell him we've been held up.’

'| have been examining the dtuation,’ Firrie said, 'If you will forgive my putting things bluntly, | am rather
surprised that they should have left the scene so quickly.”

Roger said sharply: 'Why?
Pirrie nodded towards the gatehouse. They spent more than half an hour there.’
John said dully: Y ou mean — rape?

'Y es. The explanation would seem to be that they guessed our three cars were together, and cut off the
sraggler deliberately. They would therefore be anxiousto clear out of theimmediate vicinity in casethe
other two cars should come back in search of thethird.'

'‘Doesthat help us? Roger asked.

' think s, Pirrie said. They would leave the immediate vicinity. We know they turned the car back
towards the North Road because they | eft the gates shut againgt traffic. But | do not think they would go
asfar asthe North Road without stopping again.’

'Stopping again? John asked.

Looking at Roger'simpassive face, he saw that he had taken Pirrie's meaning. Then he himsdlf
understood. He struggled to hisfeet.



Roger said: There are till somethingsto work out. There arewell over half adozen side roads between
hereand A.1. And you've got to remember that they will be listening for the noise of engines. We shal
have to explore them one by one— and on foot.'

Despair climbing back on his shoulders, John said:
'By thetimeweve donethat...'

'If we rush the cars down the first Sde road,” Roger said, ‘it might be giving them just the chance they
need to get away.'

Asthey waked back, in silence, to where the two cars stood, Spooks put his head out of the back of the
Citroen. Hisvoice was thin and very high-pitched. He said:

'Has someone kidnapped Davey's mother, and Mary?

'Yes,' Roger said. 'Were going to get them back.’

'And they've taken the Vauxhd|?

Roger said: "Y es. Keep quiet, Spooks. We've got to work things out.’
"Then we can find them easily!" Spooks said.

'Yes, well find them," Roger said. He got into the driving seat, and prepared to turn the car round. John
was till dazed. 1t was Pirrie who asked Spooks:

'Eadly? How?
Spooks pointed down the road a ong which they had come. 'By the il trail

The three men stared at the tarmac. Trall wasahigh termfor it, but there were spots of ail in placesaong
the road.

‘Blind!" Roger said. 'Why didn't we seethat? But it might not be the Vauxhal. More likely the Ford.'
'No," Spooksinsgted. ‘It must bethe Vauxhal. It'sleft abit bigger stain where it was standing.’

'My God!' Roger said. 'What were you at school — Chief Boy Scout?

Spooks shook his head. '| wasn't in the Scouts. | didn't like the camping.’

Roger said exultantly: 'We've got them! We've got the bastards! Ignore that last expression, Spooks.
'All right,” Spooks said amiably. 'But | did know it already.’

At each junction they stopped the cars, and searched for the oil trail. It was far too inconspicuousto be
seen without getting out of the cars. The third side road was on the outskirts of avillage; therethe trail
turned right. A sign-post said: Norton 1%2m.

'I think thisisour stretch,’ Roger said. 'We could try blazing right along in one of the cars. If we got past
them with one car, we could make a neat sandwich. | think they would be between here and the next
village. They sheered off sharply enough from thisone!'

'It would work,' Pirrie said thoughtfully. 'On the other hand, they would probably fight it out. They've got
an automatic and arifle and revolver in that car. It might prove difficult to get a them without hurting the



women.’
'Any other ideas?

John tried to think, but his mind wastoo full of sick hatred, poised between some kind of hope and
despair.

Pirriesaid: "Thiscountry isvery flat. If one of uswereto shin up that oak, he might get aglimpse of them
with the glasses:’

The oak stood in the angle of the road. Roger surveyed it carefully. ‘Give me abunk-up to thefirst
branch, and | reckon | shall bedl right.’

He climbed the tree easily; he had to go high to find agap in the leavesto give him aview. They could
barely see him from below. He called suddenly:

IYS! 1
John cried: "Where arethey?

'About three-quarters of amile along. Pulled into afield on the left hand side of the road. I'm coming
down.’

John said: 'And Ann— and Mary?

Roger scrambled down and dropped from the lowest branch. He avoided John's eyes.

'Y es, they're there.'

Pirrie said thoughtfully: 'On the lft of theroad. Arethey pulled far in?

'Clear of the opening — behind the hedge. If we went at them from the front we should be going in blind.'

Pirrie went across to the Ford. He came back with the heavy sporting rifle which was his wegpon of
choice.

Hesaid: 'Three-quarters of amile— give me ten minutes. Then take the Citroen aong there fast, and pulll
up afew hundred yards past them. Fire afew shots— not at them, but back along the lane. | fancy that
will put them into the sort of position | want.’

Ten minuted' John said.
"Y ou want to get them out alive,' Pirrie said.
"'They may — be ready to clear off before then.’

Y ou will hear them if they do. It will be noisy — backing out of afidd. If you do, chase them with the
Citroen and don't hesitate to let them haveit." Firrie hesitated. "Y ou see, it will be unlikely that they will
gill have your wife and daughter with them in that case.’

And with asmal indefinite nod, Pirrie started off dong the road. A little way aong he found agap in the
hedge, and ducked throughtit.

Roger looked at hiswatch. 'We'd better be ready,’ he said. 'Olivia, Millicent — take the boysin the
Ford. Come on, Johnny.'



John sat beside him in the front of the Citroen. He grinned painfully.

'I'mleading thiswdll, aren't |7

Roger glanced at him. 'Take it easy. Y ou're lucky to be conscious.'

John fet his nail stighten againgt the seet of the car.

'Every minute..." he said. 'The bloody swines! God knows, it's bad enough for Ann, but Mary...'

Roger repeated: 'Takeit easy.' Helooked at his watch again. 'With luck, our friends along the road have
got just over nine minutesto live!'

The thought crossed his other thoughts, irrdevantly, surprisngly; so much that he voiced it:
'We passed atelephone box just now. Nobody thought of getting the police.”

'Why should we? Roger said. 'There's no such thing as public safety any longer. It'sal private now.' His
fingernails tapped the steering-whed. 'So is vengeance.’

Neither spoke for the remainder of the waiting time. Still without aword, Roger started the car off and
acceerated rapidly through the gears. They roared at the limit of the Citroen's speed and noisiness aong
the narrow lane. In lessthan aminute, they had passed the opening to thefield, and glimpsed the
Vauxhall standing behind the hedge. The road ran straight for afurther fifty yards. Roger braked sharply
at the bend, and skidded the car acrossto take up the full width of the road.

John whipped open the door at his sde. He had the automatic from Roger's car; leaning acrossthe
bonnet of the Citroen, he fired ashort burst. The shotsrattled like darts againgt the shield of the placid
summer afternoon. Then, in the distance, there were three more shots. Silence followed them.

Roger was ill in the car. John said:
'I'm going through the hedge. Y ou'd better stay here!'

Roger nodded. The hedge wasthick, but John crashed hisway through it, the blackthorn spikesripping
his skin as he did so. He looked back along the field. There were bodies on the ground. From the far end
of thefidd, Pirrie was sedately advancing, hisrifle tucked neatly under hisarm. Listening, John heard
groans. He began to run, hisfeet dipping and twisting on the ploughed ground.

Ann held Mary cradled in her 1ap, on the ground beside the car. They were both dive. The groans he had
heard were coming from the three men who lay nearby. As John approached, one of them — small and
wiry, with anarrow face covered with a stubble of ginger beard — began to get up. One arm hung
loosdly, but he had arevolver in the other.

John saw Rirrielift hisrifle, swiftly but without hurry. He heard the faint phutting noise of the sillenced
report, and the man fdl, with acry of pain. A bird which had settled on the hedge since the first
disturbance, rose again and flapped away into the clear sky.

He brought rugs from the car, and covered Ann and Mary wherethey lay. He said, speakingin a
whisper, as though even the sound of speech might hurt them further:

'‘Ann darling— Mary — it'sdl right now.'

They did not answer. Mary was sobbing quietly. Ann looked at him, and looked away.



Pirrie covered the last few yards. He kicked the man who lay nearest to him, dispassionately but with
precision. The man shrieked, and then subsided again into moaning.

At that moment, Roger came through the gap from the road, revolver in hand. He examined the scene,
his gaze passing quickly from the huddled woman and the girl to the three wounded men. He looked at
Firrie,

'Not astidy ajob aslast time," he observed.

'It occurred to me,' said Pirrie— hisvoice sounded as out of place in the cam summer countryside as
did the scene of misery and blood in which he had played his part — ‘that the guilty do not have theright
to die as quickly asthe innocent. It was a strange thought, was it not? He stared at John. 'l believe you
havetheright of execution.’

One of the three men had been wounded in the thigh. Helay in acurious twisted posture, with his hands
pressed againgt the wound. Hisface was crumpled, asachild's might be, in lines of misery and pain. But
he had been attending to what Pirrie said. He looked at John now, with anima supplication.

John turned away. He said: 'Y ou finish them off.’

With flat unhappy wonder, he thought: in the past, there was always due process of law. Now law itsef is
acasud word in aploughed field, backed by guns.

Hiswords had not been directed to anyone in particular. Looking down at Ann and Mary, he heard
Roger's revolver crack once, and again, and heard the gasp of breath forced out by the last agony. Then
Ann cried out:

'‘Roger!!
Roger said in asoft voice: 'Yes, Ann.'

Ann released Mary gently, and got to her feet. She clenched her teeth againgt pain, and John went to help
her. He il had the automatic strapped on his shoulder. He tried to stop her when she reached for it, but
shepulled it from him.

Two of the men were dead. The third was the one who had been wounded in the thigh. Ann limped over
to stand beside him. He looked up at her, and John saw behind the twisted tormented fear of hisfacethe

beginning of hope.
Hesaid: 'I'm sorry, Missus. I'm sorry.!

He spoke in athick Y orkshire accent. There had been adriver, John remembered, in hisold platoon in
North Africawho had had that sort of voice, acheerful fat little fellow who had been blown up just
outsde Bizerta

Ann pointed therifle. The man cried:
'No, Missus, no! I'vegot kids...'

Ann'svoicewasflat 'Thisisnot because of me,' she said. 'It's because of my daughter. When you
were... | sworeto mysdf that | would kill you if I got the chance.'

'‘No! You can't It's murder!’

She found some difficulty in releasing the safety catch. He stared up at her, increduloudy, while shedid



50, and was still staring when the bullets began tearing through his body. He shrieked once or twice, and
then was quiet. She went on firing until the magazine was exhausted. There was comparative sllence after
that, broken only by Mary's sobbing.

Rirriesaid camly: That was very well done, Mrs Custance. Now you had better rest again, until we can
get the car out of here!

Roger sad: 'I'll move her.'

Hegot in the Vauxhal, and reversed sharply. A back whedl went over the body of one of the men. He
drove the car through the gap, and out on to the road. He called:

‘Bring them, will you?

John lifted his daughter and carried her out of the car. Pirrie helped to support Ann. When they were
both in the car, Roger sounded the horn severa times. Then he dipped out He said to John:

"Take over. Well get clear of here before we do anything else— just in case the shots have attracted
anyone. Then Oliviacan look after them.’

John pointed to the field. 'And those?

Through the gap the three bodies were il visible, sprawled against the brown earth. Flieswere
beginning to settle on them.

Roger showed genuine surprise. 'What about them?
'We aren't going to bury them?
Pirrie chuckled drily. 'We have no time, | fear, for that corpora work of mercy.’

The Ford drove up, and Oliviagot out and hurried to join Ann and Mary. Pirrie walked back to take her
place a the whed!.

Roger said: 'No point in burying them. We'velost time, Johnny. Pull up just beyond Tadcaster — O.K.?
John nodded. Pirrie cdled:
'I'll take over astail-end Charlie’

'Fair enough,’ Roger said. 'Let'sget moving.'

|SEVEN |

Tadcaster was on edge, like aborder town haf-frightened, half-excited, at the prospect of invasion. They
filled up their tanks, and the garage proprietor looked a the money they gave him as though wondering
what value it had. They got a newspaper there, too. It was acopy of the Yorkshire Evening Press —it
was stamped 3d and they were charged 6d, without even an undertone of apology. The newsit gave was
identica with that which they had heard on the radio; the dull solemnity of the officid hand-out barely
concealed anote of fear.

They left Tadcaster and pulled into alane, just off the main road. They had filled their vacuum flasksin



the town but had to rely on their original stores of food. Mary seemed to have recovered by now; she
drank teaand had alittle from thetin of meat they opened. But Ann would not eat or drink anything. She
sat in asilence that was unfathomable — whether of pain, shame, or brooding bitter triumph, John could
not tell. Hetried to get her to talk at firgt, but Olivia, who had stayed with them, warned him off silently.

The Citroen and the Vauxhal had been drawn up side by side, occupying the entire width of the narrow
lane, and they had their meal communally in the two cars. Theradio jabbered softly — arecording of a
talk on Moorish architecture. It was the sort of thing that almost parodied the vaunted British phlegm.
Perhapsit had been put on with that in mind; but the situation, John thought, was not so easily to be
played down.

When the voice stopped, abruptly, the immediate thought was that the set had broken down. Roger
nodded to John, and he switched on the radio in his own car; but nothing happened.

‘Their breskdown,’ Roger said. 'l fed till hungry. Think we dare risk another tin, Skipper?
"We probably could," John said, 'but until we get clear of the West Riding, I'd rather we didn't.'
'Fair enough,’ Roger said. 'I'll move the buckle one notch to theright.’

The voice began suddenly and, with both radios now on, seemed very loud. The accent was quite unlike
what might be expected on the B.B.C. — alightly veneered Cockney. The voice was angry, and scared
a thesametime:

"Thisisthe Citizens Emergency Committee in London. We have taken charge of the B.B.C. Stand by for
an emergency announcement. Stand by. Wewill play an interva signa until the announcement is readly.
Please stand by.'

'‘Ahal’ Roger said. 'Citizens Emergency Committee, isit? \Who the bloody hdll iswagting effort on
revolutionsa atimelikethis?

From the other car, Olivialooked at him reproachfully. He said rather loudly:

'Don't worry about the kids. It's no longer aquestion of Eton or Borstal. They are going to be
potato-grubbers however good their table manners.

The promised interval signa was played; the chimes, altogether incongruous, of Bow Bdls. Ann looked
up, and John caught her eye; those jingling changes were something that went back through their livesto
childhood — for amoment, they were childhood and innocencein aworld of plenty.

He said, only loud enough for her to hear: 'It won't dways belikethis!'

Shelooked at him indifferently. 'Won't it?

The new voice was more typical of abroadcasting announcer. But it still held an unprofessiona urgency.
"Thisis London. We bring you thefirst bulletin of the Citizens Emergency Committee.

"The Citizens Emergency Committee has taken over the government of London and the Home Counties
owing to the unparalleled treachery of thelate Prime Minister, Raymond Welling. We have
incontrovertible evidence that this man, whose duty it wasto protect hisfellow-citizens, has made
far-reaching plansfor their destruction.

Thefactsarethese;



"The country's food position is desperate. No more grain, mesat, foodstuffs of any kind, are being sent
from overseas. We have nothing to eat but what we can grow out of our own soil, or fish from our own
coasts. The reason for thisisthat the counter-virus which was bred to attack the Chung-Li grassvirus
has proved inadequate.

'On learning of this Stuation, Welling put forward a plan which was eventudly approved by the Cabinet,
al of whom must share responsibility for it. Welling himsdf became Prime Minigter for the purpose of
carrying it out. The plan was that British aeroplanes should drop atomic and hydrogen bombs on the
country's principa cities. It was caculated thet if haf the country's population were murdered in thisway,
it might be possble to maintain asubsistence leve for therest.’

'By God!" Roger said. That's not the gaff they're blowing — they're blowing the top off Vesuvius.'

"The people of London, the voice went on, ‘refuse to believe that Englishmen will carry out Welling's
scheme for mass-murder. We apped to the Air Force, who in the past have defended this city against
her enemies, not to dip their hands now into innocent blood. Such a crime would besmirch not only those
who performed it, but their children's children for athousand years.

"It isknown that Welling and the other members of this bestia Cabinet have goneto an Air Force base.
We ask the Air Force to surrender them to face the justice of the people.

'All citizens are asked to keep calm and to remain at their posts. The restrictionsimposed by Welling on
travel outside city boundaries have now no legd or other validity, but citizens are urged not to attempt
any panic flight out of London. The Emergency Committeeis making arrangementsfor collecting
potatoes, fish, and whatever other food is available and transporting it to London, whereit will befairly
rationed out If the country only shows the Dunkirk spirit, we can pull through. Hardship must be
expected, but we can pull through.'

There was a pause. The voice continued:
'Stand by for further emergency bulletins. Meanwhile we shal play you some gramophone records!’

Roger turned off his set. 'Meanwhile,' he said, 'we shadl play you some gramophone records. | never
believed that story of Nero and hisfiddle until now.'

Millicent Pirrie said: 'It was true, then — what you said.'

'At least,' Pirrie said, 'the story has now received wide circulation. That's much the samething, isn't it?
"They'remad!" Roger said. 'Stark, raving, incurably mad. How Welling must be writhing.'

'l should think s0," Millicent said indignantly.

'At their inefficiency,” Roger explained. 'What away to carry on! At my guess, the Emergency
Committeds atriumvirate, and composed of a professiona anarchist, aparson, and aleft-wing female
schoolteacher. It would take that kind of combination to show such an ignorance of e ementary human
behaviour.'

John said: "They'retrying to be honest about things.'

‘That'swhat | mean,' Roger said. 'l know | speak from the exalted wisdom of an ex-Public Relations
Officer, but you don't have to have had much to do with humanity in the massto know that honesty is
never advisable and frequently disastrous:”



It will bedisastrousin thiscase,' Pirrie said.

"Too bloody true, it will. The country faces starvation — things are in such a state that the Prime Minister
decided to wipe the cities out — the Air Force would never do such athing, but al the same we apped
to them not to — and you can leave London but we'd rather you didn't! There's only one result newslike
that can have: nine million people on the move — anywhere, anyhow, but out.’

‘But the Air Force wouldn't do it," Oliviasaid. 'Y ou know they wouldn'.'

'‘No,' Roger said, 'l don't know. And | wasn't prepared to risk it. On the whole, I'm inclined to think not.
But it doesn't matter now. | wasn't willing to take a chance on human decency when it was amatter of
hydrogen bombs and famine — do you serioudy imagine anyone elseis going to?

Pirrie remarked thoughtfully: "That nine million you spoke of refersto London, of course. There are afew
million urban dwellersin the West Riding as well, not to mention the northeastern industrial aress!’

'By God, yes!' Roger said. Thiswill set them on the move, too. Not quite asfast as London, but fast
enough.' He looked at John. 'Well, Skipper, do we drive dl night?

John said dowly: ‘It'sthe safest thing to do. Once we get beyond Harrogate we should be dl right.”

"Thereisthe question of route,' Pirrie suggested. He spread out his own road-map and examined it,
peering through the gold-rimmed spectacles which he used for close work. 'Do we skirt Harrogate to the
west and travel up the Nidd valley, or do we take the main road through Ripon? We are going through
Wendeydde Hill?

John said: 'What do you think, Roger?

‘Theoretically, the byways are safer. All the same, | don't like the look of that road over Masham Moor.'
Helooked out into the swiftly dusking sky. 'Especialy by night If we can get through on the main road, it
would be agood dedl easier.’

'Pirrie? John asked.
Pirrie shrugged. 'Asyou prefer.’

'Well try the main road then. Wel go round Harrogate. There's aroad through Starbeck and Bilton.
Wed better miss Ripon, too, to be on the safe side. I'll take the lead now, and you can bring up the rear,
Roger. Blast on your horn if you find yoursdlf dropping behind for any reason.’

Roger grinned. 'I'll put abullet through the back of Pirriestin Lizzy aswdll.’

Pirrie smiled gently. 'l shal endeavour not to set too hot a pace for you, Mr Buckley.'

The sky had remained cloudless, and asthey drove to the north the stars appeared overhead. But the
moon would not be up until after midnight; they drove through alandscape only briefly illuminated by the
headlights of the cars. The roads were emptier than any they had met so far. The rumbling military
convoys did not regppear; the earth, or tumultuous Leeds, had swallowed them up. Occasiondly, inthe
distance, there were noises that might have been those of gunsfiring, but they werefar away and
indeterminate. John's eye strayed to the left, half expecting to see the sky burgt into atomic flame, but



nothing happened. Leeds lay there— Bradford, Halifax, Huddersfield, Dewsbury, Wakefield, and al the
other manufacturing towns and cities of the north Midlands. It was unlikely that they lay in peace, but
their agony, whatever it was, could not touch the little convoy speeding towardsitsrefuge.

Hewasterribly tired, and had to rouse himself by an act of will. The women had been given the duty of
keeping their husbands awake at the whed, but Ann sat in agtiff immobility with her eyes staring into the
night, saying nothing, and paying attention to nothing. He fished, one-handed, for the benzedrine pills
Roger had given him, and managed to get adrink of water from abottle to swill them down.

Occasionally, driving uphill, he looked back, to ensure that the lights of the other two cars were il
following. Mary lay stretched out on the back seet, covered up with blankets and adeep. Even though
brutdity used towards the young, by reason of their defencel essness, provoked greater anger and greater
pity, it was il true that they were resilient. Was the wind tempered to the shorn lamb? He grimaced. All
the lambs were shorn now, and the wind was from the north-east, full of ice and black frost.

They skirted Harrogate and Ripon easly enough;, their lights showed that they still had dectricity supplies
and gave them acomforting civilized look from adistance. Things might not be too bad there yet, either.
Hewondered: could it dl be abad dream, from which they would awaken to find the old world reborn,
that everyday world which aready had begun to wear the magic of theirretrievably lost? Therewill be
legends, he thought, of broad avenues cdedtidly lit, of the hurrying millionswho lived together without
plotting each other's degth, of raillway trains and aeroplanes and motor-cars, of food in dl itsdiversity.
Mogt of dl, perhaps, of policemen — custodians, without anger or malice, of alaw that stretched to the
ends of the earth.

He knew Masham as asmall market town on the banks of the Ure. The road curved sharply just beyond
the river, and he dowed down for the bend.

The block had been well sited — far enough round the bend to be invisible from the other side, but near
enough to prevent acar getting up any speed again. The road was not wide enough to permit aturn. He
had to brake to stop, and before he could put the car into reverse he found arifle pointing in a hisside
window. A stocky man in tweedswas holding it. He said to John:

‘All right, then. Come on out.'
John said: 'What'sthe idea?

The man stepped back as Pirrie's Ford swept round initsturn, but he kept the rifle steady on the
Vauxhall. There were others, John saw, behind him. They covered the Ford and finally the Citroen when
it, too, cameto ahat in front of the block.

The man in tweeds said: "What's this— a convoy? Any more of you?
Hehad ajovid Y orkshirevoice; theinflection did not seem at dl threatening.

John pushed the door open. 'Were travelling west,' he said, 'across the moors. My brother'safarmer in
Westmorland. We're heading for hisplace.’

'Where are you heading from, mister? another voice asked.
‘London.'

"Y ou got out quick, did you? The man laughed. 'Not a very ‘ealthy place just now, London, | don't
reckon.’



Roger and Pirrie had both aighted — John was relieved to see that they had |eft their armsin the cars.
Roger pointed to the road-block.

'What's the idea of the tank trap? he asked. 'Getting ready for an invasion?

The manintweeds said: That's clever.' His voice had anote of approval. 'Y ou'vegot it in one. When
they come tearing up from the West Riding, the way you've done, they're not going to find it so easy to
pillagethislittle town.

'l get your point,’ Roger said.

There was something artificia about the Stuation. John was able to see more clearly now; there were
more than a dozen men in the road, watching them.

Hesaid: 'We might aswell get things straight. Do | take it you want us to back-track and find aroad
round the town? It'sanuisance, but | see your point.'

Another of the men laughed. 'Not yet you don't, mister!'

John made no reply. For amoment he weighed the possibilities of their getting back into the cars and
fighting it out But even if they were to succeed in getting back, the women and children would bein the
lineof fire. Hewaited.

It wasfairly clear that the man in tweeds was the leader. One of the small Napoleons the new chaos
would throw up; it wastheir bad luck that Masham had thrown him up so promptly. It had not been
unreasonable to hope for another twelve hours grace.

'Y ou see,' the man in tweeds said, 'you've got to look at it from our point of view. If we didn't protect
oursalves, aplace like thiswould be buried in thefirgt rush. I'm telling you so you will understand were
not doing anything that's not sensible and necessary. Y ou see, aswell as being atarget, you might say
we're ahoneypot All the flies— trying to get away from the famine and the atom bombs— they'll dl be
travelling dong the main roads. We catch them, and then we live on them — that'sthe idea.’

‘Bit early for cannibaism,” Roger commented. 'Or isit ahabit to eat human flesh in these parts?

The man in tweeds laughed. 'Glad to see you've got asense of humour. All's not lost while we can find
something to laugh at, eh? It's not their flesh we want — not yet, anyway. But most of 'em will be
carrying something, if it'sonly half abar of chocolate. Y ou might say thisisatoll-gate combined with a
customs house. We inspect the luggage, and take what we want.'

John said sharply: 'Do you let usthrough after that?

'Wdll, not through, like. But round, anyway.' His eyes— small and intent in a square well-fleshed face —
fastened on John's. 'Y ou can see what it looks like from our point of view, can't you?

'l should say it lookslike theft,” John said, ‘from any point of view.'

'Ay," the man said, 'maybe asit does. If you'vetravelled dl the way up here from London with nought
worse than theft to your names, you've been luckier than the next lot will be. All right, mister. Ask the
women to bring the kids out Well do the searching. Come on, now. Soonest out, soonest ended.’

John glanced at the other two; he read anger in Roger's face, but acquiescence. Pirrie looked hisusua
polite and blank sAf.



'O.K.," John said. ‘Ann, you will have to wake Mary, I'm afraid. Bring her out for amoment.’

They huddled together while some of the men began ransacking the insides of the cars and the boots.
They were not long in unearthing the wegpons. A little man with astubble of beard held up John's
automatic riflewith acry.

Theman in tweeds said: 'Guns, en? That's a better haul than we expected for our first.'
John said: 'There arerevolversaswdll. | hope you will leave usthose!

'Have some sense,’ the man said. "We're the oneswho've got atown to defend.' He called to the
searching men. 'Stack dl the arms over here!'

"Just what do you propose to take off us? John asked.
‘That's easy enough. The guns, for agtart. Apart from that, food, as| said. And petrol, of course.’
'Why petrol ?

‘Because we may need it, if only for our internd lines of communication." He grinned. 'Sounds very
military, doesn't it? Bit like the old days, in some ways. But it's on our own doorsteps now.'

John said: "Weve got another eighty or ninety milesto do. The Ford can do forty to the gallon, the other
two around thirty. All the tanks are pretty full. Will you leave us nine gallons between us?

The man in tweeds said nothing. He grinned.
John looked at him. "WEéll ditch one of the big cars. Will you leave us six gallons?

'Six galons,' the man in tweeds said 'or one revolver — the sort of thing that might make the difference
between our holding thistown and seeing it go up in flames. Migter, we're not leaving you anything thet
we can possibly make good use of '

'One car,’ John said, 'and three gallons. So you don't have three women and four children on your
consciences.'

'Nay, theman said, 'it'sdl very well talking about consciences, but we've got our own women and kids
to think about.’

Roger and Pirrie were standing by him. Roger said:
‘They'll take your town, and they'll burn it | hope you live just long enough to seeit.’

The man stared a him. "Y ou don't want to start spoiling things, mister. We've been treating you fair
enough, but we could turn nasty if we wanted to.’

Roger was on the verge of saying something ese. John said:

'All right That's enough, Rodge.' To the man in tweeds, he went on: 'WEell make you a present of the
cars. Can we take our families through the town towards Wendey? And do you think we could have a
couple of old perambulators you've finished with?

'I'm glad to see you're more polite than your friend, but it's no— to both. No one's coming into this
town. Weve got our roads to guard, and the men who aren't guarding them have got work to do and
deep to get. We can't spare anyone to watch you, and it's damn certain we're not letting you go through



the town unwatched.'

John looked at Roger again, and checked him. Firrie spoke:

'Perhaps you will tell uswhat we can do. And what we can take — blankets?
'Ay, werre well enough supplied with blankets!

'And our maps?

One of the searchers came up and reported to him:

'Reckon we've got everything worth having, Mr Spruce. Food and stuff. And the guns. Willie's syphoning
the petrol.’

'Inthat case,” Mr Spruce said, 'you can go and hel p yourselves to what you want. | shouldn't carry too
much, if | wereyou. Y ou won't find the going so easy. If you follow theriver round — he pointed to the
right — 'it'syour best way for getting round the town.’

‘Thank you," Roger said. "Y oure agresat help.'

Mr Spruce regarded him with beady benevolence. 'Y ou're lucky — getting here before the rush, like.
We shan't have time to gossip with 'em once they start coming in fast.'

Y ou've got agreet deal of confidence,' John said. 'But it isn't going to be aseasy asyou think it is.’

'l read somewhere once,' Mr Spruce said, 'how the Saxons laughed and chatted together before the
Battle of Hagtings. That was when they'd just had one big battle and were getting ready for the next.’

‘They logt that one," John said. "'The Normanswon.'

'Maybethey did. But it was a couple of hundred years before they travelled easy in these parts. Good
luck, migter.’

John looked at the cars, stripped aready of food and weapons and with Willy, ayouth lean and gangling
and intent, completing the syphoning of the petral.

'May you have the same luck,' he said.

John said: Theimportant thing isto get away from here. After that we can decide the best plan to follow.
Asfar asour things are concerned, | suggest we take three small cases for the present. Rucksacks would
have been better, but we haven't got them. | shouldn't bother with blankets. Fortunately, it's summer. If
it'schilly, we shal have to huddle together for warmth.’

'| shdl take my blanket rall,’ Pirrie said.
'l don't adviseit," John told him.
Pirrie smiled, but made no reply.

The Masham men, having removed their booty, had faded back into the shadows that lined the road, and
were watching them with impassive disinterest. The children, deepy-eyed and unsteady, watched aso as



their elders sorted out what they needed from what had been | eft. John redlized that he no longer counted
Mary as one of the children; she was helping Ann.

They got away at last. Looking back, John saw that the Masham men were pulling the abandoned cars
round to reinforce the barrier they had already set up. He wondered what would happen when the cars
redlly began to pile up there— probably they would shove theminto theriver.

They toiled up risng ground, until they could look down, from abare field, on the starlit roofs of the town
lying between them and the moors. The night was very quiet. 'Well rest herefor awhile,' John said. 'We
can consider our plans.’

Pirrie dropped the blanket roll; he had been carrying it, at first awkwardly under hisarm and then more
sensibly balanced on his shoulder.

'Inthat case, | can get rid of these blankets,' he said.
Roger said: 'l wondered how long it would be before you redlized you were carrying dead weight.'

Rirrie was busy undoing the string that tied theroll; it was arranged in a series of complicated knots. He
sd:
"Those people down there... excdlent surface efficiency, but | suspect the minor detailsare going to trip

them up. | rather think the man who went through my car wasn't even carrying aknife. If hewas, then his
negligenceis quiteinexcusable!

Roger asked curioudy: "What have you got in there?

Pirrielooked up. In the dim starlight, he appeared to be blinking. "When | was consderably younger,' he
said, 'l used to travel inthe Middle East — Trans-Jordan, Irag, Saudi Arabia. | waslooking for minerals
— without much success, | must add. | learned the trick there of hiding ariflein ablanket roll. The Arabs
dole everything, but they preferred rifles!

Rirrie completed his unravelling. From the middle of the blankets, he drew out his sporting rifle; the
telescopic sght was il attached.

Roger laughed, loudly and suddenly. 'Well, I'm damned! Things don't look quite so bad after al. Good
old Firrie!

Pirrielifted out asmdl box in addition. ‘'Only a couple of dozen rounds, unfortunately,’ he said, 'but it's
better than nothing."

I should say it is,' said Roger. 'If we can't find afarmhouse with a car and petrol, we don't deserve to get
away withit. A gun makesthe difference.’

John said: 'No. No more cars.’
There was amoment's sllence. Then Roger sad:

'Y ou're not starting to develop scruples, are you, Johnny? Because if you are, then the best thing you can
do with Firriesrifleis shoot yoursdf. | didn't like the way those bastards down there treated us, but |
have to admit they had theright idea. It'sforce that counts now. Anybody who doesn't understand that
has got as much chance as arabbit in acage full of ferrets.’

Only this morning, John thought, his reasons might have been based on scruples; and aong with those



scruples would have gone uncertainty and reluctance to impose his own decision on the others. Now he
sad sharply:

"We're not taking another car, because cars are too dangerous now. We were lucky down there. They
could easily have riddled uswith bulletsfirst and stripped the cars afterwards. They will have to do that
eventudly. If wetry to makeit to the valley by car, were asking for something like that to happen. Ina
car, youre dwaysin apotentia ambush.’

'Reasonable,’ Pirrie murmured. 'Very reasonable.’
'Eighty odd miles,’ Roger said. 'On foot? Y ou weren't expecting to find horses, were you?

John gazed at the weed-chequered ground on which they stood; it looked as though it might once have
been pasture.

'No. We're going to haveto do it on foot. Probably it means three days, instead of afew hours. But if we
doit dowly, it's odds on our making it The other way, it's odds againgt.’

Roger said: 'I'm for getting hold of acar, and making arun for it There's achance we shan't mest any
trouble at al; there won't be many townswill have organized as quickly as Masham did — therewon't
be many that will have the sense to organize anyway. If were making atrek across country with the kids,
we're bound to have trouble.’

‘That'swhat we're going to do, though," John said.

Roger asked: "What do you think, Pirrie?

'It doesn't matter what he thinks," John said. 'I've told you what we're going to do.'
Roger nodded at the silent watchful figure of Pirrie. 'He's got the gun,’ he said.

John said: That means he can take over running the show, if he hasthe inclination. But until he does, |
make the decisons.’ He glanced at Pirrie. 'Wdll?

‘Admirably put,’ Pirrieremarked. 'Am | dlowed to keep therifle? | hardly think | am being particularly
vanin pointing out that | happen to have the greatest degree of kill initsuse. And | am not likely to
develop ambitions towards leadership. Y ou will have to take that on trust, of course.”

John said: 'Of course you keep therifle!

Roger said: 'So democracy's out. That's something | ought to have redlized for myself. Where do we go
from here?

'Nowhere until the morning,’ John said. 'In thefirst place, we dl need anight's deep; and in the second,
there's no sense in sumbling about in the dark in country we don't know. Everybody stands an hour's
watch. I'll take firdt; then you, Roger, Pirrie, Millicent, Olivia — he hesitated — 'and Ann. Six hourswill
be as much as we can afford. Then we shall go and look for breskfast.'

The ar waswarm, with hardly any breeze.

'Once again,’ Roger said, ‘thank God it's not winter.' He called to the three boys: 'Come on, you lot Y ou
can snuggle round me and keep me cosy.'

Thefield lay just under the crest of ahill. John sat above thelittle group of reclining figures, and looked
over them to the vista of moorland that stretched away westwards. The moon would soon be up; aready



its radiance had begun to reinforce the Sarlight

The question of whether the weather held fair would make alot of difference to them. How easy it would
be, he thought, to pray — to sacrifice, even — to the moorland gods, in the hope of turning away their
wrath. He glanced at where the three boyslay curled up between Roger and Olivia. They would cometo
it, perhaps, or their children.

And thinking that he felt a great weariness of spirit, asthough out of the past hisold sdlf, hiscivilized sdf,
challenged him to an accounting. When it sank below acertain leve, waslifeitsdf worth the having any
longer? They had lived in aworld of morality whose lineage could be traced back nearly four thousand
years. In aday, it had been swept from under them.

But were there some who ill held on, still speaking the grammar of love while Babe rose dl round
them?If they did, he thought, they must die, and their children with them — astheir predecessors had
died, long ago, in the Roman arenas. For amoment, he thought that he would be glad to have the faith to
dielikethat, but then he looked again &t the little degping group whose head he now was, and knew their
lives meant more to him than their deaths ever could.

He stood up, and walked quietly to where Ann lay with Mary in her arms. Mary was adeep, but in the
growing moonlight he could see that Ann's eyes were open.

He cdled softly to her: "Ann!*

She made no reply. She did not even look up. After atime he walked away again and took up hisold
position.

There were some who would choose to die wdll rather than to live. He was sure of that, and the
assurance comforted him.

[EIGHT |

During her watch, Millicent had seen distant flashes towards the south, twice or three times, and had
heard arumble of noise long afterwards. They might have been atom-bomb explosions. The question
seemed irrdevant It was unlikely that they would ever know the full story of whatever wastaking placein
the thickly populated parts of the country; and, in any case, it no longer interested them.

They began their march on abright morning; it was cool but promised hegt The objective John had set
them was a crossing of the northern part of Masham Moor into Coverdale. After that, they would take a
minor road across Carlton Moor and then strike north to Wendeyda e and the passinto Westmorland.
They found afarm-house not very far awvay from where they had dept, and Roger wanted to raid it for
food. John vetoed the idea, on the groundsthat it was too near Masham. It was uncertain how far the
Mashamites proposed to protect their outlying digtricts. The sound of shots might easily bring a protecting
party up from the town.

They therefore kept away from habitation, travelling in the bare filds and keeping close beside the
hedges or stone walls which formed the boundaries. It was about haf-past six when they crossed the
main road north of Masham, and the sun had warmed the air. The boys were happy enough, and had to
be restrained from unnecessary running about. The whole party had something of apicnic air, except that
Ann remained quiet, withdrawn, and unhappy.



Millicent commented on thisto John, when he found himsdlf walking beside her across a patch of broken
stony ground.

She said: 'Ann shouldn't take things too much to heart, Johnny. It'sdl in aday'swork.'

John glanced at her. Neatness was a predominating characteristic of Millicent, and she looked now as
though she were out for an ordinary country wak. Firrie, with the rifle under hisarm, was about fifteen
yards ahead of them.

'l don't think it's so much what happened,’ John said, 'aswhat she did afterwards that's worrying her.'

That'swhat | meant wasal in aday'swork, Millicent said. She looked at John with frank admiration. 'l
liked the way you handled thingslast night. Y ou know — quiet, but no nonsense. | like aman to know
what hewantsand go and get it.’

Discounting her face, John thought, she looked a good deal more than a score of years younger than
Rirrie; shewas dim and tautly figured. She caught his glance, and smiled at him. He recognized something
in the smile, and was shocked by it

He said briefly: 'Someone has to make decisions.’

‘At firg, | didn't think you would be the kind who would, properly. Then last night | could see | was
wrong about you.'

It was not, he decided, the concupiscence which shocked him in itsdlf, but its presence in this context.
Rirrie, he was sure, must have been a cuckold for some time, but that had been in London, in that warren
of swarming humanity where the indulgence of one more lust could have no rea importance. But here,
where their interdependence was as starkly evident as the barren lines of what had been the moors, it
mattered agreat dedl. There might yet be amordity in which the leader of the group took hiswomen as
he wished. But the old ways of winks and nudges and innuendoes were as dead as business conferences
and evenings at the theatre — as dead and asimpossible of resurrection. The fact that he was shocked
by Millicent'sfalureto redize it was evidence of how deeply the redization had sunk into and
conditioned hisown mind.

He said, more sharply ill: 'Go and take over that case from Olivia. She's had it long enough.’

Sheraised her eyebrows dightly. ‘Just asyou say, Big Chief. Whatever you say goes.'

On the edge of Witton Moor they found what John had been looking for — a small farm-house, compact
and isolated. It good on adight rise, surrounded by potato fields. There was smoke rising from the
chimney. For amoment that puzzled him, until he remembered that, in aremote spot like this, they would
probably need a cod fire, evenin summer, for cooking. He gave Rirrie hisingtructions. Pirrie nodded,
and rubbed three fingers of hisright hand aong his nose; he had made the same gesture, John
remembered now, before going out after the gang who had taken Ann and Mary.

With Roger, John walked up to the farm-house. They made no attempt at concealment, and strolled
casudly asthough motivated by idle curiosity. John saw acurtain in one of the front windows twitch, but
there was no other sign that they had been observed. An old dog sunned himself against the side of the
house. Pebbles crunched under their feet, acasua and friendly sound.



There was aknocker on the door, shaped like aram's head. John lifted it and dropped it again heavily; it
clanged dully against its metal base. Asthey heard the tread of feet on the other side, the two men
sepped alittle to theright.

The door swung open. The man on the other sde had to come fully into the threshold to seethem
properly. He was abig man; his eyes were smal and cold in awesathered red face. John saw with
satisfaction that he was carrying a shot-gun.

Hesad: 'Wdl, what isit you want? Weve nought to sell, if it'sfood you're efter.’

Hewas il too far insde the house.

John said: "Thanks. We're not short of food, though. We've got something we think might interest you.'
'Keep it, the man said. 'Keep it, and clear off.’

'Inthat case..." John said.

He jumped inwards so that he was pressed against thewall to the right of the door, out of sight of the
farmer. The man reacted immediately. 'If you want gunshot..." he said. He came through the doorway,
the gun ready, hisfinger on thetrigger.

There was adigtant crack, and at the same time the massive body turned inwards, like atop pulled by its
sring, and dumped towards them. Ashefell, afinger contracted. The gun went off crashingly, its charge

exploding againgt the wall of the farmhouse. The echoes seemed to splinter against the calm sky. The old
dog roused and barked, feebly, againgt the sun. A voice cried something from inside the house, and then

therewas silence.

John pulled the shot-gun away from under the body which lay over it. One barrel was till unfired. With a
nod to Roger, he stepped over the dead or dying man and into the house. The door opened immediately
into abig living-room. The light was dimmer and John's gaze went first to the closed doors leading off the
room and then to the empty staircase that ascended in one corner. Several seconds el apsed before he
saw the woman who stood in the shadows by the side of the staircase.

Shewas quitetal, but as spare as the farmer had been broad. She was looking directly at them, and she
was holding another gun. Roger saw her & the sametime. He cried:

'Watch it, Johnny!"

Her hand moved aong the side of the gun, but asit did so, John's own hand moved a so. The clap of
sound was even more deafening in the confinement of the room. She stayed upright for amoment and
then, clutching at the banister to her Ieft, crumpled up. She began to scream as she reached the ground,
and went on screaming in ahigh strangled voice.

Roger said: 'Oh, my God!'

John said: 'Don't stand there. Get amove on. Get that other gun and let's get this house searched. Weve
been lucky twice but we don't haveto be athird time.'

He watched while Roger reluctantly pulled the gun away from the woman; she gave no sign, but went on
screaming.

Roger said: 'Her face...'



'Y ou take the ground floor," John told him. 'I'll go updtairs:”

He searched quickly through the upper story, kicking doors open. He did not realize until he had nearly
finished his search that he had forgotten something — that had been the second barrdl and, until the
shot-gun was reloaded, he was virtually wegponless. One door remained. He hesitated and then kicked
thisopeninturn.

It wasasmdl bedroom. A girl in her middle ‘teenswas Sitting up in bed. She stared a him with terrified
eyes.

He said to her: 'Stay here. Understand? Y ou won't get hurt if you Stay in here!’
‘Theguns...' shesaid. 'Maand Pa— what was the shooting? They're not...."
He said coldly: 'Don't move outside this room.’

There was akey in thelock. He went out, closed the door and locked it. The woman downstairs was still
screaming, but less harshly than she had been. Roger stood above her, staring down.

John said, 'Well?

Roger looked up dowly. ‘It'sall right. There's no one € se down here." He gazed down at the woman
again. 'Breakfast cooking on the range.’

Pirrie came quietly through the open door. He lowered hisrifle as he viewed the scene.

'Mission accomplished,’ he commented. 'She had agun aswell? Are there any othersin the house?
'Guns or people? John asked. 'l didn't see any other guns, did you, Rodge?

Still looking at the woman, Roger said: 'No.'

‘Therésagirl upstairs,' John said. '‘Daughter. | locked her in.’

'And this? Pirrie directed the toe of one shoe towards the woman, now groaning deep-throatedly.
'She got theblast... intheface mostly,' Roger said. 'From a couple of yardsrange.'

‘Inthat case..." said Pirrie. He tapped the side of hisrifle and looked at John. ‘Do you agree?

Roger looked at them both. John nodded. Pirrie walked with hisusua precise gait to where the woman
lay. Ashe pointed therifle, he said: 'A revolver is so much more convenient for thissort of thing.' Therifle
cracked, and the woman stopped moaning. ‘In addition to which, | do not like using the ammunition for
this unnecessarily. We are not likely to replaceit. Shot-guns are much more likely equipment in partslike
these!’

John said: 'Not abad exchange — two shot-guns and, presumably, ammunition, for two rounds.’

Pirriesmiled. "Y ou will forgive mefor regarding two rounds from this as worth half adozen shot-guns.
Stll, it hasn't been too bad. Shall we cdll the others up now?

'Yes,' John said, 'l think we might aswell.’

In astrained voice, Roger said: 'Wouldn't it be better to get these bodies out of the way first — before
the children come up here?



John nodded. 'l suppose it would.' He stepped across the corpse. 'There's generally a hole under the
dairs. Yes, | thought so. In here. Wait aminute— here are the cartridges for the shotguns. Get these out
first." He peered into the dark recesses of the cubby-hole. 'l don't think there's anything else we want

Y ou can lift her in now.’

It took al three of them to carry the dead farmer in from the door and wedge his body also into the
cupboard under the stairs. Then John went out in front of the house, and waved. The day was as bright,
and seemed fresher than ever with the absence of the pungent smell of powder. The old dog had settled
againinitsplace; he saw now that it was very old indeed, and possibly blind. A watchdog that till lived
when it could no longer guard was an amless thing; but no more aimless, he thought, than the blind
millions of whom they themselves were the forerunners. He let the gun drop. At any rate, it was not worth
the expenditure of acartridge.

The women came up the hill with the children. The picnic air was gone; the boys waked quietly and
without saying anything. Davey came up to John. Hesaid, inalow voice:

'What was the shooting, Daddy?

John looked into his son's eyes. 'We haveto fight for things now," he said. 'We haveto fight to live. It's
something you'll haveto learn.’

'Did you kill them?

s

'Where did you put the bodies?

'Out of the way. Come on in. We're going to have breskfast.’

There was astain of blood at the door, and another where the woman had lain. Davey looked at them,
but he did not say anything else.

When they were dl in the living-room, John said:

'We don't want to be here long. The women can be getting usamed. There are eggsin the kitchen, and
asde of bacon. Get it done quickly. Roger and Pirrie and | will be sorting out what we want to take with
US,

Spooks asked: 'Can we help you?

'No. You boys stay here and rest yourselves. We've got along day in front of us.
Oliviahad been staring, as Davey had done, at the marks of blood on thefloor. She said:
'Were there only — the two of them?

John said curtly: Therésagirl upstairs— daughter. I'velocked her in.'

Oliviamade amove towards the airs. 'She must be terrified!’

John'slook stopped her. He said: 'I've told you — we haven't time to waste on inessentials. Seeto the
thingswe need. Never mind anything ese’

For amoment she hesitated, and then she went through to the kitchen. Millicent followed her. Ann stood
by the door with Mary. She said:



"Two are enough. We're going to stay outside. | don't like the smell in here!’
John nodded. "Just as you want. Y ou can eat out there aswell, if you like.'

Ann did not say anything, but led Mary out into the sunshine. Spooks, after abrief hesitation, followed
them. The other two boys sat on the old-fashioned sofa under the window. There was aclock ticking
rhythmically on thewall facing them. It was glass-fronted, so that itsworkswerevisble. They sat and
stared at it, and spoke to each other in whispers.

By thetime the food was ready, the men had got al they needed. They had found two large rucksacks
and asmaller one, and had packed them with chunks of ham and pork and salted beef, a ong with some
home-made bread. The cartridges for the guns were dipped in on top. They had aso found an old army
water-bottle. Roger suggested filling more bottles with water, but John opposed it. They would be
travelling through tolerably well-watered country, and had enough to carry asit was.

When they had finished their medl, Oliviastarted collecting the plates together. It was when Millicent
laughed that John saw what she was doing. She put the plates down again in some confusion.

John said: 'No washing up. We get moving straight away. It's an isolated place, but any houseisa
potentia trap.’ The men began picking up their guns and rucksacks. Oliviasaid: "What about the girl?

John glanced at her. 'What about her?
‘We can't leave her — like this!'

'If it bothersyou," John said, 'you can go and unlock her door. Tl her she can come out when shelikes.
It doesn't matter now.'

'But we can't leave her in the house!" She gestured towards the cupboard benegath the stairs. 'With those!’
'What do you suggest, then?

'We could take her with us!’

John said: 'Don't besilly, Olivia. Y ou know we can't.’

Oliviagtared at him. Behind her plump diffidence, he saw, there was resolution. Thinking of her and of
Roger, he reflected that crises were dways likely to produce strange resultsin terms of human behaviour.

Oliviasad: 'If not, | shall stay here with her.’

'‘And Roger? John asked. 'And Steve?

Roger said dowly: ‘If Oliviawantsto stay, well stay here with her. Y ou don't need us, do you?

John said: 'And when the next visitor calls, who's going to open the door? Y ou or Olivia— or Steve?
Therewas aslence. The clock ticked, marking the passing seconds of asummer morning.

Roger said then: 'Why can't we takethe girl, if Oliviawantsto? We brought Spooks. A girl couldn't be
any danger to us, surely?

Impatient and angry, John said: "What makes you think shewould come with us? We've just killed her
parents.’



'l think shewould come,’ Oliviasaid.

'How long would you like to have to persuade her? John asked. ‘A fortnight?
Oliviaand Roger exchanged glances. Roger said:

‘The rest of you go on. WEll try and catch up with you — with the girl, if shewill come.’

To Roger, John said: "Y ou surprise me, Rodge. Surdly | don't have to point out to you just how damn
glly itisto split our forces now?

They did not answer him. Pirrie and Millicent and the boys were watching in silence. John glanced at his
watch.

'Look, hesaid, 'I'll give you three minutes, Olivia, to talk to the girl. If she wantsto come, she can. But
we aren't going to waste any more time persuading her — none of us. All right? Olivianodded. 'I'll come
up with you.'

Heled theway up the gtairs, unlocked the door, and pushed it open. The girl was out of bed; she looked
up from akneeling posture, possibly one of prayer. John stood asideto let Oliviaenter the room. The girl
stared at them both, her face expressionless.

Oliviasaid: 'We should like you to come with us, my dear. We are going to asafe place up in the hills. It
wouldn't be safefor you to stay here.’

Thegirl said: 'My mother — | heard her screaming, and then she stopped.’
'She'sdead,’ Oliviasaid. "Y our father, too. There's nothing to stay herefor.'
'Y ou killed them,’ the girl said. Shelooked at John. 'He killed them.’

Oliviasaid: "Yes. They had food and we didn't. People fight over food now. We won, and they lost It's
something that can't be helped. | want you to come with us, dl the same.!’

The girl turned away, her face pressed againgt the bed clothes. In amuffled voice, she said:
'Leave me done. Go away and leave me done!

John looked at Oliviaand shook his head. She went over and knelt beside the girl, putting an arm round
her shoulders. She said gently:

'We aren't bad people. We're just trying to save oursalves and our children, and so the men kill now, if
they haveto. Therewill be others coming who will be worse— who will kill for the sake of killing, and
torture, too, perhaps.’

The girl repeated: 'Leave medone.’

'We aren't far ahead of the mobs," Oliviasaid. They will be coming up from the towns, looking for food.
A place of thiskind will draw them likeflies. Y our father and mother would have died, anyway, in the
next few days, and you with them. Don't you believe that?

'‘Go away, the girl said. She did not look up.

John said: 'l told you, Olivia. We can't take her away againgt her will And asfor your staying with her —
you've just said yourself the placeis adeath-trap.’



Oliviagot up from her knees, as though acquiescing. But instead she took the girl by the shoulders and
twisted her round to face her. She had considerable strength of arm, and she used it now, not brutally but
with determination.

Shesad: 'Lisgento me! You'reafraid, aren't you? Aren't you?

Her eyeshdd thegirl asthough in fascination. The girl's head nodded.
'Do you believe | want to help you? Oliviaasked her.

Again she nodded.

'Y ou're coming with us,’ Oliviasaid. "We're going across the Pennines, to a place in Westmorland where
we can al be quite safe, and where there won't be any more killing and brutality.’ Olivia's normal reserve
was entirely gone; she spoke with abitter anger that carried conviction. ‘And you are coming with us. We
killed your father and mother, but if we save you we shal have made up to them alittle bit They wouldn't
want you to die asthey have done.’

Thegirl gared slently. Oliviasaid to John:

'Y ou can wait outside. I'll help her dress. We shdl only be acouple of minutes.’

John shrugged. 'I'll go downstairs and see that everything's ready. A couple of minutes, remember.’
'Well be down,’ Oliviasaid.

In the living-room, John found Roger fiddling with the controls of aradio that stood on the Sideboard. He
looked up as John came down the stairs.

‘Nothing,' he said. 'I'vetried North, Scotland, Midland, London — nothing at al’
'Ireland? John asked.

‘Nothing | can hear. | doubt if you could pick them up from here anyway.'
'Perhaps the set's dead.'

'l found one gation. | don't know what the language was — it sounded Middle European. Sounded
pretty desperate, too."

'Short waves?
'Haven't tried.’

I'll have ago.' Roger stood aside, and John switched down to the short wave band, and began to fan the
dia, dowly and carefully. He covered three-quarters of the did without finding anything; then he picked

up avoice, distorted by crackle and fading, but speaking English. Hetuned it in to its maximum, and gave
it dl the volume he could:

... fragmentary, but dl the evidence indicates that Western Europe has ceased to exist asa part of the
civilized world.

The accent was American. John said softly:

'So that beautiful banner yet waves.'



‘Numbers of airplanes; the voice continued, 'have been arriving during last evening in parts of the United
States and Canada. By the President's order, the people in them have been given sanctuary. The
President of France and senior members of the French Government, and the Dutch and Belgian Roya
families are amongst those who have entered this country. It is reported from Haifax, Nova Scotia, that
the British Royd family and Government have arrived there safely. According to the samereport, the last
Prime Minister of Great Britain, Raymond Welling, has said that the startling speed of the breskdown
which has taken place there was largely due to the spread of rumours that major population centres were
to be atom-bombed as ameans of saving therest of the country. These rumours, Welling clams, were
entirely unfounded, but caused panic nevertheless. When told that the Atomic Energy Commission here
had reported atomic-bomb explosions as occurring in Europe during the past few hours, Weling stated
that he could not account for them, but thought it possible that isolated Air Force dements might have
used such desperate measuresin the hope of regaining control.'

Roger said: 'So it got out of hand, and he threw it up and ran.’
'One of the unsolved mysteries,” John said.

The voice went on: Thefollowing statement, Signed by the President, was issued in Washington at nine
p.m.

"It isto be expected that this country will mourn the loss to barbarism of Europe, the cradle of our
Western civilization. We cannot hel p being grieved and shocked by what istaking place on the other side
of the Atlantic Ocean. At the sametime, this does not mean that there isthe dightest danger of asmilar
catastrophe occurring here. Our food-stocks are high, and though it is probable that rationswill haveto
be reduced in the coming months, there will be amplefood for dl. In the fullness of time, we shall defeat
the Chung-L.i virus and go out to reclaim the wide world that once we knew. Unitil then, our duty isto
preserve within the limits of our own nation the heritage of man's greatness!’

John said hitterly: That's encouraging, anyway.'

He turned to see Oliviacoming down the stairs with the girl. Now that she was dressed, he saw that she
was two or three years older than Mary, acountry girl, more distinguished by hedlth than good looks.
She looked from John's face to the stains on the floor, and back again; but her face did not show

anything.

Oliviasaid: Thisis Jane. She's coming with us. Were dl ready now, Johnny.
John said: 'Good. Then well push off.'

Thegirl turned to Olivia. '‘Before | go— could | seethem, just the once?

Olivialooked uncertain. John thought of the two bodies, crammed in, without ceremony or compunction,
benegth the stairs on which the girl now stood.

He said sharply: 'No. It wouldn't do you or them any good, and we haven't got thetime.'

He thought she might protest, but when Oliviaurged her forward gently, she came. Shelooked once
round the living-room, and walked out into the open.

'O.K." John said, 'were off.'

‘Oneminor item,’ Pirrie said. The voice on the radio was till talking, falling towards and away from them
on periodic swells of volume. It was outlining some new regulation againgt food hoarding. Pirrie walked
over to the sideboard and, in asingle movement, swept the radio on to the wooden floor. It fell witha



splintering of glass. With ddliberate movements, Pirrie kicked it until the cabinet was shattered and the
broken fittings displayed. He put his hed solidly down on to the tangle of glass and metal, and mashed it
into ruin. Then, extricating hisfoot with care, he went out with the rest.

Their journey, owing to the presence of the children, would have to be by fairly easy stages. John had
planned for three days; the first march to take them to the end of Wendeydale, the second over the
moors to a point north of Sedbergh, and the third, at last, to Blind Gill. 1t would be necessary to keep
close to the main road, and he hoped that for long periodsit would be possible to travel onit. He thought
it was unlikely there would be any cars about By now, Masham's example must have been followed in
most of the North Riding. The cars would bog down long before they got to the Dale.

Roger said to him, asthey made their way down by the side of awood in me direction of Coverham:
'We could get hold of bicycles. What do you think?

John shook his head. "Wewould sill be too vulnerable. And we should have to find ten bicycles together
— otherwise it would mean having to whed some along, or € se splitting up the party.’

'‘And you're not going to do that, are you? Roger asked.
John glanced at him. 'No. I'm not going to do that.'

Roger said: 'I'm glad Oliviawas able to persuade the girl to come with us. It would have been grim to
think of her back there.'

'Y ou're getting sentimental, Rodge.

'No." Roger hitched his pack more firmly on to the middie of his back. Y ou're toughening up. It'sagood
thing, | suppose!’

'Only suppose?
'No. You'reright, Johnny. It's got to be done. We're going to make it?
'Were going to makeit.'

The houses they passed were closed and shuttered; if people till lived in them they were giving no
externd sign of occupancy. They saw fewer people even than would have been normd in these parts;
and when they did encounter others, there was no attempt at greeting on either side. For the most part,
the people they met gave ground before the little party, and detoured round them. But twice they saw
bands smilar to their own. Thefirst of these was of five adults, with two smdl children being carried. The
two parties stared a each other briefly from adistance, and went their separate ways.

The second group was bigger than their own. There were about a dozen peopleinit, al adults, and
severd gunswerein evidence. Thisencounter happened in the afternoon, afew miles east of Aysgarth.
Apparently this group was crossing the road on their way south to Bishopdae. They hated on the road,
surveying the gpproach of John and the others.

John motioned his own group to a stop, about twenty yards away from them. There was a pause of
observation. Then one of the men who faced them called:

'Where are ye from?

John said: 'London.’



Therewasaripple of hostileinterest. Their leader said:

"Thereslittle enough to be got in these parts for those who live here, without Londoners coming up
scavenging.

John made no reply. He hefted his shot-gun up under hisarm, and Roger and Pirrie followed suit They
dtared &t the other group in silence.

'Where are ye making for? the man asked them.
'Were going over the moors," John said, 'into Westmorland.'

‘Therell be nought more there than thereis here.' His gaze was on the guns, longingly. 'If you can use
those wegpons, we might be willing to have you join up with us!'

'We can use them,' John said. 'But we prefer to stay on our own.’
‘Safety in numbers these days." John did not reply. 'Safer for the kiddies, and dll.’
'We can look after them,' John said.

The man shrugged. He gestured to his followers, and they began to move off the road in their origina
direction. He himsalf prepared to follow them. At the road's edge, he paused, and turned back.

'Hey, migter!" he called. 'Any news?

It was Roger who replied: ‘None, but that the world's grown honest.'

The man'sface cracked into alaugh. 'Ay, that's good. Then is doomsday near!’

They watched until the group was nearly out of sight, and then continued their journey.

They skirted to the south of Aysgarth, which showed signs of defensive array that had now become
familiar. They rested, in the afternoon's heat, within Sght of the town. The valey, which had been so
greenin the old days, now showed predominantly black againgt the browner hills beyond. The stone
wallswound their way up the hillsdes, marking boundaries grown meaningless. Once John thought he
saw sheep on the hillside, and jumped to hisfeet to make sure. But they were only white boulders. There
could be no sheep here now. The Chung-L.i virus had done itswork with all-embracing thoroughness.

Mary was sitting with Oliviaand the girl Jane. The boys, for once too tired to skylark, were resting
together and discussing, so far as John could judge from the scraps of conversation he picked up, motor
speedboats. Ann sat by herself, under atree. He went over and sat down beside her.

'Areyou fedling any better? he asked her.

I'mdl right.’

She looked tired, and he wondered how much deep she had managed to get the night before. He said:
'Only two more days of this, and then...'

She caught hiswords up. 'And then everything'sfine again, and we can forget dl that's happened, and
dart lifedl over from the beginning. Wdl?

'No. | don't suppose we can. Does it matter? But we can live what passes for a decent life again, and



watch the children grow up into human beingsinstead of savages. That'sworth doing alot for.'
'And you're doing it, aren't you? The world on your shoulders:’

He said softly: "Weve been very lucky so far. It may not seem like that, but it'strue. Lucky in getting
away from London, and lucky in getting asfar north as this before we ran into serioustrouble. The
reason this place |ooks deserted is because the locals have retired behind their defences, and the mobs
haven't arrived. But | shouldn't think we're more than a day's march ahead of the mobs— we may be
less. And when they come...!

He stared at the tumbling waters of the Ure. It was a sunlit summer scene, strange only in the abbsence of
so much of thefamiliar green. He didn't redlly believe the implications of his own words, and yet he knew
they weretrue.

'We ghdl be at peacein Blind Gill," Ann said wearily.
'l wouldn't mind being there now," John said.’
I'mtired,” Ann said. 'l don't want to talk — about that or anything else. Let me be, John.'

Helooked down at her for amoment, and then went away. As he did so, he saw that, from under the
next tree, Millicent was watching them. She caught hiseye, and smiled.

The valey narrowed towards Hawes, and the hills on either side rose more steeply; the stone wallsno
longer reached up to their summits. Hawes did not appear to be defended, but they avoided it dl the
same, going round on the higher ground to the south and fording the tributaries of the Ure, fortunately
shdlow at thistime of year.

They made camp for the night in the mouth of Widdae Gill, securing themsdavesin the angle between the
ralway line and theriver. Fairly near them they found afield that had been planted with potatoes, and
dug up agood supply. Oliviamade astew of these and the salt meet they carried; Jane helped her and
Millicent gave some haf-hearted assstance.

The sun had sat behind the Pennines, but it was still quite light; John looked at hiswatch and saw that it
wasn't yet eight o'clock. Of course, that was British Summer Time, not Greenwich. He smiled at the
thought of that delicate and ridiculous distinction.

They had done well, and the boys were not too obvioudy fatigued. Normally he might have taken them
further before hdting, but it would be stupid to begin the climb up into Mossdale in such circumstances.
Instead, they could make an early start the following morning. He watched the preparations for supper
with a contented eye. Pirrie was on guard beside therailway line.

The boys came over to him together. It was Davey who spoke; he used atone of deference quite unlike
his old man-to-man approach.

'Daddy," he said, ‘can we stand guard tonight aswell?

John surveyed them: the dert figure of his son, Spooks's gangling lankiness, Steve's rather square
shortness. They were il just schoolboys, out on amore puzzling and exciting lark than usud.



He shook his head. "'Thanks very much for the offer, but we can manage.’

Davey said: 'But we've been working it out. It doesn't matter that we can't shoot properly aslong aswe
can keep awake and make anoise if we see anyone. We can do that.'

John said: "'The best thing you three can do is not to stay awake talking after supper. Get to degp as
quickly as possible. We're up early in the morning, and we've got astiff climb and along day to face.”

He had spoken lightly enough, and in the old days Davey would have argued strenuoudy on the point.
Now he only glanced at the other two boys in resgnation, and they went off together to look at theriver.

They al had supper together, Pirrie having come down from the line with areport of emptinessasfar as
the eye could see. Afterwards, John appointed the hours of sentry duty for the night.

Roger said: 'Y ou're not counting Jane in?

He thought Roger was joking at first, and laughed. Then he saw, to his astonishment, that it had been a
Serious question.

'No,' he said. 'Not tonight.’

The girl was ditting closeto Olivia; she had not strayed far from her al day. John had heard them talking
together during the afternoon, and had heard Jane laughing once. She glanced up at the two men, her
fresh, somewhat fat-cheeked face open and inquiring.

'Y ou wouldn't murder usin our beds, would you, Jane? Roger asked her.
She shook her head solemnly.

John said to her: 'Wdll, it's best not to give you the chance, isn't it?
Sheturned away, but it was in embarrassment, he saw, not hatred.

Hesad: 'It's Ann'sfirst watch. The rest of us had better get down and get to deep. Y ou boys can put the
fire out — tread out dl the embers!

Roger woke him, and handed him the shot-gun which the sentry kept He got to hisfeet, feding tiff, and
rubbed his legswith his hands. The moon was up; itslight gleamed on the nearby river, and threw
shadows from the smal group of huddled figures.

'Seasonably warm,’ Roger said, ‘thank God.'
‘Anything to report?

'What would there be, but ghosts?

'Any ghodts, then?

‘A brief trace of one apparition — the corniest of them dl.’ John looked at him. "The ghost train. | thought
| heard it hooting in the distance, and for about ten minutes afterwards | could have sworn | heard its
distant roar.’

'Could be atrain,’ John said. 'If there are any capable of being manned, and anyone capable of manning
one, they might try anight journey. But | think it'sabit unlikely, taken al round.’



'| prefer tothink of it asaghost train. Heavily laden with the substantial ghosts of Dalesmen going to
market, or trucks of ghostly cod or insubstantiad meta ingots, crossing the Pennines. 1've been thinking
— how long do you think railway lineswill be recognizable asrailway lines? Twenty years— thirty? And
how long will people remember that there were such things, once upon atime? Shal wetell fairy sories
to our great-grandchildren about the metal monstersthat ate coal and breathed out smoke?

'Go to deep,’ John said. Therelll be time enough to think about your great-grandchildren.’

'Ghogts, Roger said. 'l see ghostsal round me tonight. The ghosts of my remote descendants, painted
with woad.'

John made no reply, but climbed up the embankment to his post on the line. When he looked back from
the top, Roger was curled up, and to dl intents adeep.

The sentry's duty was to keep both sides of the line under observation, but the far sde— the north —
was more important owing to the fact that the main road lay in that direction. That was the sentry's actua
post, out of direct Sght of the group of deepers. John took up his position there. He lit acigarette,
guarding the glowing end againgt possible observation. He didn't redlly think it was necessary, but it was
natura to adapt old army tricksto aSituation with so many familiar ements.

Helooked at the smdl white cylinder, cupped in his hand. There was a habit that would have to go, but
there was no point in ending it before necessity ended it for him. How long, he wondered, before the
exploring Americansland at the forgotten harbours and push inland, handing out canned ham and cigars,
and scattering Chung-Li immune grass seed on their way? In every little outpogt, like Blind Gill, where the
remnants of the British held out, something like that would be the common daydream, the winter'stale. A
legend, perhaps, that might spur the new barbarians at last across the western ocean, to find aland as
rough and bruta astheir own.

For he could no longer believe that there would be any last-minute reprieve for mankind. First Ching, and
then the rest of Asia, and now Europe. The otherswould fal in their turn, incredulous, it might be, to the
end. Nature was wiping a cloth across the date of human history, leaving it empty for the pathetic scrawls
of those few who, here and there over the face of the globe, would survive.

He heard a sound from the other side of therailway line, and moved warily acrossto investigate. As he
reached the edge of the embankment, he saw that adim figure was climbing the last few feet towards
him. It was Millicent. She put ahand up to him and he grasped it

He said: 'What the hdll are you doing?
She said: 'Ssh— youll wake everyone up.'

She looked down at the deeping group below, and then moved across towards the sentry post. John
followed her. He was reasonably certain what the visit promised. The cam effrontery of it made him

agry.

'Y ou're not on duty for another couple of hours," he said. "Y ou want to go back and get some deep.
Weve got along day in front of us:’

She asked him: 'Cigarette? He took one from his case and gaveit to her. 'Mind lighting it?

Hesaid: 'l don't think it'sagood ideato show lights. Keep it under, and cover it with your hands when
youinhde'

'Y ou know everything, don't you?



She bent down to his cupped hands to take the lighter's flame. Her black hair gleamed in the moonlight
Hewas not, he redized, handling the situation very well. It had been amistake to give her the cigarette
she asked for; he should have sent her back to bed. She straightened up again, the cigarette now tucked
behind her curled fingers.

'l can do without deep,’ she said. ‘| remember one week-end | didn't have three hours degp between
Friday and Monday. Fresh asadaisy &fter it, too.'

'Y ou don't have to boast. It's stamped al over you.'
'Isit? Therewas a pause. 'What's the matter with Ann?

He said coldly: "Y ou know as much as| do. | suppose it wouldn't have affected you — either what
happened or what she did afterwards.’

Complacently, she said: 'There's one thing about not having very high slandards— you're not likely to go
off your rocker when you hit something nasty — either from other people or yourself.'

John drew on his cigarette. 'l don't want to talk about Ann. And | don't want an affaire with you— do
you understand that? | should think you would see that, quite apart from anything else, thisisn't thetime
for that sort of thing.'

'When you want athing isthetimeto haveit.

'Y ou've made amistake. | don't want it."

She laughed; her voice was lower when she did so, and rather hoarse.

‘Let'sbe grown up,’ she said. ‘| may make mistakes, but not about that sort of thing.'
'Y ou know my mind better than | do?

'l shouldn't be surprised. I'll tell you this much, Big Chief. If it had been Oliviawho had paid you thislittle
visit, you would have sent her back straight away, and no back-answers. And why are you talking in
whispers, anyway? In case we make anyone wake up?

He had not realized that he had dropped his voice. He spoke more loudly: 'l think you'd better get back
now, Millicent.'

She laughed again. 'What would be so unreasonabl e about not wanting to wake people up? | don't
supposethey're adl asgood at doing without degp as| am. You risetoo easily.’

‘All right. I'm not going to argue with you. Just go back to bed, and forget al about it.’

She said obediently: 'O.K." She dropped her cigarette, half smoked, and trod it into the ground. 'I'll just
try the spark test, and if you don't fire, I'll go right down like agood little girl.

She cametowards him. He said: 'Don't be silly, Millicent. She paused just short of him. 'Nothing wrong
with agoodnight kiss, isthere? She put herself in hisarms. He had to hold her or let her fdl, and he held
her. Shewas very warm, and softer to hold than he would have expected. Shewriggled dightly against
him.

'Spark test satisfactory, | think,' she said.

They both turned at the sound of small sonesfalling. A figure rose above the embankment's edge and



good facing them.

Pirrie tapped hisrifle, which he held under hisarm. He said reprovingly: 'Even carrying this, | very nearly
surprised you. Y ou are not as dert asagood sentry should be, Custance.’

Millicent had disengaged hersdf. She said: "'What do you think you're doing, wandering around in the
middle of the night?

'Would it be dtogether inagppropriate,’ Pirrie asked, to put asmilar question to you?

She said scornfully: 'l thought the eyeful you got the last time you spied on me had put you off. Or isthat
the way you get your kick now?

Firriesaid: Thelast severd times, | have borne with the Stuation asthe lesser evil. | will grant that you
have been discreet Any action | might have taken could only have made my cuckoldry conspicuous, and
| was always anxiousto avoid that.'

'Don't worry," Millicent said. 'I'll go on being discreet.’

John said: 'Pirrie! Nothing has happened between your wife and me. Nothing isgoing to. The only thing |
am concerned with isgetting us dl safely to Blind Gill.!

Inamusing tone, Firrie said: ‘'My naturd inclination wayswasto kill her. But in norma society, murder
ismuch too great arisk. | went so far asto make plans, and rather good ones, too, but | would never
have carried them out.'

Millicent said: 'Henry! Don't dart being silly.’

In the moonlight, John saw Firrielift hisright hand, and rub the fingers dong the side of hisnose. He said
sharply:

"That's enough of that!'
Ddliberatdly, Pirrie released the safety catch on therifle. John raised his shot-gun.

'No," Pirriesaid camly. 'Put that gun down. Y ou are very well aware that | could shoot agood deal more
quickly than you. Put it down. | should not care to be provoked into arash act.'

John lowered the shot-gun. In any caseit had been ridiculous, he thought, to envisage Pirrie asafigure
out of an Elizabethan tragedy.

He said: 'Things must be getting me down. It was aslly thought, wasn't it? If you'd redly wanted to dish
Millicent, there was nothing to stop you leaving her in London.'

'A good point,' Firrie said, 'but invalid. Y ou must remember that dthough | joined your party | did so
with reservations asto the truth of the story Buckley asked meto believe. | waswilling to engage with
you in breaking out of the police cordon because | am extremely devoted to my liberty of action. That
wasdl.

Millicent said: Y ou two can continue the chat I'm going back to bed.

'No," Pirrie said softly, 'stay where you are. Stay exactly where you are.' He touched the barrel of his
rifle, and she halted the movement she had just begun. 'l may say that | gave serious, if brief,
congderation to theideaof leaving Millicent behind in London. One reason for rgecting it was my
assurance that, if nothing worse occurred than civil bresk-down, Millicent would manage very well by



dint of offering her erotic servicesto theloca gang-leader. | did not care for the idea of abandoning her
to what might prove an extremely successful career.’

'Would it have mattered? John asked.

'l am not,' said Pirrie, 'aperson on whom humiliation stslightly. Thereisastrain in my make-up that
some might describe as primitive. Tell me, Custance— we are agreed that the process of law no longer
exigsinthis country?

'If it does, welll dl hang.'

'Exactly. Now, if State law fails, what remains?

John said carefully: "Thelaw of the group — for its own protection.’
'And of the family?

'Within the group. The needs of the group comefirst.'

'And the head of the family? Millicent began to laugh, anervous amost hysterica laugh. ‘Amuse yoursdlf,
my dear,' Pirrie continued. 'l like to see you happy. Well, Custance. The man isthe proper head of his
family group — arewe still agreed?

There was only one direction in which the insane relentlesslogic could be heading. John said:
'Y es. Within the group.’ He hesitated. ‘I am in charge here. Thefind say ismine!’
Hethought Pirrie smiled, but inthe dim light it was difficult to be sure. Firrie said:

‘Thefind say ishere.' He tapped therifle. 'l can, if | wish, destroy the group. | am awronged husband,
Custance — ajedous one, perhaps, or aproud one. | am determined to have my rights. | hope you will
not gainsay me, for | should not like to have to oppose you.'

"Y ou know theway to Blind Gill now," John said. '‘But you might have difficulty getting entry without me.'
'l have agood weapon, and | can useit. | believe | should find employment quite readily.’

Therewas a pause. In the sillence there came a sudden bubbling lift of bird song; with ashock John
recognized it asanightingale.

'Wdll,' Pirrie said, ‘do you concede me my rights?
Millicent cried: 'No! John, stop him. He can't behave like this— it isn't human. Henry, | promise...'

"To cease upon the midnight,’ Pirrie said, ‘with no pain. Even | can recognize the appositeness of verse
occasondly. Custance! Do | have my rights?

Moonlight silvered the barrel asit swung to cover John again. Suddenly he was afraid — not only for
himsdlf, but for Ann and the children aso. There was no doubt about Pirrie's implacability; the only doubt
was asto where, with provocation, it might lead him.

Takeyour rights,’ he said.
In avoice shocked and unfamiliar, Millicent said: ‘No! Not here...'

Sheran towards Pirrie, sumbling awkwardly over the railway lines. He waited until shewasamost on



him before he fired. Her body spun backwards with the force of the bullet, and lay across one of the
lines. From the hills, the echoes of the shot cracked back.

John walked acrossthe lines, passing close by the body. Pirrie had put down hisrifle. John stood beside
him and looked down the embankment. They had al avakened with the sound of the shot

He caled down: 'It's all right Everybody go to deep again. Nothing to worry about.’
Roger shouted up: "That wasn't the shot-gun. Is Pirrie up there?

'Yes,' John said. 'Y ou can turn in. Everything's under control .’

Rirrieturned and looked at him. 'l think | will turnin, too."

John said sharply: 'Y ou can give me ahand with thisfirst We can't leave it here for the women to brood
over whilethey're on waich.'

Pirrienodded. 'Theriver?

"Too shallow. It would probably stick. And | don't think it'sa good ideato pollute water supplies
anyway. Down the embankment, on the other side of theriver. | should think that will do.'

They carried the body aong the line to a point about two hundred yards west. It was light, but the going
was difficult John was relieved when the time came to throw it down the embankment. There were
bushes at the foat; it landed among them. It was possible to see Millicent's white blouse but, in the
moonlight, nothing more.

John and Pirrie walked back together in silence. When they reached the sentry point, John said:

"Y ou can go down now. But | shdll tell Oliviato wake you for what would have been your wife's shift.
No objections, | takeit?

Pirriesaid mildly: 'Of course. Whatever you say.' He tucked hisrifle under hisarm. 'Good night,
Custance.'

'Good night,’ John said.

He watched Pirrie dithering hisway down the dope towards the others. He could have been mistaken, of
course. It might have been possible to save Millicent'slife.

He was surprised to find that the thought did not worry him.

ININE |

In the morning, asubdued air was evident John had told them that Firrie had shot Millicent, but had let
the children think it was an accident He gave afull account to Roger, who shook his head.

'Cool, isn't he? We certainly picked up something when we adopted him.’
'Yes,' John sad, ‘wedid.’

'Are you going to have trouble, do you think?



‘Not aslong as| let him have hisown way," John said. 'Fortunately, his needs seem fairly modest He felt
he had aright to kill hisown wife!'

Ann came down to him later, when he was washing in the river. She stood beside him, and looked at the
tumbling waters. The sun was shining the length of the valey, but there were clouds directly above them,
large and close-pressed.

'Where did you put the body? she asked him. 'Before | send the children down to wash.'
'Well away from here. Y ou can send them down.’

She looked at him without expression. Y ou might aswell tell me what happened. Pirrieisn't the sort to
have accidentswith arifle, or to kill without areason.’

Hetold her, making no attempt to hide anything.
She said: 'And if Pirrie had not appeared just at that moment?
He shrugged. 'I would have sent her back down, | think. What else can | say?

'Nothing, | suppose. It doesn't matter now.' She shot the question at him suddenly: "Why didn't you save
her?

'l couldn't. Pirrie had made up hismind. | would only have got mysdlf shot aswell.’
She said bitterly: 'Y oure the leader. Are you going to stand by and let people murder each other?

Helooked at her. Hisvoice was cold. 'l thought my life was worth more to you and the children than
Millicent's. | till think so, whether you agree or not.'

For the moment they faced each other in silence; then Ann came a step towards him, and he caught her.
He heard her whisper:

‘Darling, I'm sorry. Y ou know | didn't mean that. But it's so terrible, and it goes on getting worse. To kill
hiswifelikethat... What kind of alifeisit going to befor us?

'Whenweget to Blind Gill..."
'We shdll il have Pirriewith us, shan't we? Oh, John, must we? Can't we — lose him somehow?

He sad gently: "Y oure worrying too much. Rirrieislaw-abiding enough. | think he had hated Millicent for
years. There's been alot of bloodshed recently, and | suppose it went to his head. It will be different in
the valley. We shdl have our own law and order. Firrie will conform.’

'Will he?
He stroked her arms. 'Y ou," he said. "How isit now? Not quite so bad?
She shook her head. 'Not quite so bad. | suppose one gets used to everything, even memories.’

By seven o'clock they were al together, and ready to set out The clouds which had come over the sky
still showed gaps of blue, but they had spread far enough to the east to hide the sun.

'Wegther less promising,' Roger said.

'We don't want it too hot,' John said. 'We have aclimb in front of us. Everything ready?



Pirriesaid: 'l should like Janeto wak with me.'

They stared at him. The request was so odd as to be meaninglessin itself. John had not thought it
necessary to have the party wak in any particular order, with the result that they straggled dongin
whatever way they chose. Jane had automeaticaly taken up her position dongside Oliviaagain.

John said: 'Why?

Pirrie gazed round the little circle with untroubled eyes. 'Perhaps | should put it another way. | have
decided that | should like to marry Jane— insofar as the expression has any meaning now.'

Oliviasaid, with a sharpness quite out of keeping with her usua manner: 'Don't beridiculous. There can't
be any question of that."

Pirriesaid mildly: 'l seeno bar. Janeisan unmarried girl, and | am awidower.’
Jane, John saw, was looking at Pirrie with wide and intent eyes; it wasimpossible to read her expression.
Annsad: 'Mr Firrie, you killed Millicent last night Isn't that enough bar?

The boyswere watching the scenein fascination; Mary turned her head away. It had been silly, John
thought wearily, to imagine thisworld was aworld in which any kind of innocence could be preserved.

'No,' Firriesaid, 'l don't regard it asabar.’
Roger said: "You dso killed Janes father.'
Pirrie nodded. 'An unfortunate necessity. I'm sure Jane has resigned hersdlf to that.'

John said: 'l suggest we leave things over for now, Pirrie. Jane knows your mind. She can think about it
for the next day or two.

'No." Pirrie put out his hand. 'Come here, Jane.'
Jane gtood, Hill gazing a him. Oliviasaid:
‘Leave her done. Y ou're not to touch her. Y ou've done enough, without adding this.’

Pirrieignored her. He repeated: 'Come here, Jane. | am not ayoung man, nor a particularly handsome
one. But | can look after you, which is more than many young men could do in the present
circumstances!’

Ann said: 'Look after her — or murder her?

‘Millicent,’ Pirrie said, 'had been unfaithful to me anumber of times, and was attempting to be so again.
That isthe only reason for her being dead.'

Increduloudly, Ann said: 'Y ou speak as though women were another kind of creature— lessthan
humen.

Pirrie said courteoudy: 'I'm sorry if you think so. Jane! Come with me!’

They watched in silence as, dowly, Jane went over to where Pirrie waited for her. Pirrie took her hands
inhis. Hesaid: 'l think we shall get on very well together.’

Oliviasaid: 'No, Jane— you mustin't!'



'‘And now,’ said Pirrig, 'l think we can move off.'

'Roger, John," Oliviasaid. 'Stop him!*

Roger looked at John. John said: 'l don't think it's anything to do with the rest of us.'
'What if it had been Mary? Oliviasaid. 'Jane has rights as much as any of us:

'Y ou're wasting your time, Olivia,' John said. It'sadifferent world were living in. The girl went over to
Pirrie of her own free will There's nothing else to be said. Off we go now.’

Annwaked beside him asthey set off, walking dong the railway line. The valey narrowed sharply ahead
of them, and the road, to the north, veered in towards them.

Theré€'s something horrible about Pirrie/ Annsaid. 'A coldness and abrutdity. It'sterrible to think of
putting that young girl in hishands'

'She did go to him voluntarily.'
'‘Because shewas afraid! Theman'sakiller.
‘Wedl are!

‘Not in the same way. Y ou didn't make any attempt to stop it, did you? Y ou and Roger could have
stopped him. It wasn't like the business with Millicent Y ou were only acouple of feet from him.’

'And he had the safety catch on. Either of us could have shot him.'
'Wel?

'If there had been ten Janes and he had wanted them all, he could have had them. Pirrie's worth moreto
us than they would be.'

'And if it had been Mary — as Oliviasad?

'Rirrie would have shot me before he mentioned the matter. He could have done so last night, you know,
and very eadly. | may bethe leader here, but were still kept together by mutual consent It doesn't matter
whether that consent isingpired by fear or not, aslong asit holds. Pirrieand | are not going to frighten
each other; we each know the other's necessary. If either of uswere put out of action, it might mean the
difference between getting to the valey or not.'

She said intensely: "And when we get there— will you be prepared to deal with Pirrie then?
'Wait till we get there. Asto that—'
He smiled, and she noticed it. 'What?

'l don't think Jane'sthe kind of girl to remain afraid for long. She will shake hersdlf out of it And when she
does... | wouldn't trust her on night watch — Pirrie proposes taking her to bed with him. It seems odd to
think of Pirrie as being over trustful — al the same, hel's dready been mistaken in one wife!'

'Even if shewanted to," Ann said, ‘what could she do? He may not look much, but he's strong.’
‘That's up to you and Olivia, isn't it? Y ou keep the cutlery items!'

Shelooked a him, trying to estimate how serioudy the remark had been intended.



‘But not until we get to the valley," he said. 'She will have to put up with him until then, a any rate’

Asthey climbed up to Mossdale Head, the sky darkened continualy, and gusts of rain swept in their
faces. These increased asthey neared the ridge, and they breasted it to see the western sky black and
stormy over the rolling moors. They had four light plastic mackintoshesin the packs, which John told the
women to put on. The boyswould have to learn to contend with being wet; athough the temperature was
lower than it had been, the day was still reasonably warm.

Therain thickened asthey walked on. Within half an hour, men and boys were both soaked. John had
crossed the Pennines by this route before, but only by car. There had been a sense of isolation about the
pass even then, afeding of being in acountry swept of life, despite the road and the railway line that

hugged it

That feding now was more than doubly intensified. There were few things, John thought, so desolate asa
ralway line on which no train could be expected. And where the pattern of the moors seen from a
moving car had been monotonous, the monotony to people on foot, struggling through rain squals, was
far greater. The moors themselves were barer, of course. The heather still grew, but the moorland
grasses were gone; the outcrops of rocks jutted like teeth in the head of askull.

During the morning, they passed occasional small parties heading in the opposite direction. Once again,
there was mutual suspicion and avoidance. One group of three had their belongings strapped on a
donkey. John and the others stared at it with amazement. Someone presumably had kept it dive on dry
fodder after the other beasts of burden were killed aong with the cattle, but once awvay from itsbarn it
would haveto sarve.

Roger said: 'A variation of the old deigh-dog technique, | imagine. Y ou get it to take you asfar asyou
can, and then est it.'

'It'sastanding temptation to any other party you happen to meet, though, isn't it? John said. 'l can't see
them getting very far with that once they reach the Dde.’

Pirriesad: 'We could rdieve them of it now.'

'No," John said. "It isn't worth our while, in any case. Weve got enough medt to last us, and we should
reach Blind Gill tomorrow. It would only be unnecessary weight.'

Steve began limping shortly afterwards, and examination showed him to have a blistered hedl
Oliviasad: 'Stevel Why didn't you say something when it first started hurting?

Helooked at the adult faces surrounding him, and his ten-year-old assurance deserted him. He began to
cry.

There's nothing to cry about, old man," Roger said. 'A blistered hedl isbad luck, but it's not the end of the
world.'

His sobs were not the ordinary sobs of childhood, but those in which experience beyond achild's range
was released from its confinement He said something, and Roger bent down to catch hiswords.

'What was that, Steve?



'If I couldn't walk — | thought you might leave me.’

Roger and Olivialooked at each other. Roger said:

‘Nobody's going to leave you. How on earth could you think that?

‘Mr Rirrieleft Millicent,’ Steve said.

John intervened. 'He'd better not walk on it It will only get worse!'

I'll carry him," Roger said. 'Spooks, will you carry my gun for me?

Spooks nodded. 'I'd liketo.'

"You and | will take himin turns, Rodge,' John said. "Well manage him al right Good job he'salittle 'un.’
Oliviasaid: 'Roger and | can take the turns. He's our boy. We can carry him.’

She had not spoken to John since the incident of Jane and Pirrie. John said to her:

‘Olivia— | do the arranging around here. Roger and | will carry Steve. Y ou can take the pack of
whoever happensto be doing it at the tune.’

Their eyesheld for amoment, and then she turned away.
Roger said: 'All right, old son. Up you get.'

Their progressimmediately after thiswas alittle faster, since Steve had been acting as abrake, but John
was not deceived by it The carrying of apassenger, even aboy as small as Steve, added to their
difficulties. He kept them going until they had nearly got to the end of Garsdale, before he caled ahalt to
their midday medl.

The wind, which had been carrying therain into their faces, had dropped, but therain itself was il
faling, and in a steadier and more soaking downpour. John looked round the unpromising scene.

'Anybody see acave and apile of firewood stacked insde? | thought not A cold snack today, and
water. And we can rest our legs alittle.’

Ann said: 'Couldn't we find somewhere dry to eat it?*

About fifty yards along the road, there was asmall house, standing back. John followed her gaze towards
it

[t might be empty,’ he said. 'But we should have to go up to it and find out, shouldn't we? And then it
might not be empty after al. | don't mind ustaking riskswhen it'sfor something we must have, like food,
but isn't worth it for half an hour's shelter.’

'‘Davey's soaked,' she said.

"Half an hour won't dry him out And that's al the time we can spare.' He called to the boy: 'How are you,
Davey? Wet?

Davey nodded. 'Yes, Dad.'

Try laughing drily.'



It was an old joke. Davey did his best to smile at it. John went over and rumpled hiswet hair.

"Youredoing fine' hesaid. ‘Redly fine!

The western gpproach to Garsda e had been through anarrow strip of good grazing land which now, in
the steady rain, was a band of mud, studded here and there with farm buildings. They looked down to
Sedbergh, resting between hills and valey on the other side of the Rawthey. Smoke lay aboveit, and
drifted westwards aong the edge of the moors. Sedburgh was burning.

'Looters,’ Roger said.
John swung his glasses over the stone-built town.

'We're meeting the north-western stream now; and they've had the extra day to get here. All the same,
it'sabit of ashaker. | thought this part would till be quiet.’

It might not be so bad,’ Roger said, 'if we cut north straight away and get past on the higher ground. It
might not be so bad upinthe Lunevalley.’

Pirriesaid: 'When atown like that goes under, | should expect dl the valleys around to be in a dangerous
condition. It isnot going to be easy.

John had directed the glasses beyond the ravaged town to the mouth of the dale aong which they had
proposed to travel. He could make out movements but it wasimpossible to know what they constituted.
Smoke rose from isolated buildings. There was an aternative route, across the moorsto Kendal, but that
a so took them over the Lune. In any caseif Sedburgh had fallen was there any reason to think things
were any better around Kendal?

Pirrie glanced at him speculatively. 'If | may offer acomment, | think we are under-armed for the
conditions that lie ahead. Those, people with the donkey — we should probably have got agun or two
out of them, apart from the animal. They would hardly have had the temerity to travel asthey were doing,
unarmed.’

Roger said: 'It might not be as bad as it looks. We shdl have to make the effort, anyway.'
John looked out over the confluence of valeysand rivers.

'l don't know. We may find oursel ves walking into something we can't cope with. It might betoo late
then.’

'We can't stay here, can we? said Roger. ‘And we can't go back, so we must go forward.’

John turned towards Pirrie. He redlized, as he did so, that, athough Roger might be hisfriend, Pirriewas
hislieutenant. It was Pirrie's coolness and judgement on which he had cometo rely.

'l think we need more than just guns. There aren't enough of us. If were going to be sure of getting to
Blind Gill, we shal haveto snowbal. What do you think?

Pirrie nodded, considering the point 'I'm inclined to agree. Three men are no longer an adequate number
for defence!’



Roger said impatiently: "What do we do then? Hang out a banner, with asign on it: "Recruits
Welcomed"?

'I suggest we make ahdt here," John said. 'We're sill on the pass, and well get parties going both ways
across the Pennines. They will be lesslikely to be downright looters, too. The looterswill be happy
enough down inthevaleys.

They looked again down the vigtatheir position commanded. Evenintherain it was very picturesgue.
And, even in the rain, the houses down there were burning.

Pirrie said thoughtfully: "We could ambush parties asthey came through — there's enough cover about a
hundred yards back.'

There aren't enough of usto make apress-gang,’ John said. "We need volunteers. After dl, if they have
gunswe should have to give them back to them.’

Roger said: 'What do we do, then? Make camp? By the side of the road?

'Y es," John said. Helooked at his bedraggled group of followers. 'Let's hope not for long.'

They had to wait over an hour for their first encounter, and then it was a disgppointing one. They saw a
little party struggling up the road from the valley, and, asthey drew nearer, could see that they were eight
in number. There were four women, two children — aboy about eight and a girl who looked younger —
and two men. They were whedling two perambulators, stacked high with household goods; a saucepan
fdll off when they were about fifty yards away and rolled away with aclatter. One of the women stooped
down wearily to pick it up.

The two men, like their womenfolk, looked miserable and scared. One of them waswell over fifty; the
other, athough quite young, was physically weedy.

Rirriesad: 'l hardly think thereis anything here that will beto our advantage.’

He and Roger were standing with John on the road itsdlf, holding their guns. The women and children
were resting on aflat-topped sone wdl nearby.

John shook hishead. 'l think you're right. No weapons, either, | should think. One of the kids may have a
water-pistal.’

The approaching party stopped when they caught sight of the three men standing in the road, but after a
whispered consultation and a glance backwards into the smouldering valley, they came on again. Fear
stood on them more markedly now. The older man walked in front, and tried to look unconcerned, with
poor success. The girl began to cry, and one of the women tugged at her, smultaneoudly frantic and
furtive, asthough afraid the noise would in some way betray them.

Asthey passed, in slence, John thought how natural it would have been, afew days before, to give some
kind of greeting, and how unnatural the same greeting would have sounded now.

Roger said quietly: 'How far do you think they'll get?
‘Down into Wendeydae, possibly. | don't know. They may survive aweek, if they're lucky.'



'Lucky? Or unlucky?
'Y es. Unlucky, | suppose.’
Pirrie said: "They appear to be turning back.'

John looked. They had travelled perhaps seventy-five yards farther on aong the road; now they had
turned and were making their way back, still pushing the perambulators. By turning, they had got therain
intheir facesingtead of on their backs. The little girl's mackintosh gaped at the neck; her fingers fumbled,
trying to fasten it, but she could not.

They stopped a short distance away. The older man said:
'Wewondered if you waswaiting for anything up here— if there was anything we could tell you, maybe.'

‘John's eyes examined him. A manual worker of some kind,; the sort of man who would give alifetime's
faithful inefficient service. On hisown, under the new conditions, he would have smd| chance of survival,
hisonly hope lying in the possibility of attaching himself to some little Napoleonic gangster of the dales
who would put up with his usdlessness for the sake of his devotion. With his present entourage, even that
wasruled out

'No,' John said. There's nothing you can tell us.'

"We was heading across the Pennines,’ the man went on. "We reckoned it might be quieter over inthose
parts. We thought we might find afarm or something, out of the way, where they'd let uswork and give
us some food. We wouldn't want much.’

A few months ago, the pipe-dream had probably been a £75,000 win on the footbal pools. Their
chances of that had been about as good as the chances of their more modest hopes were now. He
looked at the four women; only one of them was sufficiently youthful to stand a chance of surviving on
sexua merits, and with youth her entire store of assets were numbered. They were dl bedraggled. The
two children had wandered away, in the direction of thewall where Ann and the otherswere Sitting. The
boy was not wearing shoes, but plimsolls, which were wet through.

John said harshly: "Y ou'd better get on, then, hadn't you?

The man perssted: 'Y ou think we might find a place like that?

"Y ou might," John said.

'All thistrouble," one of the women said. "It won't last long, will it?
Roger looked down into the valley. 'Only till hell freezesover.'

'Where was you thinking of heading? asked the older man. "Were you thinking of going into Y orkshire as
wel?

John said: 'No. Weve come from there!

'We're not bothered about which way we go, for that matter. We only thought it might be quieter across
the Pennines’

'Yes. It might.'

The mother of the two children spoke: "What my father meansis— do you think we could go whichever



way you're going? It would mean there was more of us, if weraninto any trouble. | mean — you must
be looking for aquiet place, too. Y ou're respectable people, not like those down there. Respectable folk
should stick together at atimelikethis!

John said: "There are something like fifty million peoplein this country. Probably over forty-nine million of
them are respectable, and looking for aquiet place. There aren't enough quiet placesto go round.’

'Y es, that'swhy it's better for folksto stick together. Respectable folk.
'How long have you been on the road? John asked her.

She looked puzzled. 'We started this morning — we could see firesin Sedburgh, and they were burning
the Follinsfarm, and that's not more than three milesfrom thevillage.’

'Weve had three days start on you. We aren't respectable any longer. We've killed people on our way
here, and we may haveto kill more. | think you'd better carry on by yourselves, as you were doing.'

They stared a him. The older man said at last:

'l suppose you had to. | suppose aman's got to save himself and hisfamily any way he can. They got me
onkilling in the First War, and the Jerries hadn't burned Sedburgh then, nor the Follinsfarm. If you've got
to do things, then you've got to.'

John did not reply. At thewall, the two children were playing with the others, scrambling up and along
the wall and down in acomplicated kind of obstacle race. Ann saw his glance, and rose to come towards
him.

'Can we go with you? the man said. 'Well do asyou say — | don't mind killing if it's necessary, and we
can do our share of thework. We don't mind which way you're going— it'sal the same asfar aswere
concerned. Apart from being inthearmy, I'velived dl my lifein Carbeck. Now I've had to leaveit, it
doesn't matter wherel go.'

"How many guns have you got? John asked.
He shook his head. "We haven't got any guns'’

'Weve got three, to look after six adults and four children. Even that isn't enough. That's why we're
waiting here— to find others who've got guns and who will join up with us. I'm sorry, but we can't take

passengers.’

'We wouldn't be passengers! | can turn my hand to most things. | can shooat, if you can come by another
gun. | was asharpshooter in the Fusliers:

'If you were by yoursdlf, we might have you. Asit is, with four women and two more children... we can't
afford to take on extra handicaps.'

The rain had stopped, but the sky remained grey and formless, and it was rather cold. The younger man,
who had ill not spoken, shivered and pulled hisdirty raincoat more tightly round him.

The other man said desperatdly: 'Weve got food. In the pram — half aside of bacon.’

'We have enough. Wekilled to get it, and we can kill again.' The mother said: 'Don't turn us down. Think
of the children. Y ou wouldn't turn us down with the children.’

'I'm thinking of my own children,’ John said. 'If | were ableto think of any others, there would be millions



| could think of. If | wereyou, | should get moving. If you're going to find your quiet place, you want to
find it before the mob does.’

They looked at him, understanding what he said but unwilling to believe that he could be refusing them.

Ann said, close beside him: "We could take them, couldn't we? The children...' Helooked at her. 'Yes
— | haven't forgotten what | said — about Spooks. | waswrong.’

'No," John said. "Y ou were right Theres no place for pity now.'
With horror, she said: 'Don't say that.'

He gestured towards the smoke, rising inthevdley. 'Pity dwayswasaluxury. It'sadl right if thetragedy's
acomfortable distance away — if you can watch it from a seet in the cinema. It's different when you find
it on your doorstep — on every doorstep.’

Oliviahad aso come over from the wall. Jane, who had made little response to Olivia, following her
morning of walking with Pirrie, aso left the wall, but went and stood near Pirrie. He glanced &t her, but
sad nothing.

Oliviasaid: 'l can't seethat it would hurt to let them tag dong. And they might be some help.’

‘They let the boy come on the road in plimsolls," John said, 'in thiswesather. Y ou should have understood
by now, Olivia, that it's not only the weakest but the least efficient as well who are going to go to thewall.
They couldn't help us; they could hinder.’

The boy's mother said: 'l told him to put his boots on. We didn't see that he hadn't until we were acouple
of milesfrom the village. And then we daren't go back.’

John said wearily: 'l know. I'm smply saying that there's no scope for forgetting to notice things any
more. If you didn't notice the boy's feet, you might not notice something more important. And every one
of usmight dieasaresult. | don't fed like taking the chance. | don't fed like taking any chances!'

Oliviasad: 'Roger...'

Roger shook his head. 'Things have changed in the last three days. When Johnny and | tossed that coin
for leadership, | didn't take it serioudy. But he'sthe boss now, isnt he? Heswilling to takeit dl on his
conscience, and that lets the rest of us out. He's probably right, anyway.'

The newcomers had been following the interchange with fascination. Now the older man, seeing in
Roger's acquiescence the failure of their hopes, turned away, shaking his head. The mother of the
children was not so easily shaken off.

'We can follow you,' she said. "We can stay heretill you move and then follow you. Y ou can't stop us
doing that.'

John said: Y ou'd better go now. It won't do any good talking.'
'No, well stay! Y ou can't make us go.'

Pirrieintervened, for the first time: "We cannot make you go; but we can make you stay here after weve
gone." Hetouched hisrifle. 'l think you would be wiser to go now.’

The woman said, but lacking conviction: Y ou wouldn't do it.'



Ann said bitterly: 'He would. We depend on him. Y ou'd better go.’
Thewoman looked into both thair faces; then she turned and called to her children: '‘Bessiel Wilf!'

They detached themsel ves from the others with reluctance. It was like any occasion on which children
meet and then, at the whim of ther parents, must bresk away again, their friendship only tentatively
begun. Ann watched them come.

She said to John: 'Please. ..’

He shook hishead. 'l have to do what's best for us. There are millions of others— these are only the
oneswe see.’

'Charity isfor those we see!’

'l told you — charity, pity... they come from asteady income and money to spare. We're al bankrupt
now.'

Pirrie said: 'Custance! Up the road, there.'

Between Baugh Fell and Rise Hill, the road ran straight for about three-quarters of amile. Therewere
figureson it, coming down towards them.

Thiswas alarge party — seven or eight men, with women and some children. They walked with
confidence aong the crown of the road, and even at that distance they were accompanied by what
looked like the glint of guns.

John said with satisfaction: ‘That's what we want.'

Roger sad: 'If they'll talk. They may be the kind that shoot first. We could get over behind the wall
before we try opening the conversation.'

'If wedid, it might give them reason to shoot first.'

‘The women and children, then.’

‘Samething. Their own are out in the open.’

The older man of the other party said: 'Can we stay with you till these have gone past, then?

John was on the verge of refusing when Firrie caught his eye. He nodded his head very dightly. John
caught the point: atemporary augmentation, if only in numbers and not in strength, might be abargaining
point.

Hesad indifferently: 'If you like!

They watched the new group approach. After atime the children, Bessie and Wilf, drifted away and
back to where the otherswere il playing on thewall.

Mogt of the men seemed to be carrying guns. John could eventually make out a couple of army pattern
300 rifles, aWinchester .202, and the inevitable shot-guns. With increasing assurance, he thought: thisis
it. Thiswas enough to get them through any kind of chaosto Blind Gill. There only remained the problem
of winning them over.

He had hoped they would halt a short distance away, but they had neither suspicion nor doubts of their



own ability to meet any challenge, and they came on. Their leader was aburly man, with aheavy red
face. He wore aleather bdt, with arevolver stuck init. As he came abreast of where John's party stood
by the side of the road, he glanced at them indifferently. It was another good sign that he did not covet
their guns; or not enough, at least, even to contemplate fighting for them.

John cdled to him; 'Just aminute.'

He stopped and looked at John with adeliberation of movement that wasimpressive. His accent, when
he spoke wasthickly Y orkshire.

'Y ou wanted summeat?

'My name's John Custance. We're heading for aplace | know, up in the hills. My brother's got land there
—inavadley that's blocked at one end and only afew feet wide at the other. Once in there, you can
keep an army out. Are you interested?

He considered for amoment. 'What are you telling usfor?

John pointed down towards the valey. Things are nasty down there. Too nasty for asmall party like
ours. Werelooking for recruits.”

The man grinned. 'Happen we're not looking for achange. We're doin' dl right.’

"You're doing dl right now," John said, "While there are potatoes in the ground, and mest to be looted
from farmhouses. But it won't be too long before the meet's used up, and there won't be any to follow it.
Y ou won' find potatoesin the fields next year, either.’

'Well look after that when the time comes!'
'l cantdl you how. By cannibaism. Areyou looking forward to it?

The leader himsdlf was till contemptuoudy hostile, but there was some response, John thought, in the
ranks behind him. He could not have had long to weld his band together; there would be cross-currents,
perhaps counter-currents.

The man said: 'Maybe well have the taste for it by then. | don't think as | could fancy you at the moment.’

It'sup to you," John said. He looked past him to where the women and children were; there werefive
women, and four children, their ages varying between five and fifteen. "'Those who can't find a piece of
land which they can hold are going to end' up by being savages— if they survive at dl. That may suit
you. It doesn't suit us!'

'l tell you what doesn't suit me, mister — alot of talk. | never had no time for gabbers.’

"Youwon't needto talk at al in afew years, John said. 'Y ou'll be back to grunts and sign language. I'm
talking because I've got something to tell you, and if you've got any sense you will seeit'sto your
advantageto ligen.’

'Our advantage, eh? It wouldn't be yours you're thinking about?

'I'd beafoal if it wasn't. But you stand to get more out of it. We want temporary help so that we can get
to my brother's place. We're offering you a place where you can live in something like peace, and rear
your children to be something better than wild animals.’

The man glanced round at hisfollowers, asthough sensing an effect that John's words were having on



them. Hesad:
'Still talk. Y ou think were going to take you on, and find ourselves on awild-goose chase up in the hills?

'Have you got a better place to go to? Have you got anywhere to go to, for that matter? What harm can
it possibly do you to come dong with us and find out?

He stared at John, still hostile but baffled. At last, he turned to hisfollowers.
'What do you reckon of it? he said to them.
Before anyone spoke, he must have read the answer in their expressions.

'Wouldn't do any harm to go and have alook,' adark, thickset man said. There was amurmur of
agreement The red-faced man turned back to John.

'Right," he said. Y ou can show usthe way to thisvalley of your brother's. Well see what we think of it
when we get there. Where aboutsisit, anyway?

Unprepared to reved the location of Blind Gill, or even to nameit, John was getting ready an evasive
answer, when Rirrieintervened. He said coally:

That's Mr Custance's business, not yours. He'sin charge here. Do as he tellsyou, and you will be al
right.

John heard agasp of dismay from Ann. He himself found it hard to see ajudtification for Pirri€'s
insolence, both of manner and content; it could only re-confirm the leader of the other group in his
hostility. He thought of saying something to take the edge off the remark, but was stopped both by the
redization that he wouldn't be likely to mend the Situation, and by the trust he had cometo havein Pirrie's
judgement. Pirrie, undoubtedly, knew what he was doing.

It'slikethat, isit? the man said. 'We're to do as Custance tells us? Y ou can think again about that | do
the ordering for my lot, and, if you join up with us, the same goesfor you.'

"You're abig man,' Pirrie observed speculatively, 'but what the Situation needsisbrains. And there, |
imagine, you fal short.'

The red-faced man spoke with incongruous softness:

'l don't take anything from little bastards just because they'relittle. There aren't any policemen round the
corner now. | make my own regulations; and one of them isthat people round me keep their tongues
avil.

Finishing, he tapped the revolver in hisbelt, to emphasize hiswords. Ashe did so, Pirrieraised hisrifle,
The man, in earnest now, began to pull the revolver out. But the muzzle was till inside hisbelt when
Firriefired. From that short range, the bullet lifted him and crashed him backwards on the road. Pirrie
good in slence, hisrifle at the ready.

Some of the women screamed. John's eyes were on the men opposing him. He had restrained hisimpulse
to raise his own shot-gun, and was glad to see that Roger also had not moved. Some of the other men
made tentative movements towards their guns, but the incident had occurred too quickly for them, and
too surprisingly. One of them hdf lifted arifle; unconcernedly, Pirrie moved to cover him, and he st it
down again.



John said: 'It'sa pity about that.' He glanced at Pirrie. 'But he should have known better than to try
threatening someone with agun if hewasn't sure he could firefirst. Well, the offer's sill open. Anyone
who wantsto join us and head for the valey iswelcome!’

One of the women had knelt down by the side of the fallen man. Shelooked up.

'He's dead.’

John nodded dightly. He looked at the others.

'Have you made up your minds yet?

The thick-set man, who had spoken before, said:

'l reckon it were hisown look-out. I'll come dong, dl right. My name's Parsons— Alf Parsons.'

Sowly, withan air dmogt ritudigtic, Pirrie lowered hisrifle. He went acrossto the body, and pulled the
revolver out of the belt. Hetook it by the muzzle, and handed it to John. Then he turned back to address
the others

'My nameisPFirrie, and thisis Buckley, on my right. As| said, Mr Custanceisin charge here. Thosewho
wish to join up with our little party should come aong and shake handswith Mr Custance, and identify
themsdves. All right?

Alf Parsons was the first to comply, but the otherslined up behind him. Here, more than ever, ritud was
being laid down. It might come, in time, to a bending of the knee, but thisformal hand-shake was as clear
asgn asthat would have been of the rendering of fedlty.

For himsdlf, John saw, it signified anew role, of enhanced power. The leadership of hisown smal party,
accidentd at firg, into which he had grown, was of adifferent order from this acceptance of loyaty from
another man'sfollowers. The pattern of feuda chieftain wasforming, and he was surprised by the degree
of his own acquiescence — and even pleasure— in it. They shook hands with him, and introduced
themsalvesin their turn. Joe Harris... Jess Awkright... Bill Riggs... Andy Anderson... Will Secombe...
Martin Foster.

The women did not shake hands. Their men pointed them out to him. Awkright said: 'My wife, Alice!’
Riggssad: That'smy wife, Sylvie.' Foster, athin-faced greying man, pointed: 'My wife Hilda, and my
daughter, Hildegard.'

Alf Parson said: 'The other's Joe Ashton'swife, Emily. | reckon shelll be dl right when she'sgot over the
shock. He never did treat her right.’

All the men of Joe Ashton's party had shaken hands.
The elderly man of thefirst party stood at John's elbow.
He said: 'Have you changed your mind, Mr Custance? Can we stay with your lot?

John could see now how the feudal leader, his strength an over-plus, might have given hisaid to the
weak, as an act of ample vanity. After enthronement, the tones of the suppliant beggar were doubly
sweet It was afunny thing.

'Y ou can stay,’ he said. 'Here." He tossed him the shot-gun which he had been holding. 'Weve come by a
gun after dl.’



When Rirrie killed Joe Aghton, the children down by the wall had frozen into the immobility of
watchfulness which had cometo replace ordinary childish fear. But they had soon begun playing again.
Now the new set of children drifted down towards them, and, after the briefest of introductions, joined in

the playing.

'My name's Noah Blennitt, Mr Custance,’ the elderly man said, 'and that's my son Arthur. Then there's
my wifelris, and her Sster Nelly, my young daughter Barbara, and my married daughter Katie. Her
husband was on the railway; he was down in the south when the trains stopped. We're dl very much
beholden to you, Mr Custance. Well serve you well, every one of us.'

The woman he had referred to as Katie looked at John, anxioudy and placatingly.

"Wouldn't it be agood ideafor usal to have sometea? Weve got abig can and plenty of teaand some
dried milk, and theré'swater in the brook just long.’

It would be agood idea,’ John said, ‘if there were two dry sticks within twenty miles.’
She looked at him, shy triumph rising above the anxiety and the desire to please.
‘That'sdl right, Mr Custance. Weve got aprimus stove in the pram aswell'

"Then go ahead. WEI have afternoon tea before we move off." He glanced at the body of Joe Ashton.
‘But somebody had better clear that away first.'

Two of Joe Ashton's erstwhile followers hastened to do his bidding.

ITEN |

Pirrie walked with John for atime when they set out again; Jane, a agesture from Firrie, walked a
demure ten pacesin the rear. John had taken, as Joe Ashton had done, the head of the column, which
now ran to the impressive number of thirty-four — adozen men, adozen women, and ten children. John
had appointed four men to accompany him at the head of the column and five to go with Roger &t the
rear. In the case of Pirrie, he had made specific his roving commission. He could travel as he chose.

Asthey went down the road into the valley, separated somewhat from the other men, John said to him:
‘It turned out very well. But it was taking abit of achance!’

Pirrie shook hishead. 'l don't think so. It would have been taking a chance not to have killed him — and
arather long one. Even if he could have been persuaded to let you run things, he could not have been
trusted.’

John glanced & him. 'Wasit essentid that | should run things? After dl, the only important thing is getting
toBlind Gill.'

‘That isthe most important thing, it istrue, but | don't think we should ignore the question of what
happens after we get there.'

'After we get there?

Pirriesmiled. "Y our little valley may be peaceful and secluded, but it will have defencesto man, even if




relaively minor ones. It will be under siege, in other words. So there must be something like martid law,
and someone to dispenseit.’

'l don't see why. Some sort of committee, | suppose, with elected members, to make decisions... surely
that will be enough?

'l think," Pirrie said, 'that the day of the committeeisover.’

Hiswords echoed the thoughts that John himsalf had felt a short while before; for that reason, he replied
with aforcefulnessthat had some anger iniit:

'And the day of the baronn is back again? Only if welose faith in our own ability to cope with things
democraticaly.'

'Do you think so, Mr Custance? Pirrie stressed the 'Mr' dightly, making it clear that he had noticed that,
following the killing of Joe Ashton, the expression had somehow become atitle. Except to Ann, and
Roger and Olivia, John had now become Mr Custance; the others were known ether by Christian names
or surnames. It wasasmall thing, but not insignificant Would Davey, John wondered, be Mr in histurn,
by right of succession? The straying thought annoyed him.

Hesad curtly: 'Evenif there hasto be one person in charge of things at the valley, that one will be my
brother. It's hisland, and he's the most competent person to look after it."

Pirrieraised hishandsin asmall gesture of mock resignation. 'Exit the committee," he said, ‘unlamented.
That is another reason why you must bein charge of the party that reaches Blind Gill. Someone else
might be lessinclined to see that point.’

They moved down into the valley, passing the Signs of destruction, which had been evident from higher
up but which here were underlined in brutal scoring. What refugees there were avoided them; they had
no temptation to look to an armed band for help. Near the ruins of Sedbergh they saw agroup, of about
the same number astheir own, emerging from the town. The women were wearing what looked like
expensve jewellery, and one of the men was carrying pieces of gold plate. Even while John watched, he
threw some of it away as being too heavy. Another man picked it up, weighed it in hishand, and
dropped it again with alaugh. They went on, keeping to the east of John's band, and the gold remained,
gleaming dully againgt the brown grasdess earth.

From an isolated farm-house, asthey struck up towardsthe valley of the Lune, they heard ascreaming,
high-pitched and continuous, that unsettled the children and some of the women. There were two or three
men lounging outside the farm-house with guns. John led hisband past, and the screams faded into the
distance.

The Blennitts perambulator had been abandoned when they |eft the road on the outskirts of Sedburgh,
and their belongings distributed among the six adults in awkward bundles. The going was clearly harder
for them than for any of the others, and they made no secret of their relief when John called ahdt for the
day, high up in the Lune valley, on the edge of the moors. Therain had not returned; the clouds had
thinned into cirrus, threading the sky at a consderable height Above the high curves of the moorsto
westward, the threads were lit from behind by the evening sun.

'Well tackle the moorsin the morning,’ John said. '‘By my reckoning, we arent much more than



twenty-five miles from the valley now, but the going won't be very easy. Still, | hope we can makeit by
tomorrow night For tonight — he gestured towards a house with shattered windows that stood on a
minor elevation above them—"... that lookslike apromising billet Pirrie, take a couple of men and
reconnoaitreit, will you?

RFirrie, without hesitation, singled out Alf Parsons and Bill Riggs, and they accepted his selection with only
aglance for confirmation at John. The three men moved up towards the house. When they were some
twenty yards away, Pirrie waved them down into the cover of ashdlow dip. Taking leisurely aim, he
himsdf put ashot through an upstairswindow. They heard the noise of therifle, and thetiny splintering of
glass. Silencefollowed.

A minute later, the small figure of Pirrie rose and walked towards the house. Apart from the rifle hunched
under hisarm, he had the air of a Civil Service officia making a perfunctory business cdl. He reached the
door, which apparently he found to be gar, and kicked it open with hisright foot. Then he disappeared
ingde

Once again John was brought up sharp with the redization of how formidable an opponent Pirrie would
have been had his ambition been towards the conscious exercise of power, instead of its promotionin
another. He was walking now, aone, into ahouse which he could only guessto be empty. If he had any
nervesat al, it was difficult to envisage asituation in which they would be drawn taut

From an upper window, aface appeared — Pirrie's face— and was withdrawn again. They waited, and
at last he came out of the front door. He walked back down the path, sedately, and the two men rose
and joined him. He came back to where John was.

John asked him: 'WdI?0O.K.?

'Everything satisfactory. Not even bodies to dispose of. The people must have cleared off before the
lootersarrived.'

't has been |ooted?
‘After afashion. Not very professondly.’

It will give usaroof for the night, John said. 'What bedsthere are will do for the children. Therest of us
can manage on thefloor.'

Pirrielooked round him in speculation. Thirty-four. It isn't avery big house. | think Janeand | will risk the
inclemency of the weether." He nodded, and she came towards him, her rather stupid country face il
showing no signs of anything but submission in theinevitable. Pirrietook her arm. He smiled. 'Yes, | think
wewill.

‘Just asyou like," John said. 'Y ou can have anight off guard duty.'

"Thank you," Pirrie said. "'Thank you, Mr Custance.’

John found aroom in the upper storey which had two small bedsin it, and he called up Davey and Mary
to try them. There was abathroom aong the landing, with water till running, and he sent them there with
ingtructions to wash. When they had gone, he sat on a bed, gazing out of the window, which looked
down the valey towards Sedbergh. A magnificent view. Whoever lived here had probably been very



attached to it — anindication, if such were needed, that immaterial possessions were asinsecure as
meateria ones.

Hisbrief musing was interrupted by Ann's entry into the room. She looked tired. John indicated the other
bed.

'Rest yoursdlf,' he said. 'I've sent the kids dong to smarten themselves up.’
She stood, instead, by the window, looking out

'All the women asking me questions;" she said. "Which mesat shal we havetonight? ... Can we usethe
potatoes up and rely on getting more tomorrow? ... shal we cook them in their jackets or ped them
firg?... why me?

Helooked at her. 'Why not?

‘Because if you like being lord and master, it doesn't mean that | want to be the mistress!'
'Y ou walked out on them, then?

'l told them to put dl their questionsto Olivia'

John amiled. 'Delegating responsibility, asagood mistress should.

She paused; then said: 'Wasit all necessary — joining up with these people, making oursalvesinto an
amy?

He shook hishead. 'No, not al. The Blennitts certainly not — but you wanted them, didn't you?

'l didn't want them. It wasjust horrible, leaving the children. And | didn't mean them — | meant the
others'

'With the Blennitts— just the Blennitts— the odds would have tipped further against our getting through
to thevaley. With these others, were going to make it easily.’

'Led by Generd Custance. And with the able assistance of his chief killer, Pirrie.

'Y ou underestimate Firrie if you think he'sjust akiller.

'No. | don't care how wonderful heis. Heisakiller, and | don't like him.’

'I'makiller, too." He glanced at her. 'A lot of people are, who never thought they would be!'
'l don't need reminding. Pirries different.’

John shrugged. 'We need him — until we get to Blind Gill.'

'Don't keep saying that!'

It'strue.’

‘John.' Their eyes met. 'It's the way he's changing you that's so dreadful. Making you into akind of
gangster boss— the children are beginning to be scared of you.'

Hesad grimly: 'If anything has changed me, it's been something more impersond than Pirrie— the kind
of lifewe haveto lead. I'm going to get usto safety, al of us, and nothing is going to stop me. | wonder if



you realize how well we've doneto get asfar asthis? This afternoon, with the valey like abattlefiedld —
that's only a skirmish compared with what's happening in the south. Weve come so far, and we can see
the rest of theway clear. But we can't relax until werethere!

'And when we get there?

Hesad patiently: 'I've told you— we can learn to live normaly again. Y ou don't imagine | likedl this, do
you?

'l don't know.' She looked away, staring out of the window. "Where's Roger?
'Roger?| don't know.'

'He and Olivia have had to carry Steve between them since you've been so busy leading. They dropped
behind. The only place lft for them to deep, by the time they got to the house, wasthe scullery.’

'Why didn't he come and see me?

'He didn't want to bother you. When you called Davey up, Spooks stayed behind. He didn't think of
coming with him, and Davey didn't think of asking. That'swhat | meant about the children becoming
scared of you.'

John did not answer her. He went out of the room and caled down from the landing:
'Rodge! Come on up, old man. And Oliviaand the kids, of course.’

Behind him, Ann said, 'Y ou're condescending now. | don't say you can helpit.’

He went to her and caught her aramsfiercely.

‘Tomorrow evening, al thiswill be over. I'll hand things over to Dave, and settle down to learning from
him how to be a potato and beef farmer. Y ou will see meturninto adull, yawning, clay-fingered old man
— will that do?

'If I could believeit will belikethat...'

He kissed her. ‘It will be!

Roger camein, with Steve and Spooks close behind him.
He sad: 'Olivials coming up, Johnny.'

'What the hell were you doing settling in the scullery? John asked. 'There's plenty of room in here. We
can put those beds together and get dl the kids on them. For therest of us, it's a nice soft floor. Fairly

new carpetsin the bedrooms— our hosts must have been on the luxurious side. There are blanketsin
that cupboard over there.'

Even while he spoke, he recognized histone as being too hearty, with the bluffness of aman putting
inferiors at their ease. But there was no way of changing it The relationship between himsalf and Roger
had changed on both sides, and it was beyond the power of them to return to the old common ground.

Roger said: That'svery friendly of you, Johnny. The scullery was dl very nice, but it had asmell of
cockroaches. Y ou two, you can cut dong and line up for the bathroom.'

From thewindow Ann said: "Therethey go.’



‘They? John asked. "Who?
‘Airrie and Jane— taking agtroll before dinner, | imagine.’

Oliviahad comeinto the room while Ann wastaking. She started to say something and then, glancing at
John, stopped. Roger said:

‘Rirriethe Wooer. Very sprightly for hisage.’

Ann saidto Olivia "You're looking after the knives. See that Jane gets a sharp one when she comesin to
supper, and tell her therésno hurry to return it.’

‘No!' The incisiveness had been involuntary; John moderated hisvoice: 'We need Pirrie. The girl's lucky
to get him. She'slucky to bediveat al.'

'l thought we could see our way now," Ann said. 'l thought tomorrow evening would see things back to
norma. Do you redly want Pirrie because he is essentid to our safety, or have you grown to like him for
yoursdlf?

'l told you," John said wearily. 'l don't believein taking any chances. Perhaps we won't need Pirrie
tomorrow, but that doesn't mean that | take cheerfully to theidea of your egging the girl onto cut his
throat during the night.’

'She may try," Roger observed, 'of her own accord.'

'If shedoes,” Ann asked, ‘what will you do, John — have her executed for high treason?
'No. Leave her behind.'

Ann gtared at him. 'l think you would!'

Speaking for thefirg time, Oliviasaid: 'Hekilled Millicent.’

'And we didn't leave him behind? With exasperation, John went on: ‘Can't you see that fair sharesand
justice don't work until you've got the wals to keep the barbarians out? Pirrie is more use than any one of
us. Janeislike the Blennitts— a passenger, adrag. She can stay aslong as she's careful how she walks,
but no longer.’

Annsad: 'Heredly isaleader. Note the sense of dedication, most striking in the conviction that what he
thinksisright because hethinksit.

John said hotly: ‘It'sright initself. Can you find an argument to refuteit?
'No.' Shelooked at him. ‘'Not one that you would appreciate.’
'Rodge!’ He appedled to him. 'Y ou see the sensein it, don't you?

'Yes, | seethe sense.’ Almost apologeticaly, he added: 'l see the sensein what Ann says, too. I'm not
blaming you for it, Johnny. Y ou've taken on the job of getting usthrough, and you haveto put that first.
And it'sFirriewho'sturned out to be the one you could rely on.'

He was about to reply argumentatively when he caught sight of their three faces, and memory was
evoked by the way they were grouped. Some time in the past they had been in much the same positions
— at the seaside, perhaps, or at abridge evening. The recollection touched in him the redlization of who
he was and who they were— Ann, hiswife, and Roger and Olivia, his closest friends.



He hesitated, then he said:
'Yes. | think | seeit, too. Look — Pirrie doesn't matter adamn to me.

' think he does," Roger said. 'Getting through mattersto you, and so Pirrie does. It'snot just his
usefulness. Once again, Johnny, I'm not criticizing. | couldn't have handled the Situation, because |
wouldn't have had the ssaminafor it. But if | had been capable of handling it, | would have felt the same
way about Rirrie.’

There was a pause before John replied.
"The sooner we get there the better,’ he said. 'It will be nice to become normal again.’

Olivialooked at him, her shy eyesinquiring in her large placid face. 'Are you sure you will want to,
Johnny?

'Y es. Quite sure. But if we had another month of this, instead of another day to face, | wouldn't be so
sure!

Ann said: 'We've done beastly things. Some of us more so than others, perhaps, but al of usto some
extent — if only by accepting what Firrie's given us. | wonder if we ever can turn our backs on them.'

'Were over theworst,' John said. 'The going's plain and easy now.’
Mary and Davey came running in from the bathroom. They were laughing and shouting; too noisly.
John said: 'Quiet, you two.'

He had not, he thought, spoken any differently from his custom. In the past, the admonition would have
hed littleif any effect. Now both fell quiet, and stood watching him. Ann, and Roger and Olivia, were
watching him, too.

He bent towards Davey. "Tomorrow night we should be at Uncle David's. Won't that be good, eh?
Davey sad: 'Yes, Daddy.'

The tone was enthusiastic enough, but the enthusiasm was tempered by an undue dutifulness.

In the early hours of the morning, John was awakened by arifle shot and, as he sat up, heard it replied to
from somewhere outsde. He sat up, reaching for hisrevolver, and caled to Roger, hearing him grunt
somethinginreply.

Ann sad: 'What's that?

'Nothing much, probably. A stroller, hoping for easy pickings, maybe. Y ou and Oliviastay here and see
to the children. Well go and have alook.'

The sentry's duty wasto patrol outside the house, but he found Joe Harris, whose turn it was, staring out
of afront room window on the ground floor. He was athin dark man, with a heavy stubble of beard. His
eyes gleamed in the moonlight, which shoneinto the house here.



'What's happening? John asked him.

'l seen ‘'emwhen | was outside,’ Harris said. 'Comin’ up the valley from Sedburgh way. | figured it might
be best not to disturb 'em in case they was going right on up the valey, so I came on back into the house,
and kept awatch from here!’

'Well?

"They turned up towards the house. When | was certain they was coming thisway, | had a crack at the
blokein front.'

'Did you hit him?

'No. | don't think so. Another one had a shot back, and then they went down among the shrubs. They're
gtill out there, Mr Custance.’

‘How many?

'It'shard to say, in thislight. Might have been a dozen — maybe more.’
'Asmany asthat?

"That'swhy | was hoping they would go right through.'

John called: 'Rodge!'

'Y es." Roger was standing at the door of the room. There were othersin the room aswell, but they were
keeping quiet

‘Are the others up?

‘Three or four out herein the hdl.'

Noah Blennitt's voice came from close behind John.

'Me and Arthur's here, Mr Custance.'

John said to Roger: 'Send one of them up to the back bedroom window to keep an eye open in case
they try to work round that way. Then two each in the front bedrooms. Noah, you can take up your
place at the other ground-floor window. I'll give you timeto get into position. Then when | shout well let
them have avolley. It may impress them enough to make them clear off. If it doesn't, pick your own
targets after that. We have the territorial advantage. Women and kidswell away from the windows, of
course.’

He heard them moving away, as Roger relayed the instructions to them. In the room beside him achild's
voice began to cry — Bessie Blennitt. Helooked and saw her sitting up in an improvised bed; her mother
was beside her, hushing her.

'l should take her round to the back,' he said. 'It won't be so noisy there.'
His own mildness surprised him. Katie Blennitt said:

'Yes, I'll take her, Mr Custance. Y ou come adong, too, Wilf. You'l bedl right. Mr Custanceisgoing to
look after you.'



To the other woman, he said: "Y ou might aswell dl go to the back of the house.’
He kndt beside Joe Harris. '‘Any sign of them moving yet?
'l thought | saw summat. The shadows play you up.’

John stared out into the moonlit garden. There was no trace of cloud in a sky which was heavy with sars
— fate playing tricks on both sides. The moonlight gave the defenders a considerable advantage, but if
the cloud had held, the maurauders would probably have missed seeing the house, standing asit did apart
and on arise, atogether.

He thought a shadow moved, and then knew one did, not more than fifteen yards from the house. He
cried very loudly:

‘Now!"

Although he did not rate his chances of hitting anything with arevolver as very high, hetook aim on the
shadow that had moved, and fired through the open window. The volley that accompanied his shot was
ragged but not unimpressive. He heard acry of pain, and afigure spun round and fell avkwardly. John
ducked to the sde of the window in anticipation of the reply. There was a single shot, which seemed to
plinter againgt the brickwork. After that, he could hear only amumble of voices, and groaning from the
man who had been hit

The weight of fire-power must have come as an unpleasant surprise to them. They could not have
expected an isolated house such asthisto be held in force. Putting himsdlf in the position of their leader,
John reflected that his own concern, on stumbling on thiskind of opposition, would have been to get his
men out of the way with the least possible delay.

On the other hand, till retaining that viewpoint, he could see that there were snags. The moonlight
certainly aided the defenders; and it was sufficiently bright to make good targets out of the attackersif
they attempted any sudden disengagement. John peered up into the night sky, looking for cloud. If the
moon were going to be obscured, it would be common sense for them to wait for it. But stars sparkled
everywhere.

A further consideration must bethat if the defenders could be overcome, the attackers stood to make a
neat haul of arms, and possibly ammunition. Guns were worth taking risksfor. And it was very probable
that they had the advantage both in men and weapons.

It occurred to him that his show of force could have been tactically an error. Two or three rounds,
ingtead of seven, might have been more likely to put them on the retreat Pirrie might... Pirrie, he
remembered, was somewhere outside, enjoying his nuptials.

The children must have dl awoken by now, but they remained quiet. He heard someone coming
downgtairs. Roger called to him softly:

"Johnny!"
He kept his eyes on the garden. 'Yes!'

'What next? Therée's one fellow standing out like a sore thumb from up there. Can we start knocking
them off, or do you want to give them a chance to blow?

He was reluctant to be the one to open the firing again. They knew his strength now. Further firing would
be an expenditure of vauable ammunition with no progpect of any practica benefits.



'Wait,' hesad. 'Giveit alittlelonger.’
Roger said: ‘Do you think...?

In the moonlight ashout rose: 'Gi'eit ‘em!" John ducked automaticaly asavolley of shots dammed
againg the house with ashivering protesting crash of splintered glass. From above he heard one of his
own men reply.

He caled to Roger: "All right. Get back upgtairs, and tell them to use their discretion. If that gang change
their minds and decideto pull out, let them go.’

Thistime one of the children had begun to cry, afrightened piercing wail. John felt far from optimigtic as
to the prospects of the attackers pulling out. They had presumably weighed the considerations as he had
done, and decided their best chance lay in pressing the attack home.

Whilethe new lull held, he cdlled out into the garden:
'We don't want any trouble. WEIl hold our fireif you clear off.’

He had taken the precaution of firgt flattening himself against the wall beside the window. Two or three
shots thumped againgt the far wal of the room in answer. A man laughed, and he fired the revolver in the
direction of the laugh. Therewas arattle of sporadic fire, either way.

Watching intently, he saw afigure heave up out of the shadows, and fired again. Something sailed through
theair, hit the side of the house, and dropped, not far from the window at which he and Joe Harris stood.

He shouted: 'Down, Joe!'

The explosion shattered what glass was left in the window panes, but did no other damage. A réttle of
fireissued from the house.

Grenades, he thought sickly — why had the possibility not occurred to him? A fair portion of the guns
that were now scattered throughout the countryside had originated in army barracks, and grenades were
obvioudy as useful. For that matter, the men themsealves had very possibly been soldiers; their present
unconcern had aprofessond air to it

Without any doubt, grenades tipped the scales againgt the defenders. A few more might miss, asthefirst
had done, but eventually they would get them into the house, silencing the rooms one by one. The
Stuation had suddenly changed its aspect. With the valley so close, he was facing defest, and desth,
amog certainly, for dl of them.

He said urgently to Joe Harris. 'Get upstairs and tell them to keep as continuous afire on asthey can. But
aming — not popping off wildly. Assoon asthey see someonelift hisarm, dam everything at him. If we
don't keep the grenades out, we've had it.’

Joe sad: 'Right, Mr Custance.’

He did not seem particularly worried; either because he lacked the imagination to see what the grenades
meant, or possibly owing to hisfaith in John'sleadership. Pirrie had done agood job in that respect, but
John would have exchanged it for Pirrie beside him in the house. If any of the others scored a hit, under
these conditions, it would be by afluke; Pirrie would have picked off the vague moonlit shadows without
much difficulty.

John fired again at amovement, and his shot was reinforced by shots from upstairs. Then from outside



there was a swift concentrated burgt directed towards one of the bedroom windows. Simultaneoudly,
from another part of the garden, an arm rose, and a second grenade was lobbed through the air. It hit the
Sde of the house again, and went off harmlesdy. John fired at the point from which it had been thrown.
There was a scatter of shotsin different directions. In their wake came a cry which cut off half-way. The
cry was from the garden. Someone had claimed another of the attackers.

It was encouraging, but no more than that It made little difference to the probabilities of the outcome.
John fired another round, and dodged sideways as a shot crashed past him in reply. The people outside
were not likely to be discouraged by alucky shot or two from the house finding their marks.

Even when, after afurther interchange of shots, he saw agrenade arm rise again, and then saw it dump
back with the grenade unthrown, he could only see the incident as a cause for grim satisfaction — not for
hope. Two seconds later, the grenade went off, and set off ariot of explosion that made it abundantly
clear that whoever held it had been carrying other grenades as well. There were shouts from that part of
the garden, and some cries of pain. John fired into the noise, and the others followed suit. Thistimethere
Was no answe.

All the same, it was with both astonishment and relief that John saw figures detach themselves from the
cover of the ground and run, keeping as low as possible, away down the dope towardsthe valey. He
fired after them, asthe others did, and tried to number them asthey retreated. Anything between ten and
twenty — and with one, possibly two or three, |eft behind.

Everyone came crowding into the room — the women and children aong with the men. In the dim fight,
John could see their faces, relieved and happy. They were dl chattering. He had to speak loudly to make
himsdf heard:

‘Joe! Y ou've got another half-hour on guard. We're doubling up for the rest of the night. Y ou're on with
him now, Noah. Jesswill go with Roger afterwards, and Andy with Alf. I'll take aturn myself with Will.
And from now on, raise the darm first — and start wondering what it might be afterwards.’

Joe Harrissaid: 'Y ou see, Mr Custance, | was hoping they would go on past.'
'Yes, | know," John said. 'Therest of usmight aswell get back to bed.'

Alf Parsons asked: 'Any sign of Pirrie and hiswoman?

He heard Olivias voice: 'Jane— out there. ..’

"They will turn up,” he said. 'Go on back to bed now.’

'If that lot fell over them, they won't be turning up,’ Parsons said.

John went to thewindow. He cdled: 'Firrie! Jane!'

They ligtened in silence. There was no sound from outside. The moonlight lay like asummer frost on the
garden.

'Should we go and have alook for them? Parsons asked.

'No." John spoke decisively. 'Nobody's moving out of here tonight. For one thing, we don't know how
far those boys with the grenades have gone, or whether they have gone for good. Off to bed now. Let's
get out of thisroom firgt, and give the Blennitts a chance. Come on. We need to rest ourselves ready for
tomorrow.'



They dispersed quietly, though with some reluctance. John walked upstairs with Roger, following behind
Ann and Oliviaand the children. He went into the upstairs cloakroom, and Roger waited for him on the
landing.

Roger said: 'l thought weld had it for atime.”
"The grenades? Yes!'
'Infact, | think we were abit lucky.'

'| don't quite understand it. We were certainly lucky dropping that bloke while he still had the grenades.
That must have shaken them quite abit. But I'm surprised that it shook them enough to make them pack
thingsin. I didn't think they would.'

Roger yawned. ‘Anyway, they did. What do you think about Pirrie and Jane?

'Either they had gone far enough away to be out of earshot, or €l se they were spotted and bought it.
Those people weren't bad shots. Not being in the house, they wouldn't have had any protection.’

"They could have drifted out of earshot.' Roger laughed. 'Along the paths of love.'
'Out of earshot of that racket? That would have brought Pirrie back.'

"Thereis another possibility,” Roger suggested. 'Jane may have tucked aknife in her garter on her own
account These ideas probably do occur to women spontaneoudly.’

'Where's Jane, then?

'She gtill might have run across our friends. Or she might have tumbled to the fact that she would be less
than popular hereif she came back with astory of having midaid her new husband on her bridd night.’

'She's got enough sense to know awoman's helpless on her own now.'

'Funny creatures, women,” Roger said. ‘Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, they do the sensble thing
without hesitation. The hundredth time they do the other with the same enthusiasm.’

John said curioudly: 'Y ou seem cheerful tonight, Rodge.'

'Who wouldn't be, after areprieve like that? That second grenade came within a couple of feet of
pitching in & my window.'

'And you won't be sorry if Pirrie has bought it, either from Jane or the grenade merchants.”

‘Not particularly. Not at dl, infact. | think I'd be rather pleased, | told you — there's been no need for
me to get mysdlf fixated on Firrie. | haven't had to run things.'

'Isthat what you would cal it — fixated?

'Y ou don't find many Pirrie's about. The pearl in the oyster — hard and shining and, asfar asthe oyster is
concerned, adisease.’

'And the oyster? John offered ironicaly: "The world aswe know it.'

"The analogy's too complicated. I'm tired aswell. But you know what | mean about Firrie. In abnormal
conditions, invauable; but | hope to God we aren't going to livein those conditionsfor ever.'



'He was a peaceabl e enough citizen before. There's no reason to think he wouldn't have been once
agan.

'lan't there? Y ou can't put a pearl back ingde the oyster. | wasn't looking forward to lifein the valley with
Pirrie slanding just behind you, ready to jog your elbow.’

'Inthevalley, David's boss, if anyone hasto be. Not me, not Pirrie. Y ou know that.'

'I've never met your brother,’ Roger said. 'l know very little about him. But he hasn't had to bring his
family and hangers-on through aworld that breaks up asyou touch it.'

"That doesn't make any difference.’

'No? Roger yawned again. 'I'mtired. Y ou turn in. It's not worth my while for half an hour. I'll just look in
and see that the kids have bedded down.’

They stood together in the doorway of the room. Ann and Oliviawere lying on blankets under the
window; Ann looked up as she saw them standing there, but did not say anything. A shaft of moonlight
extended to the double bed that had been created out of the two single ones. Mary lay curled up by the
wall. Davey and Steve were snuggled in together, with one of Davey's arms thrown across Steve's
shoulder. Spooks, hisfeatures strangely adult without his spectacles, was at the other Sde. He was
awake also, staring up a the celling.

'Don't think I'm not grateful for Pirrie, Roger said. 'But I'm glad we've found we can manage without
him.

In the new pattern of life, the hours of deep were from nineto four, the children being packed off, when
possible, an hour earlier, and deeping on after the others until breskfast was ready. It began to be light
during the last watch, which John shared with Will Secombe. He went out into the garden and examined
thefield of the skirmish. There was aman about twenty-five, shot through the side of the head, about
fifteen yards from the house. He was wearing army uniform and had ajewelled brooch pinned on his
chest. If the stones were diamond, as they appeared to be, it must have been worth several hundred
pounds at onetime.

There were tatters of army uniform on the other body in the garden. This one was a considerably more
ugly sight; he had apparently been carrying grenades round hiswaist, and the first one had set them off. It
was difficult to make out anything of what he had been likein life. John called Secombe, and they
dragged both bodieswell away from the house and shoved them out of sight under aclump of low-lying
hally.

Secombe was afair-haired, fair-skinned man; hewasin his middle thirties but looked agood ded
younger. He kicked a protruding leg farther under the holly, and looked at his hands with disgust.

John sad: 'Go in and have awash, if you like. I'll look after things. It will betime for reveille soon,
anyway.

Thanks, Mr Custance. Nasty job, that | didn't see anything as bad asthat during the war.’

When he had gone, John had another look round the environs of the house. The man who had had the
grenades had had arifle aswdll; it lay where he had lain, bent and usdless. There was no sign of any



other weapon; that belonging to the other corpse had presumably been taken away in the retredt.

Hefound nothing else, apart from two or three cartridge clips and anumber of spent cartridge cases. He
was looking for sgns of Firrie or Jane, but there was nothing. In the dawn light, the valey stretched
away, without Ssgn of life. The sky was il clear. It looked like agood day lying ahead.

He thought of caling again, and then decided it would be useless. Secombe came back out of the house,
and John looked at hiswatch.

‘All right. Y ou can get them up now.'

Breakfast was amost ready and there were sounds of the children moving about when John heard Roger
exdam:

'‘Good God!"

They were in the front room from which John had directed operations during the night John followed
Roger's gaze out of the shattered window. Pirrie was coming up the garden path, hisrifle under hisarm;
Jane walked just behind him.

John caled to him: 'Firrie! What the hell have you been up to?

Pirrie smiled dightly. "Would you not regard that as a ddlicate question? He nodded towards the garden.
'Y ou cleared the mess up, then?

'Y ou heard it?

[t would have been difficult not to. Did they land either of the grenades inside? John shook his heed. 'l
thought not.’

‘They cleared off when things were beginning to get hot,' John said. 'I'm till surprised about thet.
The sdefire probably upset them,' Pirrie said.

'Sidefire?

Pirrie gestured to where, on theright of the house, the ground rosefairly steeply.

John said: Y ou were having ago at them — from there?

Pirrie nodded. 'Of course.'

'Of course,' John echoed. That explains afew things. | was wondering who we had in the house who
could hit that kind of target in that kind of light, and kill instead of just wounding.' He looked at Firrie.
"Then you heard me call you, after they had cleared off? Why didn't you give me ahail back?

Rirriesmiled again. 'l wasbusy.'

They travelled easily and uneventfully that day, if fairly dowly. Ther route now lay for the most part
across the moors, and there were severa places where it was necessary to leave the roads and cut over
the bare or heathery dopes, or to follow by the side of one of the many rivers or streams that flowed



down from the moorsinto the dales. The sun rose at their backs into a cloudless sky, and before midday
it wastoo hot for comfort. John caled an early halt for dinner, and afterwards told the women to get the
children down to rest in the shade of agroup of sycamores.

Roger asked him: 'Not pressing on with all speed?

He shook his head. "We're within reach now. WEell bethere before dark, which isal that matters. The
kids are fagged out.'

Roger said: 'So am |.' He lay back on the dry, stony ground, and rested his head on his hands. 'Firrie
isnt, though.'

Rirrie was explaning something to Jane, pointing out over the flat lands to the south.

'She won't knife him now," Roger added. 'Ancther Sabine woman come home to roost | wonder what
thelittle Pirrieswill belike?

‘Millicent didn't have any children.’

‘Conceivably Pirrie'sfault, but more probably Millicent's. She was the kind of woman who would take
care not to be burdened with kids. They would spoil her chances.'

‘Millicent ssemsalong time ago,’ John said.
Therdativity of time. How long since | found you up in your crane? It seems something like six months.’

The moors had been more or less deserted, but when they descended to crossthe lower land north of
Kendd, they witnessed the signs, by now familiar, of the predatory animal that man had become: houses
burning, an occasiona cry in the distance that might be either of distress or savage exultance, the sghts
and sounds of murder. And another of their senses was touched — here and there their nogtrilswere
pricked by the sour-sweet smell of flesh in corruption.

But their own course was not interrupted, and soon they began to climb again, up the bare bleak bones
of the moorstowards their refuge. Skylarks and meadow pipits could be heard in the empty arching sky,
and for atime awhesatear ran dong ahead of them, afew pacesin front Once they sighted a deer, about
three hundred yards off. Pirrie dropped to the ground to take careful aim on it, but it darted away behind
ashoulder of the moor before he could fire. Even from that distance it looked emaciated. John wondered
onwhat diet it had been surviving. Mosses, possibly, and smilar plants.

It was about five o'clock when they came to the waters of the Lepe. It tumbled with the same swift
urgency of pacethat it had dways had; hereits course lay between rocky banks so that not even the
absence of grass detracted from the evocation of itsfamiliarity.

Ann stood beside John. She looked more calm and happier than she had done since they left London.
'Home,' she said, 'at last.'

'About two miles," John said. '‘But welll seethe gateway in lessthan amile. | know the river for severd
milesfarther down. And abit farther up you can get into the middle of the river, on stepping-stones.
Dave and | used to fish from there!

'Aretherefishin the Lepe?| didn't know.'

He shook hishead. 'We never caught any insdethevaley. | don't think they travel so far up. But down



here there are trout." He smiled. "WEéll send expeditions out and net them. We must have some variety in
our diet.'

She amiled back. 'Yes. Darling, | think | can redlly believeit now — that everything's going to be al right
— that we're going to be happy and human again.'

'Of course. | never doubtedit.'

'‘Dave's stockade,' John said. 'lt looks nice and solid.'

They werein 9ght of the entrance to Blind Gill. The road squeezed in towards the river and the high
timber fence ran from the water's edge across the road to the steeply rising hillside. That part which
covered the road looked as though it might open to form agate.

Pirrie had come forward to walk with John; he too surveyed the fence with respect.
'An excellent piece of work. Once we are on the other...'

It was the crude anger of machine-gun fire that broke into his words. For amoment, John stood there,
shocked. He cdled, more in bewilderment than anything else: 'Dave!’

There was a second burst of fire, and thistime heran to get Davey and Mary. He shouted to the others:
'Get into the ditch!" He saw that Mary was pulling Davey and Spooks down with her, and that Mary was
aready crouching in the ditch beside the road. Heran for it himself, and lay down beside them.

Mary said: 'What's happening, Daddy?

'Whereisit firing from? Ann asked.

He pointed towards the fence. 'From there. Did everyone get clear? Who's that on the road? Pirrie!’
Pirries smal body lay stretched across the camber of the road. There was blood underneath him.

Ann caught hold of John as he beganto rise. 'No! Y ou mustn't. Stay where you are. Think of the children
—me'

I'll get him away," he said. They won't firewhile I'm getting him away."

Ann held on to him. She was crying; she called to Mary, and Mary aso grasped his coat. While hewas
trying to pull himsdlf free, he saw that someone e'se had got up from the ditch and was running towards
where Firrielay. It was awoman.

John stopped struggling, and said in amazement: 'Jane!’

Jane put her hands under Pirri€'s shoulders and lifted him easily. She did not look at the fence where the
gun was mounted.

She got one of hisarms over her own shoulder and hdf dragged, haf carried him to the ditch. She eased
him down beside John and sat down herself, taking hishead in her lap.

Ann asked: 'ls he— dead?



Blood was pouring from the side of his head. John wiped it away. The wound, he could see a once, was
only superficid. A bullet had grazed his skull, with enough force to knock him over. Therewasan
abrasion on the other side of his head, where he had probably hit the ground. It was very likely thefall
which had knocked him unconscious.

John said: "HEll live." Jane looked up; she was crying. 'Pass the word adong to Olivia that we want the
bandage," John added. And awad of lint.'

Ann gtared from Firrie to the fence barring the road. 'But why should they fire at us? What's happened?

'A mistake." John stared at the fence. 'A mistake— weélll sort it out easily enough.'

|ELEVEN

Ann tried to stop him when she saw him tying alarge white handkerchief on the end of astick.
'Y ou can't do that! They'll shoot you!"

John shook his head. 'No, they won't.'

‘They fired on al of uswithout provocetion. They'll fire at you, too.'

'Without provocation? A whole gang of us marching up the road, and with arms? It was as much my
mistake astheirs. | should have redlized how their minds would work.'

"Thair minds? David'dl'

'No. Probably not. He can hardly be manning the fence dl the time. God knowswho it is. Anyway, it'sa
different thing with one man, unarmed, under aflag of truce. There's no reason why they should fire!’

‘But they might!’
"They wont.'

But he had an odd fedling as he walked aong the middle of the road towards the fence, hiswhite flag
held above his head. It was not exactly fear. It seemed to him that it was nearer to exhilaration — the
sense of fatigue dlied to excitement that he had sometimes known in fevers. He began to measure his
paces, counting soundlesdy: one, two, three, four, five... Infront of him, he saw that the barrel of the
machine-gun poked through a hole in the fence a good ten feet above the ground; not far from the top.
David must have built aplatform on the other side.

He stopped, seven or eight feet from the fence, and looked up. From somewhere near the gun muzzle, a
voicesad:

'Well, what are you after?
John said: 'I'd like to have aword with David Custance.’
"Would you, now? He'sbusy. And the answer's no, anyway.'

'He'smy brother.



There was amoment's silence. Then the voice said:
'His brother'sin London. Who do you say you are?

'I'm John Custance. We got away from London. It's taken us sometimeto travel up here. Can | see
him?

'Wait aminute.' There was alow murmur of voices,; John could not quite catch what was said. ‘All right
Y ou can wait there. We're sending up to the farm for him.’

John walked afew paces, and stared into the L epe. From beyond the fence he heard a car engine start
up and then fade away along the road up the valey. It sounded like David's utility. He wondered how
much petrol they would havein storeinsde Blind Gill. Probably not much. It didn't matter. The sooner
people got used to aworld deprived of theinterna combustion engine aswell as the old-fashioned beasts
of burden, the better.

He caled up to the man behind the fence: "The people with me— can they come out of the ditch?
Without being shot at?

‘They can stay where they are.’
‘But therésno point in it. What's the objection to their being on the road?
"Theditchisgood enough.’

John thought of arguing, and then decided against it. Anyone on the other side of the fence was someone
they would haveto live with; if thisfellow wanted to exercise his brief authority, it was best to put up with
it. Hisown disquiet had been dlayed by the promptness with which it had been agreed to send for David.
That at least removed the fear that he might have lost control of thevalley.

Hesad: 'I'll walk ong and tell my lot what's happening.'
The voice was indifferent. 'Please yoursdlf. But keep them off the road.’

Pirriewas sitting up and taking notice now. He listened to what John had to tell them, but made no
comment. Roger sad:

'Y ou think it'sgoing to be dl right, men?

'l don't seewhy not. The bloke behind the machine gun may be a bit trigger-happy, but that won't bother
usoncewere behind him.'

'He don't seem very anxiousto let us get behind him," Alf Parsons said.
‘Carrying out orders. Hello!'
There was the sound of an engine gpproaching. It hated behind the barrier.

"That will be David!" John got to hisfeet again. 'Ann, you could come aong and have aword with him,
too.'

lsn'tit arisk? Roger asked.

‘Hardly. David's there now.’



Ann said: 'Davey would like to come, too. | should think — and Mary.'
'Of course!’

Pirrie said 'No." He spoke softly, but with finality. John looked at him.
'Why? What's wrong?

'l think they would be safer here,' Pirrie said. He paused. 'l don't think you should al go dong there
together.’

It took severa secondsfor John to grasp the implication; he only did so then because the remark came
from Pirrie and so could be founded only on an utterly cynica redism.

'Well, he said a lagt, 'that tells me something about how you would act in my place, doesn't it?
Pirrie smiled. Ann said: 'What's the matter?

John heard David's voice calling him in the distance: 'John!" 'Nothing,' he said. '‘Never mind, Ann. Y ou
gtay here. It won't take melong to fix thingswith David.'

He had half expected the gate in the fence to open as he approached, but he realized that caution —
possibly excessive, but on the whole justified — might prevent this until John's status, and the status of
the troop that accompanied him, had been settled. He stood under the fence, till blind to whatever was
happening on the other side of it, and said:

'Dave! That you?
He heard David's voice: 'Y es, of course— open it. How the devil ishe going to get in if you don't?

He saw the muzzle of the gun waggle asthe gate benesth it opened dightly. No chances were being
taken. He squeezed through the gap, and saw David waiting for him. They took each other's hands. The
gate closed behind him.

'How did you makeit? David asked. "Where's Davey — and Ann and Mary?
‘Back there. Hiding in aditch. Y our machine-gunner damn near killed usal.’

David gtared at him. 'l can't believeit! | told the people at the gate to look out for you, but | never
believed you would get here. The news of the ban on travd ... and then therioting and rumours of
bombing... I'd given you up.'

'It'salong story,' John said. 'lIt can wait. Can | bring my lot in first?
'Y our lot? Y ou mean...? They told me there was amob on the road.’

John nodded. A maob. Thirty-four of them, ten being children. Weve dl been on the road for sometime.
| brought them here!'

Hewaslooking at David's face. He had seen the expression only once before that he could remember:
when, after their grandfather's death, they had heard that the whole estate was being | eft to David, It
showed guilt and embarrassment.

David said: 'It'sabit difficult, Johnny.'



'Inwhat way?

'We're crowded out aready. When things began getting bad, the locals began to comein. The Rivers
from Stonebeck, and so on. It was their boy who got hold of the machine-gun — from an army unit near
Windermere. Three or four of the men came with him. It's spread thin. Well manage dl right, but there's
no margin for accidents— a potato failure, or anything like that."

'My thirty-four will spread it thinner,” John said. '‘But they'll work for their keep. I'll answer for that.'
"That's not the point,' David said. The land will only support so many. We're over the mark now.'

A brief slencefollowed. The Lepe rushed past on their right. The man tending a fire on which apot was
smmering and the two men up on the platform were both out of earshot. Neverthd ess, John found
himsdf lowering hisvoice. Hesad:

"What do you suggest? That we turn back towards London?

David grasped hisarm. 'Good God, no! Don't beafoal. I'm trying to tell you — | can make room for
you and Ann and the children; but not for the others!'

'Dave,’ he said, 'you've got to make room for them. Y ou can do, and you must.’

David shook hishead. 'l would if | could. Don't you understand — those people aren't the first we've
had to turn away. There have been others. Some of them were relations of people dready here. Weve
had to be hard. I've awaystold them that you and your family must comeinif you got here. But
thirty-four...! It'simpossble. Evenif | agreed, the otherswould never let me!

It'syour land.'

'No one holds land except by consent. They arein the mgority. Johnny — | know you don't like the idea
of abandoning the people you've been travelling with. But you will haveto. Therés no dternative.

‘Therésdways an dternative.’

‘None. Bring them here— Ann and the children — you can make some excuse for that. The others...
they've got arms, haven't they? They'll manage dl right.’

'Y ou've not been out there.'

Their eyesmet again. David said: 'l know you won't like doing it, but you must. Y ou can't put the safety
of those others before Ann and the children.’

John laughed. The two men on the platform looked down at them.
'Airriel" he said. 'He must be psychic.’
‘Arrie?

'One of my lot. | don't think we should have got through without him. | was going to bring Ann and the
children with me when | came to meet you. He put astop to it. He made them stay behind. | saw that he
was protecting himsalf and the others againgt adouble-cross, and | was righteoudy indignant. Now ... if
| did have them here, insde the fence, | wonder what | would have done?

David said: Thisisserious. Can't you fool him somehow?



'Fool him? Not Pirrie’ John looked away, up the long vistaof Blind Gill, snug beneath its protecting hills.
Hesaid dowly: 'If you turn those others down, you're turning us down — you're turning Davey down.'

Thisman, Pirrie.... | might persuade them to let one other in with you. Can he be bribed?

‘Undoubtedly. But the ideawill have entered the heads of the others by now — particularly since |l shdl
haveto tell them they can't just walk in asthey had been hoping. Thereisn't ahope of my getting the
children in here without them al coming.'

"There must be someway.'

That'swhat | said to you, isn't it? We aren't free agents any longer, though.' He stared at his brother. 'In
away, were enemies.’

'No. Well find away round this. Perhaps... if you wereto go back, and then | got our peopleto run a
sortie againgt you, under machine-gun cover... you could have passed the word to Ann and the children
to lietill until we had chased them away.'

John smiled ironicaly. 'Evenif | were prepared to do it, it wouldn't work. Mine have been blooded. That
ditch makes afair cover. The machine-gun isn't going to scare them.’

"Then... | don't know. But there must be something.’
John looked up the valey again. Thefieldswere well cropped, mostly with potatoes.

'Ann will be wondering,' he said, 'not to mention the others. | shal have to get back. What'sit to be,
Dave?

He had come dready to his own decision, and the agony of his brother's uncertainty could not touch that
grimness. Dave said at last, forcing the words out:

'I'll talk to them. Come back in an hour. I'll see what they say about letting the othersin. Or perhaps well
think of something inthat time. Try to think of something, Johnny!"

John nodded. 'I'll try. So long, Dave.'
David looked a him miserably: 'Give my loveto them dl — to Davey.'
John said: 'Yes, of coursel will.!

The two men came down from the platform and unbarred the gate again. John squeezed through. He did
not look at David as he went

They werewaiting for him as he dropped into the ditch. He saw from their faces that they expected only
bad news, any news was bad that was not signalled by the gate to the valley thrown open, and an
immediate beckoning in.

'How'd it go, Mr Custance? Noah Blennitt asked.

‘Not well." He told them, baldly, but passing quickly over the invitation to his own family to comein.
When he had finished, Roger said:



'l can seetheir point of view. He can make room for you and Ann and the children?
'He can't do anything. The others had agreed about that, and apparently they're willing to stick by it.'

'Y ou takeit, Johnny,' Roger said. 'Y ou've brought us up here— we haven't lost anything by it, and
there's no sense in everyone missing the chance because we can't dl haveit.’

The murmur from the others was uncertain enough to be tempting. It's been offered, he thought, and they
won't stop meif | take it straight away while they're still shocked by their own generosity. Take Annand
Mary and Davey up to the gates, and see them open, and the valley beyond.... Helooked at Pirrie.
Rirrie returned thelook calmly; hissmall right hand, the fingers il carefully manicured, rested on the butt
of hisrifle

Seeing the bubble of temptation pricked, he wondered how he would have reacted if he had had the real
rather than the apparent freedom of action. The feudal baron, he thought, and ready to sl out his
followers as cheerfully asthat. Probably they had been like that — most of them, anyway.

Hesaid, looking at Pirrie: 'I've been thinking it over. Quite frankly, | don't think thereésany hopeat dl of
my brother persuading the othersto let usal in. Ashe said, some of them have seen their own relations
turned back. That leaves ustwo aternatives: turning back ourselves and looking for ahome somewhere
ese, or fighting our way into the valley and taking it over.’

Annsad: 'No!" in ashocked voice. Davey said: 'Do you mean — fighting Uncle Dave, Daddy? The
others stayed silent.

'We don't have to decide straight away,' John said. ‘Until I've seen my brother again, | suppose we can
say there's an outside chance of managing it peaceably. But you can be thinking it over.’

Roger said: 'l till think you ought to take what's offered you, Johnny.'

Thistime there was no kind of response; the moment of indecision past, John reflected wrily. The
followers had realized the baron's duty towards them again.

Alf Parsons asked: "What do you think, Mr Custance?
I'll keep my opinion until I come back next time," John said. 'Y ou be thinking it over.'

Pirrie ill did not speak, but he smiled dowly. With the bandage round his head, he looked afrail and
innocent old man. Jane sat close by him, her pose protective.

It was not until John was on the point of going back to the gate that Pirrie said anything. Then he said:
"You'll look things over, of course? From insde?

'Of course,' John said.

If there had been any hope in hismind of David persuading the othersin the valey to relent, it would have
vanished the moment he saw his brother's face again. Four or five other men had accompanied him back
to the fence, presumably to help the three already on guard in the event of John's troops being reluctant

to accept their dismissal. There was, John noticed, atelephone point just insde the fence, so that the men
there could summon help quickly in the event of a Situation looking dangerous. He glanced about him,



looking for further details of the valley's defences.
David said: "'They won't agree, Johnny. We couldn't redlly expect them to.’

The men who had come with him stayed close by, making no pretence of offering privacy to the brothers.
Asmuch as anything, this showed John the powerlessness of his brother's position.

He nodded. 'So we have to take the road again. | gave Davey your love. I'm sorry you couldn't have
seenhim!

'Look,' David said, 'I've been thinking — there isaway.' He spoke with afeverish earnestness. 'Y ou can
doit.

John looked at him in inquiry. He had been noting the angle the fence made with theriver.

"Tell themit'sno good,' David said, '— that you will haveto find somewhere else. But don't travel too far
tonight. Arrange things so that you and Ann and the children can dip avay — and then come back here.
Youll beletin. I'll stay here tonight to make sure.’

John recognized the soundness of the scheme, for other people under other conditions. But he was not
tempted by it. In any case, David was underestimating the intervention Pirrie might make in the plan; a
reasonable error for anyone who did not know Pirrie.

Hesaid dowly: 'Yes, | think that might work. It'sworth trying, anyway. But | don't want to have the kids
mown down by that gun of yoursin the night.’

David said eagerly: There€'s no fear of that. Give me our old curlew whistle as you come aong the road.
Andit'sfull moon.'

'Yes,' Johnsaid, 'soitis.

[TWELVE

John dropped down into the ditch where they all were.

He said immediately: 'We shan't get in there peacegbly. They won't budge. My brother'stried them, but
it'sno good. So we have the dternatives | spoke of — going somewhere else or fighting our way into
Blind Gill. Have you thought about it?

There was aslence; Alf Parsonsbrokeit. He said:
'It'sup to you, Mr Custance — you know that. We shall do whatever you think best.'

‘Right,' John said. 'Onething first. My brother lookslike me, and heswearing blue overdlsand agrey
and white check shirt. I'm telling you this so you can watch out for him. | don't want him hurt, if it can be

helped.’
Joe Harris said: 'We're having ago, then, Mr Custance?

'Y es. Not now — tonight. Now we are going to beat an orderly retreat out of range of vison of the
people on thefence. It's got to look as though weve given up the idea of getting in. Our only hopeis



having the advantage of surprise.’

They obeyed a once, scrambling out of the ditch and heading back down the road, avay from the valey.
John walked at the rear, and Roger and Pirrie waked with him.

Roger said: 'l ill think you're doing the wrong thing, Johnny. Y ou could leave us and take the family
back. They would have you.’

Pirrie remarked, in a peculative tone: 'l don't think it's going to be easy, even a surprise attack.' He
looked at John. 'Unlessyou know away of getting in over the hills!'

'No. Even if there were areasonable way, it wouldn't do. The hillsides are steep in there. It would be
impossible to avoid starting small dides of stones and once they knew where we were we should offer a
target they couldn't miss!

'| takeit,' Firrie said, 'that you do not contemplate rushing that fence — with a Vickers machine-gun
behind it?

'No." John looked at Pirrie closely. 'How do you feel now?

‘Normal '

'Fit enough to wade haf amile through ariver that's cold even at thistime of year?
s

They were both watching himin inquiry. John said:

'My brother put afence across the gap between hill and river, but hetook it for granted the river was
fence enough initself. By the banksit's deep aswell as swift — there have been enough cettle drowned
init, and quite afew men. But | fell in from the other sdewhen | wasakid, and | didn't drown. Therésa
shelf just about the middle of the river — even asaboy of eeven | could stand there, with my head well
above water.'

Roger asked: 'Are you suggesting we all wade up the river? They would see us, surely. And what about
getting out of it, if it's as deep by the banks asyou say?

Rirrie, as John had anticipated, had grasped the idea without the need for e aboration.
'l am to knock out the machine gun? he suggested. 'And the rest of you?

'I'm coming with you," John said. 'I'll take one of the other rifles. I'm not likely to succeed if you fail, but it
provides uswith an extra chance. Roger, you've got to take that fence once we've got the gun quiet. You
can get the men up within ahundred yards of it, along the ditch. Thefenceis climbable.

"They will bring the gun round to bear on us as soon asthey are under fire from the rear. That's when you
takeour lotin.'

Roger said doubtfully: 'Will it work?

It was Pirriewho answered him. 'Yes,' hesad, 'l bdieveit will.'



He stood with Ann, looking at the children asthey lay adeep on the ground — Davey and Spooks and
Steve tangled up together, and Mary alittle apart, her head pillowed on an out-thrust arm. He told her
then, in an undertone, of David's plan. When he had finished, she said:

'Why didn't you? We could have done it. We could have got away from Pirrie somehow' — she shivered
— 'killed him if necessary! There's been enough killing of innocent people— and now theré's going to be
more. Oh, why didn't you take it? Can't we till?

The sun had gone down and the moon was yet to rise. It was quite dark. He could not see much of her
face, nor sheof his.

Hesad: 'I'm glad of Firrie
'Glad!'

'Y es. | needed the thought of that trigger finger of histo stiffen me, but it only stiffened meinto taking the
right course. Ann, some of the things I've had to do to get us here have been nasty. | couldn't have
judtified them even to myself, except in the hope that it would al be different once we got to the valey.'

It will be different.’
'l hope so. That'swhy | won't pay for admission in treachery.’
‘Treachery?

‘To therest of them.' He nodded his head towards the others. ‘It would be treachery to abandon them
now.'

'l don't understand.’ Ann shook her head. 'l don't begin to understand. Isn't it treachery to David — to
forceaway in?

'David isn't afree agent. If hewere, hewould havelet usdl in. Y ou know that. Think, Ann! Leaving
Roger and Oliviaoutsde — and Steve and Spooks. What would you tell Davey? And al these other
poor devils... Jane... yes, and Pirrie? However much you didike him, we should have never got near the
valey without him.'

Ann looked down at the deeping children. 'All | can think isthat we could have been safein the valley
tonight — without any fighting.

‘But with nasty memories.'

'We have those anyway.'

‘Not in the sameway.'

She paused for awhile. 'Y ou're the leader, aren't you? The medieva chieftain — you said so yourself?
John shrugged. 'Does that matter?

'It doesto you. | seethat now. More than our safety and the children's.”

Hesad gently: 'Ann, darling, what are you talking about?

'Duty. That'sit, isn't it? It wasn't really Roger and Olivia, Steve and Spooks, you were thinking about
not them as persons. It was your own honour — the honour of the chieftain. Y ou aren't just aperson



yourself any longer. Y ou're afigurehead aswell.’

"Tomorrow it will beal over. We can forget about it al then.’

'No. You half convinced me before, but | know better now. Y ou've changed and you can't change back.'
'I've not changed.'

"When you're King of Blind Gill,' she said, 'how long will it be, | wonder, before they make acrown for
you?

Therisky part, John thought, was the stretch between the bend of the river and the point, some thirty
yards from the fence, where the shadow of the hill cancelled out the moonlight. If they had left it until the
moon wasfully risen, the project would have been dmost impossible, for the moonlight was brilliant and
they had to pass within yards of the defenders.

Asit was, they were exposed, for some twenty-five yards, to any close scrutiny that the people behind
the fence turned on theriver. The reasonable hope was that their attention would be focused on the
obvious approach by road rather than the apparently impractical approach up so swift and deep ariver
asthe Lepe. Rirrie, in front of him, crouched down so that only his head and shoulders, and one hand
holding the rifle on his shoulder, were out of the water, and John followed suit.

The water was even colder than John remembered it as being, and the effort of struggling forward against
the current was an exhausting one. Once or twice, Pirrie dipped, and he had to hold him. It wasa
consolation that the noise of the river would cloak any noise they might make.

They pushed ahead and at lagt, to their relief, found themselves clear of the moonlight. The hill's shadow
was long but of no great width; they could see the moonlit road and the fence quite plainly. John had not
been sure of thisbeforehand, and it raised his hopes il further. If the fence had been in shadow, even
Firrigs marksmanship might not have availed them.

When they were not more than ten yards from the fence, Pirrie stopped.
John whispered urgently: 'What isit?
He heard Pirrie draw gasping breaths. 'l.... exhausted...'

It was a shock to remember that Pirrie was an old man, and of frail physique, who had made aharassing
journey and only afew hours before had been knocked over by abullet. John braced himself and put his
freearm round Pirrigswaist.

He said softly: 'Rest aminute. If it'stoo much for you, go back. I'll carry on by mysdlf.’

They stayed like that for severa seconds. Pirrie was shuddering against John's body. Then he pulled
himsdf upright.

He gasped: "All right now.'
‘Areyou sure?

Making no answer, Pirrie waded on. They were abreast of the fence, and then beyond it.



John looked back. The valley's defences were outlined in the moon's soft radiance. There were three
men on the platform, and another three or four huddled on the ground behind it, presumably adeep. He
whispered to Firries

'Here?
'Give ourselves achance,' said Pirrie. ‘Lengthen therange... | can hit them at another twenty yards...'

Hisvoice seemed stronger again. Pirrie was probably indestructible, John reflected. He trudged after him
through the swirling water, aware of fatigue now in his own limbs, doubling the water's drag.

Pirrie stopped at last, and turned, bracing himsdlf against the current. They were about twenty-five yards
ingdethevdley. John stood at his left elbow.

"Try for the one on theright,’ Pirrie said. 'I'll manage the other two.’
"The machine-gun firgt, John said.

Pirrie did not bother to reply to that. He drew hisrifle up to his shoulder, and John, more dowly, did the
sane.

Rirriésrifle cracked vicioudy, and in the moonlight the figure of the man behind the machine-gun
sraightened up, cried in pain, and went down again, clutching at the edge of the platform and missingit.
John fired for his own target, but did not hit. More surprisingly, Pirrie's second shot failed of its mark.
Both men remaining on the platform raced for the machine-gun, and tried to swing it round. Firriefired
again asthey did so, and one of them dumped acrossit. The other pushed him free, and managed to turn
it. John and Pirrie fired again unsuccessfully. The figures benesth the platform had risen and were
reaching for guns. Then the machine-gun began to sputter in a staccato rhythm of sound and flame.

It did not manage much more than a dozen rounds before Pirrie got histhird victim, and the deadly
chatter sopped. The men on the ground had begun to fire a them now, but the whine of individua bullets
seemed irrdlevant.

Pirriesaid: Theladder... keep them off the platform. ..

Hisvoice was weaker again, but John saw him re-load, and, with his usual snatched but unwavering aim,
hit yet another figure, which had begun to climb the ladder to the platform. John tried to listen for sounds
of Roger and the others beyond the fence, but could hear nothing. They must have reached the fence by
now. Helooked at the black line of the fence'stop, searching for the figures that should be climbing over
it.

Suddenly, in an entirely natural and unforced tone, Firrie said:

‘Takethis!

Hewas holding out hisrifle,

Johnsad: 'Why...?

‘Youfool,' Pirriesaid. 'I'm hit.'

A bullet whined towards them across the surface of the water. John could see, examining him closdly,
that his shirt was holed and bloody at the shoulder. He took the gun, dropping the one he had into the
water.



'Hang onto me," hetold Firrie.
'‘Never mind that. The ladder!!

There was another figure on the ladder. John fired, re-loaded, fired again. The third shot succeeded. He
turned to Pirrie.

‘Now..." he began.

But Firrie was gone. John thought he saw hisbody, severd yards downstream, but it was difficult to be
sure. He looked back to the more important concern  the fence. Figures were swarming across the top,
and one dready had hold of the machine-gun, tilting it downwards.

He saw the remaining defenders throw their guns away and then, chilled and utterly tired, began looking
for the best place to get in to the bank.

[THIRTEEN |

Into this room he had come with David, side by side, their fingerslocked together to calm each other's
fear and uncertainty before the mystery of death, to see the corpse of Grandfather Beverley. Theroom
had changed very little in a score of years. David had never had any desire to modernize his
surroundings.

Annsad: 'Darling, I'm sorry — for what | said last night." He did not answer. ‘It isgoing to be different
now. Y ou wereright.'

And in the afternoon of that far-away day, the solicitor had come up from Lepeton, and there had been
the reading of thewill, and David's embarrassment and guilt when they learned that al had been l€ft to
him — money aswdll asland, because agood farmer will never, if he can help it, separate the two. Well,
he thought, | got it in theend.

It'snot your fault,” Annsaid. 'Y ou mustin't think it is!'

His mother had said: "Y ou don't fed badly about it, do you, darling? It doesn't mean that Grandfather
didn't like you, you know. He was very fond of you. He told me all about this. He knew David wanted to
be afarmer, and that you didn't. It meansthat al my money goesto you— dl that your father left. Y ou
will be ableto have the very best training an engineer could have. Y ou do see that, don't you?

He had said yes, more bewildered by his mother's seriousness than anything el se. He had dways
expected that Blind Gill would go to David; neither property nor money counted for anything against his
one overwhelming feding of distaste, repugnance, for the fact and presence of his grandfather's death.
Now that the funera was over and the blinds had gone up again, he wanted only to forget that grimness
and shadow.

"Y ou will have quite enough, darling, his mother had said. He had nodded impatiently, eager to be free of
this conversation which was alast link with the unpleasantness of death. He took aslittle note of the
urgency of hismother'stone as he had done of her increasing palor and thinnessin the past year. He did
not know, as she did, that her own life had only a short timeto run.

‘Johnny," Ann said. She came and put her hands on his shoulders. 'Y ou must snap out of it."



And after that, he thought, the holidays with aunts, and his comradeship with David, al the deeper for
their shared isolation. Had there been, beneath al that, aresentment of what his brother had — a hatred
conceded even from himself? He could not believeit, but the thought nagged him and would not be
quieted.

'Everything's going to be dl right,” Ann said. "The children can grow up herein peace, evenif theworld is
inruins. Davey will farm the valey land.' She glanced &t the body lying on the bed. 'David wanted that
more than anything."

John spoke then. 'Hell do more than farm it, won't he? He will own it It'sanice bit of land. Not as much
as Cain |eft to Enoch, though.'

'Y ou mustn't talk like that And it wasn't you who killed him — it was Firrie.’

'Wasit? | don't know. Well blame Pirrie, shal we? And Pirrieis gone, washed away with theriver, and
so0 theland flowswith milk and honey again, and with innocence. Isthat al right?

‘John! It was Pirrie.’

Helooked at her, 'Pirrie gave me his gun — he must have known, then, that he was finished. And when |
saw that he had gone under, | thought of throwing it after him — that was the gun which brought us here
to thevdley, killing itsway across England. | could have got to the shore more easily without it, and |
was deadly tired. But | hung ontoit.'

'Y ou can till throw it away,' she said. 'Y ou don't haveto keep it.’

'No. Firriewasright. Y ou don't throw away agood wesapon.' He looked at therifle, resting against the
dressing-table. ‘It will be Davey's, when heisold enough.’

She shrank alittle. 'No! He won't need it. It will be peace then.'

'Enoch was aman of peace,’ John said. 'Helived in the city which hisfather built for him. But he kept his
father's dagger in hisbdlt.’

He went to the bed, bent down, and kissed his brother's face.

He had kissed another dead face only afew days before, but centuries lay between the two sal utations.
Asheturned away towards the door, Ann asked:

'Where are you going?

"Therésalot to do," he said. A city to be built.'

|GLOSSARY

Advancethe guards:. the ordering of aregiment into action
aftermath: consequences
ammo: abbreviation for ammunition, bullets

anyroad: at any rate (dang)



aught: anything (archaic)
Augtin: popular make of car

Babel (tower of): Inthe Book of Genesisthe people of Babylon tried to build atower to reach
Heaven. God did not wish this, so he destroyed the tower and confused their language so that they could
not understand each other.

balloon'sup, The: Thecrisis has occurred.
beholden: obliged, indebted to
Benzedrine: drug that stimulates the heart and causes deeplessness

Bidey shot: expert marksman; Bidey isavillagein Surrey where the annua meeting of the Nationa
Rifle Associationisheld.

Bizerta: portin Libya, scene of much fighting between the British and the Itdian/German forcesin
World War 1I.

Black Death: thebubonic plague. Originated in Asa, reached England in letha formin 1348-9. The
skin of victims was blackened.

blackthorn: thedoe, athorny shrub that has white flowers and small black fruit
blowing the gaff: revealing asecret (dang)

bolt-hole: hiding place

born for ahanging: ableto survive any danger

Borstal: oneof anumber of ingtitutions where young criminals are detained and given reformatory
traning

bought it: killed (dang)

Bow bélls. the bellsof St Mary-le-Bow, achurch in Cheapside, London.

Boy's Own Paper: boys magazine, popular earlier in this century

British Summer Time: one hour in advance of ordinary timeto facilitate the use of daylight
bunk-up: help somebody up by bending down so that he/she can climb on your back

Cain: eldest son of Adam, who killed his brother Abel

camber: dight convexity of surface

chattels: goods, possessions

Chinks: Chinese(dang)

cinemaorgan: incinemasof the period (1950s) there was frequently an interlude in which an organist
played music

cirrus. high, wispy cloud



Citroen: largecar, popular at thetime
clay-pipes. targetsinariflerange a afarground
clod: dow-witted, dull person (dang)

commons, short: reduced rations of food
concupiscence: lugt, sexud desire

court martial: trial of amember of the Armed Forces, conducted by officers, for offences against
military law

crack-up: collgpse

cubby-hole: amdl office

cuckold: manwhaose wife has been sexudly unfaithful to him

culms. jointed, hollow stems of grasses

custodians: policemen, guardians

customs-house: where customs duties are collected at a seaport

Cyclops. one-eyed giant of Greek mythology who made thunderboltsfor Zeus, ruler of the gods
Dalesmen: inhabitants of the Y orkshiredaes

decorum: proper behaviour

ditch: abandon (dang)

Dives: Luke 16, the parable of Dives and Lazarus, the rich and the poor man

drop intheocean: minuteamount

dummy: in bridge, the hand of adeder or deder's partner, turned up and played by the declarer

Dunkirk (spirit): typifying the courage of al those who saved the British Expeditionary Forcein France
in 1940 when it was overrun by the Germans. They were evacuated in al the small boatsthat could be
mustered.

edged: sharp, nervous

Enoch: edest son of Cain (Genesis4:17)

entourage: those attending the leader

erotic services: sexud favours

Eton: famous public school founded by Henry V1 in 1440 to prepare scholars for Cambridge
fealty: loydty (feudd tenants fiddity to thelord)

fed the pinch: suffer hardship



field tests. practicd demondrations

finessing: playing thelower card with the hope of winning thetrick (though gtill holding ahigher card)
first tack: thefirs ideafor asolution

fixated: obsessed by

Fusliers. infantry regiment

gabbers: those who tak too much (dang)

gainsay: deny

game, set and match: thefina gameinthefina set, which clinchesthe victory (tennis)

gatehouse: smdl building in which the sgnalman would operate the signas and the gates a the level
crossing

genera: plurd of genus, aclassor group containing severa kinds of related plants (or animas) having
common sructurd characterigtics

gill: deep and often wooded ravine

goingtothewall: beingkilled

good lie: favourable Stuation or position

Greenwich Mean Time: gtandard timein Grest Britain

happen: perhaps (didect)

Hastings, Battle of: where William the Conqueror defeated the Saxons under King Harold (1066)

hats ... that might be eaten: from the proverbia expresson 'to eat one's hat', meaning to retract al
that one has said in the event of being proved wrong

hauteur: haughtiness of manner

Haydn: Austrian-born composer (1732-1809)

hedge my bets. play safe, make surethat | am covered againgt dl risks

hell: till hell freezesover, i.e. animposshility

high term: an exaggeration

hop on thewagon: do something becauseit is popular (usualy bandwagon)
House of Representatives: thelower House of the Congress of the United States
hybrid: composed of different or opposite dements

isotope:  one or more forms (of an eement) with the same atomic number, same chemical properties
etc., but differing in atomic weight and in nuclear properties such as radioactivity

jay-walkers. casud pedestriansignoring traffic while crossing the road



Jerries.  Germans(army dang)

just thejob: exactly right

kick: pleasure(dang)

licked: defested (dang)

Magnificat: Hymn of the Virgin Mary (Luke 1:46-55)

martial law: military government, civil law having been suspended
Martian: supposed inhabitant of the planet Mars

mesh: engage

milk and honey: abundance, plenty

millennium: onethousand years

Napoleon: Napoleon Bonaparte (1769-1821), great French soldier and Emperor, findly defeated at
Waterloo (1815)

Nero: Roman Emperor (ad 37-68), said to have fiddled while Rome burned. A brutal tyrant
New Statesman: radical weekly paper
off hisrocker: mad (dang)

Order-in-Council: sovereign's order on some matter of administration, given on the advice of the Privy
Council (body of advisersto the sovereign)

oscillate:  move from one side to the other and back

out of key: not in harmony with what ishappening

palacerevolution: having limited effects, not changing the ultimate power
phlegm: cdm nature

pictures. thecinema

pipe-dream: vison (based on the extravagant fantasy induced by smoking opium)
pipeline:  channd of communication

Plimsoll line: load line on outsde of merchant ship showing the limit to which it may sink in the water
when loaded (after Samuel Flimsoll, English MP)

pony-trap: lightweight carriage drawn by apony, seeting one or two, including the driver
posted: sgnposted

press-gang: group of men employed, particularly in the wars against Napoleon, to take men for the
armed services

Prodrome: preliminary book or treatise, introductory section



purchase: holdor grip

putrefying: rotting

rescinded: cancdled

reveillle waking signd in armed services, sounded in the morning by bugle or drums

rubber: three successve games (or two games won by the same side) between Sides or personsin
bridge

Sabinewoman: According to the legend, the Sabine women were carried off by the Romans, but grew
so fond of their captors that they placed their bodies between them and their vengeful husbands.

Skipper: leader
skylark: play about
skyscrapers. the multi-storey buildings that dominate the Skyline of certain cities

gpark test: used to seeif the sparking plug (in theinternal combustion engine of acar) isfiring properly.
(Millicent usesthe phrase when sheis 'testing’ John's sexua response)

spooned out: fed roughly, smply, asif toachild

statute: law

summat: something (didect)

Superman: thefamous cartoon character of superhuman strength and moral commitment to the law
tail-end Charlie. intherear (of aconvoy of cars)

Ta) Mahal: the massve, splendid mausoleum a Agra, India, built in the 17th century by the Mogul
Emperor Shah Jahan in memory of hisfavourite wife

'Teddy-Bears Picnic': popular song of the period reflecting childish innocence
temerity: nerve

throwback: livinginthe past

tighten our belts: et less, ration oursalves

toll-gate: bar or gate across aroad where taxes had to be paid by road-users
townie. onewho livesinatown

true-blue loyd

truecolours. red characteristics or thoughts

UNESCO: United Nations Educationa, Scientific and Cultura Organization

United Nations: formed from the nations who defegted Italy, Germany and Japan in World War 11
(1939-45).



urbsin rure: townin country, that is, an urban and rurd area

utility: vehicle used for anumber of purposes

Vanguard: popular make of car in the 1950s

Vesuvius: activevolcano near Naplesin Italy

washing hishands. keeping himself clean (not being held responsible for the shedding of blood)
Westmorland: English county, now part of Cumbria

whitewash: concedment of faults or errors

wind-up (to havethe): very frightened

woad: blue-black or green dye used by the Ancient Britons

worriter: worrier (diaect)

|ABOUT THEAUTHOR

John Christopher was born in 1922 and educated at Peter Symonds School, Winchester. During the
Second World War he served in the Royal Corpsof Signals. Heisawriter whose early interests were
conditioned by pre-war American sciencefiction, and his own books such as The Death of Grass and
The World in Winter have had that flavour, but the emphasis has been more on character than on
scientific extrapolation. The writer of fiction he most admiresis Jane Austen. He writes (under an
assumed name) genera novelsto which critics and public dike display amassve indifference, but his
booksfor children such as The White Mountain, The City of Gold and Lead, The Pool of Fire and
The Lotus Caves have enjoyed considerable success. Hislatest nove is Pendulum.

John Christopher, who was born a Knowdey in Lancashire, was involuntarily transported at the age of
ten to Hampshire, amanoeuvre which he regards asin a sense equivaent to Dickens's banishment to the
blacking factory. Heis now, however, so reconciled to the South that he has settled with hiswife and
children on theidand of Guernsey.



