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				Hal was down in Long Pasture, playing kickball with the other boys, when he heard his name being called. He turned, reluctant to break off in the middle of a game.

				‘Hal!’

				It was David. What did he want? It was not an official visiting day.

				‘Hal! Here!’ He was beckoning. There was something of urgency in the gesture.

				‘I’ll be right back!’ Hal flung it over his shoulder as he sprinted up the slope towards the gate, where David stood waiting. Breathless, he said, ‘What is it?’

				He didn’t mean to be rude, but he could think of only one reason for an unscheduled visit: something must have happened to April. Last time he had come, David had mentioned that she was unwell and that they were worried about her.

				‘It’s not April,’ he said, ‘is it?’

				‘No. Hal, listen –’ David gripped his arm. He sounded apologetic, but determined. His face, which was more lined than Hal remembered it from even just a few months ago, was sombre, almost grim.

				‘I’ve just come from Central Hall. The vote has gone against us again.’

				Hal’s immediate reaction was one of impatience: so what? Why pull him out of the game just to tell him that? The vote was always going against them. It was the fourth defeat they had suffered even in Hal’s short life, and he knew, from what his sister Keren had told him, that David and April between them had been fighting the community for far longer than that.

				His second reaction, selfishly, was one of relief. His life would scarcely be worth living if the vote were ever to go their way. The Boys’ House would presumably be closed, or at any rate converted to other uses; they would all be returned to the community before their time, and he would be resented, even though it could hardly be called his fault.

				‘So how is April?’ he said, eager to get back to his game. ‘Is she all right?’

				‘Bitterly disappointed.’

				He hadn’t meant that: he had meant how was her health. Although she was his mother, Hal had not seen April since entering the Boys’ House at the age of twelve. In theory, these days, older women were allowed in, but it would have embarrassed Hal to have his mother visit him. She was already known as an eccentric. She had wept when Hal had gone off with the other boys; Hal had never lived it down.

				‘I came at once,’ said David, ‘the minute the result was known. We’d already made plans, just in case. Hal, the fact is that we’ve decided to pull you out.’

				‘Pull me out?’ Hal was stunned. ‘You mean –’

				‘Just for a short while. We think we can almost certainly manage to swing it next time.’

				Hal cried angrily, ‘You can’t do that to me!’

				‘I give you my word . . . it won’t be for long. They’re coming round. We very nearly got there. Just another handful of votes—’

				‘I’ve heard all this before!’ It was what they had said last time, and the time before that. Just a handful of votes. ‘You’ll never win, you’re fighting a lost cause, everybody says so!’

				‘We shall win,’ said David.

				‘Not before you’ve gone and ruined everything for me!’

				David winced. ‘Far from ruining you, we’re doing our very best to save you.’

				‘Save me from what? I don’t want to be saved!’

				‘Hal, we’ve already been into all this. You know perfectly well what will happen to you if you stay on here.’

				‘Yes! The same as’ll happen to all the others—the same as happened to you! Why do I have to be different? You had your time! Why are you trying to take mine away from me?’

				‘We’re trying to prevent your life from being wrecked!’

				‘Was yours wrecked?’ Hal faced him, challengingly.

				‘It—could have been other than how it was.’

				‘I said, was it wrecked?’ He almost screamed it at him.

				‘All right! If you want to know the truth, yes! It was wrecked—as yours is not going to be. I’m sorry if we seem to be making some kind of scapegoat of you, but I do promise you, the day will come when you will be grateful.’

				‘Never! I shall hate you for it, always!’ Just because David and April were a pair of freaks, did that mean they had to make him one, too?

				‘Hal, please.’ David took him by the shoulders and lightly shook him. ‘You have to believe me . . . we are doing this for your own good. Any of the others are free to come out if they want to. The choice will be offered them.’

				‘They won’t want to come!’ Hal said it scornfully.

				‘They might if you went and talked to them.’

				‘I’m not going to talk to them!’

				‘Then maybe I should.’

				Danilo was coming up the slope towards them. He was one of the younger men who had opted to stay in the Boys’ House and teach rather than return to the community.

				‘David!’ He held out a hand. ‘I just heard the news . . . I’m so sorry.’

				Hal stared. Danilo was sorry? Did that mean he supported the motion?

				‘We’re taking Hal out,’ said David. ‘Do I have your permission to go down and have a word with the others?’

				‘Of course.’

				‘Wait there, then, Hal, if you’d rather not come with me. I shan’t be long.’

				Hal watched, frowning, as David made his way down the slope. He saw him stop the kickball game by simply walking into the middle of it. (That would make him popular.) He saw the boys gather round, saw their heads start shaking; saw David leave them and walk on into the house.

				‘I doubt he’ll get anywhere,’ said Danilo. He sighed. ‘It’s all-important at your age, isn’t it? To be one of the gang? I was just the same. By the time I came to my senses, it was too late. The deed had already been done. You’re going to be one of the lucky ones.’

				Hal scowled.

				‘Yes, yes, I know! I’m sure at this moment you don’t believe a word I’m saying, but there’ll come a day when you’ll thank David and April. We could do with a few more like them. It’s not everyone who’s prepared to go against the entire community for the sake of sticking to their principles. It hasn’t made life easy for them.’

				No, thought Hal; and it hadn’t made his life easy, either.

				‘Look, I can guess what you’re thinking.’ Danilo laid a consolatory arm about his shoulders. ‘Just now you’re suffering because you’re the odd one out. But when the time is right you’ll come back and take up your place amongst us. Hopefully, in the not-too-distant future.’

				‘When you say, come back . . . you mean, back here?’ Hal waved a hand down into the valley, where the Boys’ House nestled in the shelter of the trees.

				‘Not here! No. I mean back to the community.’

				‘But –’ The truth slowly dawned on him. He was not only being taken out of the Boys’ House: they were actually going to send him away.

				‘You couldn’t stay on in the community, you know.’ Danilo said it gently. ‘Not without serving your time.’

				Not without going through the Boys’ House. Not as an uncivilised male. It was what it was all about, this wretched vote that they were so obsessed with. Boys, claimed David and April, should be allowed to grow up side by side with the girls. The act of civilising them was a crime against humanity.

				Yes, was the standard retort, and you had only to look back to the final years of the twentieth century to see what came about when they were left uncivilised.

				No one disputed that the disastrous plague of a hundred and fifty years ago, which had come near to wiping out all of humanity, had been man-made for purposes of so-called defence. No one disputed that the newspapers of the time—brittle, now, and yellow with age, but still readable if handled carefully—were full of horror stories of men’s aggression.

				MAN RAPES SIX-YEAR-OLD GIRL

				WIDOW, 81, ATTACKED IN HER BED

				WOMAN HACKED TO DEATH BY GANG OF YOUTHS

				Men; always men.

				Hal had heard the arguments over and over, both for and against. For the most part he chose to hold himself aloof. It had been an embarrassment ever since he could remember, having a mother who was a rebel, just as it was an embarrassment having a mother who chose to go against all the norms of society by living with a man, as if they were barbarians from olden days. Some muttered that if David and April had their way those olden days would come back again, with all the rape and violence that had been an inescapable part of them.

				Hal swallowed. ‘What are they going to do with me?’

				‘That you must ask David. Try not to take it too hard! They have your best interests at heart and I can’t believe it will be for very long. When you come back, you’ll be the first of a new order. It’s necessary, Hal . . . someone has to lead the way. Who better than you? April will be proud of you! It means everything to her—everything she’s worked for, all these years. Her and David together. Don’t let them down!’

				Hal stood blinking, trying to keep back the childish tears of rage and self-pity, as David struggled back up the slope. He noticed, for perhaps the first time, that David was not only not a young man any more, but not even a middle-aged one. His shoulders drooped, dispiritedly, as he reached them.

				‘Like sheep,’ he said. ‘Like lambs, in the old days, to the slaughter.’

				Hal could have warned him—he had warned him; but as usual he hadn’t listened. David had been so busy all these years fighting for a cause that he had lost touch with the way ordinary people felt. His reputation amongst the boys’ community in the valley was that of a reactionary and trouble-maker. He wanted to turn the clock back, they said; drag them down into the mire of pre-plague civilisation—if civilisation it could be called. The plague had taught them a lesson which ought never to be forgotten. If everyone else could see it, why not David and April?

				‘I’m afraid,’ said Danilo, ‘the young have a herd mentality.’

				‘They will live to regret it.’ David said it heavily. He looked sad and defeated as he stood there, his hands hanging at his sides. Hal, who was accustomed to think of David as strong—almost as strong as Meta and Linden, his two most implacable opponents—felt a small surge of compassion seeping into the morass of his own self-centred misery. Danilo obviously felt something of the same.

				‘It may be too late to save the older ones, but the younger ones will have cause to thank you.’

				‘I most desperately hope so.’

				‘Rest assured! Hal –’ Danilo clapped him on the shoulder. ‘I’ll say goodbye for the moment. May you be restored to us soon!’

				David had brought a second horse with him. They rode in silence out of the valley on the same journey which Hal had made two years before—and should not have been making again for another three. At last, in a tight, carefully controlled voice, he said, ‘Where are you sending me?’

				David flinched. ‘You make it sound as though we’re punishing you.’

				It was the way it felt.

				‘I wish you could look upon it as an adventure. Both Keren and your mother would have given their right arms to go where you are going.’

				‘Where am I going?’

				‘Do you remember, a few years back, we had a visit from the Outside?’

				He did remember: three strange bearded men who had not been allowed into the community but had had to camp on the outskirts and conduct negotiations at a safe distance. Some of the boys, including Hal, had gone sneaking out to look at them. The girls had been forbidden, though one or two, including Keren’s daughters, had boldly disobeyed instructions and come back wide-eyed and giggling. Hal himself had been awed. He had never seen men like those before, with hair all over their faces and strange deep voices. They had seemed more wild beast than human being.

				‘You remember the one called Daniel? Probably not, you were too young. Daniel first stumbled upon us many years ago, when I was only about three years older than you are now.’

				‘When you’d just come from the Boys’ House!’ He was quick to get it in. David dipped his head in acknowledgement.

				‘When I had just come from the Boys’ House—and was already beginning to question what had been done to us. It was a shock for Daniel to realise that anything had been done. You have to understand, Hal, that in Daniel’s community the men are what you call uncivilised. To them, that is a perfectly natural state of affairs.’

				‘And that’s where you’re sending me?’

				‘There is nowhere else that we know of. If there are other communities, we have not discovered them. But you’ll be well looked after; Daniel gave us his word. When he came to us originally he was in a pretty bad way. He’d been injured in a fall, he’d broken his arm as I remember. We patched him up and took care of him till he was fit enough to travel. He was honourable enough, last time, to say that he owed us for that. If ever the day came when we needed sanctuary for any of our young boys, he would be more than willing to give it. So . . . we’re now taking him up on his offer. We’ve been hoping against hope we wouldn’t have to, but as Danny says, it won’t be for long. It’s a shame none of the others has opted to go with you –’

				‘They wouldn’t.’ Hal tried to keep the contempt from his voice. How could David be so out of touch? ‘Why should they want to come? Boys’ days –’ his voice cracked—‘boys’ days are the best days of your life!’

				‘But, Hal, don’t you see?’ David said it earnestly. ‘They shouldn’t be!’

				There was still a smattering of people outside the Central Hall when David and Hal arrived. Several of the older members of the community, men as well as women, looked askance as they rode towards it. It was unheard-of for a fourteen-year-old boy to be brought back from the Boys’ House. Hal couldn’t help noticing, on the other hand, that some of the younger girls, the more daring ones, stood openly staring until dragged away by outraged elders.

				‘All this –’ David said it through lips which barely moved—‘is what we are seeking to change. Don’t let it worry you. Daniel had worse than this to put up with.’

				Hal rode on, looking straight ahead between his horse’s ears, trying not to let his cheeks fire up.

				‘Hal!’ It was April, stumbling down the steps towards him, supported by Keren. He was shocked to see how old and frail she had grown in his absence. Beside the stocky form of Keren she looked positively sparrowlike.

				‘Hal!’ She clutched at him with a hand that was paper-thin. ‘Has David told you?’

				‘He said you’d lost the vote.’ He could have added, again, but she was too obviously distressed.

				‘Next time it will go our way! I swear it will!’

				‘We’ve got the horses all ready and waiting,’ said Keren. ‘We thought it best to be prepared, just in case.’

				‘I don’t understand.’ He said it stolidly, looking from one to the other of them. ‘If you’re so confident that next time you’re going to pull it off –’

				They weren’t confident, of course; they were just saying it to buoy him up—to buoy themselves up.

				‘There can’t be another vote for at least eighteen months,’ said Keren. ‘By then it will be too late . . . you’ll be sixteen. If you’re going to go at all, you’ve got to go now.’

				‘You should be ashamed of yourselves!’ A new voice chimed in. It belonged to Hope, his elder sister. Unlike Keren, Hope had never rebelled against society. Her son Judah had gone through the Boys’ House without any trouble, just the same as everyone else.

				‘You’ve absolutely no right to do this to him! You’re making him an outcast from his own community. They can’t force you, Hal. If you want to go back to the Boys’ House, you have only to say so.’

				He glanced uncertainly at David.

				‘She’s right, of course.’ David confirmed it, gravely. ‘No one can force you. Ultimately, the choice has to be yours.’

				‘Oh, but Hal –’ April broke off, tears in her eyes. ‘Oh, Hal, please!’ she whispered. ‘For my sake . . . please! We’ve fought so long and so hard . . . I don’t think I could bear it!’

				‘You’re being totally unfair,’ said Hope. ‘You’re putting a quite impossible burden on him. You’re just using him for your own political ends.’

				‘If you think,’ said April, her voice tremulous, ‘that it’s easy for me to send my own son away—’

				‘You’re ruining his life!’ snapped Hope. ‘He’ll never be able to come back here!’

				‘Oh, I think that he will.’ Meta had appeared, tall and statuesque at the top of the steps. Hal had always been in awe of Meta. She, along with Linden, was an acknowledged leader of the community. It was hard to believe that she and April were the same age, the one still so lean and lithe and upright, the other so small and shrunk. They had been the best of friends in their youth, and that, too, was hard to believe. They had been fighting on opposite sides for as long as Hal could remember.

				‘Sooner or later –’ Meta came gracefully down the steps towards them –‘the vote is going to go your way, and I should personally say it’s going to be sooner rather than later.’

				‘No thanks to you!’ April swung round upon her, hostility lending her a sudden spurt of energy. ‘You’ve blocked us at every turn!’

				‘If it’s any help,’ said Meta, ‘I can tell you that next time, while I shan’t be voting with you, I shan’t be voting against you. It’s up to you. If you can manage to convince enough people, I won’t oppose you.’

				‘A bit late in the day! A pity you couldn’t come to that earlier, before –’ she stumbled—‘before—’

				‘April!’ David caught her just in time. ‘Don’t, sweetheart!’

				‘Well, what am I supposed to do? Go down on my knees? When it’s thanks to her I’m losing my son?’

				‘Not losing him.’ David corrected her, very firmly. ‘Saving him.’

				‘If it weren’t for her, he wouldn’t need saving!’

				‘April, be fair! We knew –’ with just the mildest of reproach, he reminded her of the fact—‘we both knew, when you opted for a son, there was a chance this might happen.’

				‘I know,’ sobbed April. ‘But I never thought it would come to it!’

				The leavetaking was painful. April wept and clung to him at the same time as she entreated him to go. Her arms, at the last moment, had to be gently prised apart by Meta so that he could set his foot in the stirrup and swing himself into the saddle.

				A small crowd had gathered to watch them depart—Hal, David and Keren, who were to go with him on the journey. No one in Hal’s lifetime had ever left the community before; no one had ever ventured so far afield. From Croydon to the West Country, Keren reckoned, must be nearly two hundred miles.

				‘This is folly!’ exclaimed Hope; and most people present nodded their heads and murmured agreement.

				‘Folly!’

				Linden had arrived. She stood, arms folded, watching with chill blue eyes as David brought up the three pack ponies that were to accompany them. Linden had always been an even more implacably hostile opponent of David and April than Meta. She was one who would never shift her ground. Her voice rang out, a brittle splinter of sound, cold and sharp as an icicle.

				‘Does this boy know what he is doing?’

				She strode forward, coming to a halt in front of Hal.

				‘Has anyone told him that, once he has left us, he has left us for ever?’

				‘No!’ The agonised cry came from April. ‘Next time round we shall win the vote!’

				‘You will never win the vote!’ Linden turned on her, quick as a whiplash despite her age. ‘As long as I have breath to breathe, you will never win the vote! And if that is what you have told him –’ she grasped the bridle of Hal’s horse, forcing its head down towards her –‘then you have wilfully misled him! Do not think,’ she said to Hal, ‘that you will ever set foot in this community again!’

				They watched, in silence, as Linden stalked off. The only sound was that of April sobbing, in Meta’s arms.

				‘Hal?’ David urged his horse forward, until it was on a level with Hal’s. ‘You heard what Meta said earlier. You’ve heard Linden. The decision is yours.’

				‘You have no right!’ screamed Hope. ‘You have no right to force such a choice on a fourteen-year-old!’

				‘At least I’m giving him a chance. It’s more than I ever had. Well, Hal? Which is it to be?’

				Hal glanced from David to Hope, to Keren, to Meta, his gaze finally coming to rest on April. She held out her arms, imploring.

				‘Go, Hal! Go! For my sake . . . go!’

				She had made his decision for him. He pressed his heels into his horse’s flanks.

				His last sight of the community, as he rounded the bend in the lane and turned his head to look, was of April, still weeping, as she was led away by Meta.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				2

				The journey to the West Country took just over two weeks. They traced their route by an old map which Keren had found in the library, using, as far as possible, the large blue roads called motorways, which enabled them to avoid the towns.

				Hal would have liked to go through a town, to see what was left of the old civilisation, but David was scared it might not be safe. Towns, in any case, said Keren, would probably by now be impassable. Even the motorway routes, though still fairly easy to distinguish, had been largely overtaken by scrub and by bramble.

				It was early spring and the weather in their favour, but the going, even so, proved tough in places. Off the motorways it was frequently a case of having to hack a path through dense thickets or, when these proved impenetrable, finding a way round, which could lead them several miles off course. Then David and Keren would have earnest consultations with map and compass and anxious hours would pass before they could be certain of having re-established themselves on the right path.

				Despite his trepidations, Hal could not but feel a certain awe, to think that they were treading where no human foot had trod for well over a century. The Outsiders, he knew, for David had told him, had taken a different route, sailing round the coast as far as the River Thames and up to London, then continuing across country on foot. But that had been some years ago. London even then had been growing too hazardous to be traversed in safety. The Outsider Daniel had reported there was constant danger of being hit by falling masonry as buildings imploded or shed various parts of themselves. There were also rats, ‘as large as dogs’, hunting ferociously in packs amidst the rubble. A bite from a rat, said David, could precipitate a second plague every bit as deadly as the one of ninety-nine.

				‘It could wipe out our entire community at a blow.’

				‘Do you think –’ it was a question which Hal and his friends had often and animatedly discussed –‘do you think there are other communities?’

				‘Apart from us and Cornishtown? I should say it seems likely.’

				Most people were agreed that there must almost certainly be other pockets of humanity which had managed to survive; the problem was to find them.

				‘Why haven’t we ever sent out an expedition?’ It was what Hal and the other boys could never understand. If there were people out there, why not go and look for them.

				‘It has occasionally been suggested.’

				‘So why haven’t we ever done it?’

				‘Because we’re too scared.’ Keren said it witheringly. ‘We don’t know what we might find—and we don’t think we want to know, thank you very much!’

				‘Don’t forget,’ said David, ‘that in the early years it was a case of simple survival. We didn’t have the energy to waste sending out search parties.’

				‘For goodness’ sake!’ Keren tossed her head, impatiently. ‘We’ve been around long enough. You’d think someone would have had the will to stir themselves and take a look. I’ve suggested it more than once.’

				‘You might say the same of any other communities that are out there. We may not have gone looking for them, but by the same token they haven’t come looking for us—or if they have, they haven’t found us.’

				‘One lot did,’ said Hal.

				‘Yes!’ Keren pounced, triumphantly. ‘And you know what our reaction was? Keep away, don’t come near, we don’t want to know!’

				‘Be fair,’ urged David. ‘There was a reason for that. Society has good cause to fear men bearing weapons.’

				‘Except that they had no intention of using them, once they knew we had none.’

				‘You still have to ask yourself, why they were carrying them in the first place.’

				‘Why were they?’ said Hal, interested.

				David hesitated.

				‘Linden would tell you that it’s because their men have not been civilised, and perhaps that is so, but you have to understand that their community developed along a different route from ours. They chose to carry with them much of the baggage of the twentieth century: we did away with it. We have almost a hundred and fifty years of civilisation behind us. When we finally manage to win the vote there is no danger, believe me, of our lapsing back into barbarism.’
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