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				1

				CROYDON COMMUNITY CENTENARY PAPER: APRIL HARRIET

				Exactly one hundred years ago, in August 1999, there was a great plague which devastated civilisation as it was then known. The origins of this plague have never been discovered but it is thought it may have been man-made and released upon the world by accident.

				If you should ask how such a thing would come about—

				April paused and nibbled reflectively at the top of her pen. As usual she had managed to splatter ink all over herself. In the olden days, apparently, they had had pens which would write without having to be constantly dipped into ink wells, but the supply had run out many years before April was born. They must have been a boon.

				She sighed, and pushed ink-splodged fingers through her curls. April was not in the least academic. If you asked her, this business of writing papers for the centenary exhibition would have been better left to those who enjoyed it and were good at it, such as Meta, industriously scribbling away on her side of the room. Of course it had been Rowan’s idea. Rowan was the community’s unofficial historian. (She was also Meta’s mother.)

				‘If you should ask how such a thing could come about—’ resigned, she dipped her pen back into the ink pot—

				the world as it then was was divided into many different nations, or tribes, for the purposes of fighting. Many of these nations (called ‘the Advanced Nations’) had vast stockpiles of weapons. There were:

				1) Conventional weapons (swords, guns, etc.)

				2) Nuclear weapons (hydrogen bombs, rockets, etc.)

				3) Chemical weapons (defoliants, etc.)

				4) Bacterilogical—

				April broke off and gnawed again at her pen.

				4) Bacteriological weapons (plague, etc.)

				All nations had governments, which were in charge of the people and told them what to do. The governments were mostly made up of men, because before the plague the order of society was reversed and it was men who were the dominant sex. They were aggressive and liked fighting, hence all the weapons. Men would still be aggressive today if it were not for their training. In those days they were not trained and roamed the world in hordes, murdering and killing and causing havoc. Women could not walk outside without being molested and were scared to emerge during hours of darkness. Every day there were reports of women being raped or mutilated, sometimes even in their own homes. Nothing was done to prevent it on account of the governments being mostly men. It was the governments who arranged for the wars.

				At the time of the plague none of the Advanced Nations was engaged in a war as they were too worried about the world coming to an end by reason of pollution. (Pollution was caused by technology, e.g., aeroplanes, motor-cars, nuclear power stations, etc., which poisoned all the seas and the rivers, killing the trees and the flowers, making holes in the atmosphere, etc.)

				So where did the plague come from? This is a mystery which has never been solved. People who were religious, i.e., holding primitive beliefs and worshipping idols, etc., said that it was a punishment on mankind for all the things they had done to the earth. (They did not say it was a punishment on womankind. This was because men were the rulers and women had to suffer for their sins.)

				Whatever it was and wherever it came from, it spread rapidly throughout the world until within months there were only a very few people who had been spared. Once upon a time the population of the earth could be counted in millions, if not billions, but after the plague it was maybe only a few thousand, scattered about the globe. It is impossible to be accurate as the means of communication which were there before the plague, when people could talk to each other across the world with an instrument called the telephone, are now lost to us.

				However, the fact that the world fell silent and that there has been no attempt, so far as we know, to restore civilisation as it once was, would seem to indicate that there now exist only a very few isolated communities, such as ourselves. It may be that one day people will begin to reach out again and explore, and links will be established, but for the moment it is thought that distances between communities are too great, and communities themselves too small, for this to happen.

				In the centenary museum will be artefacts from the past, such as: telephone, television, machinery—

				At this point April broke off again and sat for several minutes gazing through the window. The sun was shining and she had a sudden itch to be outside in the open air instead of stuffing here indoors, labouring over an essay. She glanced across at Meta, still hunched at her desk, long black hair hooked behind her ears, hand racing busily to and fro across the page.

				‘If we had an early middy,’ said April, ‘we could go scavving.’

				‘Mm?’ Meta slowly raised her head.

				‘I said,’ said April, ‘that if we had an early middy we could go scavving.’

				‘Mm . . . I suppose.’

				‘We ought to do it while the weather’s good.’

				Scavving—short for scavenging, officially known as searching for artefacts—was no fun in the rain. Early generations had done a clean sweep of both the immediate and outlying areas while roads and property were still in good repair, bringing back all usable and non-perishable articles for long-term storage. These days it was a question of foraging, of hacking one’s way through tangles of vegetation and clambering at one’s peril over piles of rubble, which April did for the excitement of it and Meta for what she called ‘the historical perspective’. April, to be honest, wasn’t too struck on history. It seemed to her that the past was either a storehouse of delights which had been lost to them, in which case why dwell on it, or a place of barbarous atrocity and almost unbelievable squalor which they were well rid of. Either way, as far as April was concerned, there was more than enough living to be done in the present.

				She flung her pen on to her desk—scattering more blobs of ink—pushed back her chair and went over to Meta.

				‘Heavens! You’ve practically written a book!’

				She picked up the first page, covered in Meta’s neat hand.

				‘“Croydon Community Centenary Paper: Meta Pauline. The Croydon Community was founded in October 1999 by a small group of people who had survived the terrible plague of August and September. One of the founding members, who had great influence on the way the community developed, was a woman doctor, Dr Alison”—oh!’ wailed April. ‘I haven’t even mentioned Alison!’

				‘That’s all right.’ Meta took the page from her and calmly clipped it with the rest. ‘We don’t all have to write the same thing. We’ve each got to put what seems most important to us.’ She slid her papers away in her desk. ‘Where were you thinking of going?’

				‘Down to have middy!’

				‘Yes, but after middy?’

				‘I thought we’d try somewhere new—somewhere no one’s been for ages.’

				‘If there is anywhere.’

				‘Of course there is! Some places haven’t been scavved for years. We’ll look on the map.’

				The map was kept in the central hall of the main house, where the refectory was. It covered almost the whole of one wall and took in several miles of the surrounding countryside. Coloured flags were dotted about it, clustered thickly in the centre, fanning out towards the edges. The flags were coloured according to decade; every flag was also numbered. In a large book, kept on a desk at one end of the hall, you could check, using colour and number, what the status of any given area had been at the time of the last search—see whether it had been considered worth a future visit or whether there were any special hazards to watch for.

				The very earliest flags, dating from the year 2000, when the system had been started, were by now a faded red. There were more of these than anything else, mostly in the central areas.

				‘Look for blue,’ said Meta. ‘Blue or green. They’re your best bet.’

				Blue and green had been used at the time of greatest exploration, in the years between 2010 and ’30, when the community had felt sufficiently established to put out feelers and roam further afield. Since then, as the old road system had broken down and properties gradually became derelict, the outlying areas had not been much visited. There was always the chance of uncovering something which previous generations had overlooked.

				‘How about there?’ April jabbed a finger on the map.

				Meta shook her head. ‘Too far. We’d need a whole day. This looks better.’ She pointed to a small gathering of blue and yellow flags, almost due south. ‘It doesn’t look as if anyone has been there since the sixties, and only once before then.’

				‘All right. Go and check it out and I’ll work out how to get there.’

				Meta went off, obediently. She might be strong on history, but she had absolutely no sense of direction. It was always April who had to plan the route. By the time Meta came back, to announce that in ’25 a foraging party had combed the area, and that in ’62 another brief visit had been paid but not much of any value uncovered, she had a route firmly fixed in her mind.

				‘I suppose it is worth the effort?’ Meta sounded suddenly doubtful.

				‘Of course it is! There’s always something to be found. It’s a question of looking properly.’

				‘Well, I’ve written us in.’ Meta leaned forward and stuck a purple flag next to the blue and yellow ones.

				In a community which prided itself on the minimum of rules and regulations, the rule of ‘writing in’ was strictly enforced. Scavving was a popular pastime amongst the younger members of the community, but it could also be a dangerous one. Back in the early years of the century one of the founder members, April’s great-grandmother Harriet, in fact, had broken the rule and gone off by herself without letting anyone know. It had been almost a decade before her remains had been found. Meta sometimes accused April of taking after her.

				‘I don’t know about Come Lucky,’ she would grumble—‘Come Lucky April’ being April’s full name, as it was recorded on the official register—‘more like happy-go-lucky, if you ask me.’

				Some thought them an ill-matched pair, serious studious Meta and happy-go-lucky April, but they had been friends since infancy and had shared a room since entering the girls’ house at the age of eleven. April couldn’t imagine wanting to be close, not really close, with anyone save Meta. Cynics might laugh and shake their heads, but sometimes couples did stay together. You only had to look at Willow and Rowan: they had started off by sharing a room in the girls’ house and were sharing still, thirty years later.

				‘We shall be like that,’ thought April.

				It was early for the midday meal and only a few of the tables in the refectory were occupied. John, behind the counter, was still laying out the last of the dishes.

				‘What’s on?’ April peered distastefully at a large pot of something green and dark and glistening. ‘Ugh!’ Not barley and watercress soup again. ‘It looks like duck slime!’

				John smacked at her with his soup ladle. There was no love lost between him and April.

				‘You just think yourself lucky! There’s some as would be only too grateful for this.’

				‘Oh, yes?’ said April. ‘Where?’

				‘Somewhere.’

				‘Somewhere nowhere!’

				If other communities still existed April felt pretty certain they would have better things to eat than barley and watercress soup. ‘Look at it! It’s disgusting!’

				John, affronted, said: ‘That soup’s got a lot of goodness in it.’

				‘Why does goodness always have to be such a revolting colour?’

				John’s round smooth face turned slowly pink. Meta, hastening to make amends, said, ‘I’m going to have some.’

				‘You’re welcome,’ said April. Pointedly she helped herself to a glass of water, some rolls and an apple and walked off across the room to join Holly and Linden.

				‘No soup?’ said Holly.

				‘You jest!’ said April.

				‘Foul, isn’t it?’

				‘That’s no reason—’ Meta had arrived, bearing a bowl of green slime and a hunk of bread—‘to be unpleasant about it.’

				‘I should have said,’ retorted April, ‘that it was every reason.’

				‘Well, it’s not. Poor old John can’t help it. He does his best—and it does have lots of goodness.’

				April tossed her head. ‘I don’t like goodness! And I don’t like John.’

				April didn’t like men at all. She said there was something creepy about them.

				‘All soft and squidgy . . . they turn me up.’

				Meta shrugged. Men were just men; she didn’t take much notice of them. You all played together when you were little, then the boys were sent off and you didn’t see them again for years and by the time they reappeared you’d more or less forgotten about them. Even after they came back they tended to keep themselves to themselves, which seemed to Meta only natural. She could never understand, reading old books, how men and women could have paired off and lived together. What would they have had in common? What would they have found to talk about? And come to think of it, how had there been enough men to go round? Of course one had to remember there had been far more of them in those days. The world, it sometimes seemed to Meta, must have been overrun by them; at least, that was the way it came across in ancient history books. History was always about men. A strange and wasteful arrangement, to have had so many of them, when a few were all that was needed. No wonder the world had nearly destroyed itself. It must have been a hideous place.

				‘Why are you having middy so early?’ said Linden.

				‘We’re going scavving.’ Bravely, Meta swallowed the last of her duck slime. ‘Want to come?’

				April kicked at her under the table. She didn’t want Holly and Linden tagging along. Holly was all right, though a bit of a ninny. Her one aim was to start having babies as soon as possible—‘I just love babies!’ The community certainly needed babies, but not at the expense of personal development. Being a breeding machine was not exactly encouraged. The trouble with Holly was that she didn’t need any encouragement. And the trouble with Linden—

				To be honest, there wasn’t any trouble with Linden. It was just that she made April feel inferior. Lin Alison was some kind of genius. She was also pretty. She was also rather remote and unapproachable, except that Meta seemed able to approach her. She and Linden sometimes spent whole days together, poring over old books. If the truth were known, thought April, savagely biting into her apple, I am jealous. That is horrible horrible horrible and I hate me.

				To her relief, just as she had made a decision to stop being horrible and make an effort to be pleasant, she heard Linden explain that she couldn’t come scavving because she had some reading to catch up on.

				‘But Holly could go with you. Do you want to go with them?’

				Holly shook her head and looked slightly sulky. April guessed they had had another of their tiffs. She also guessed that Holly would have come if Linden had. Talk about a mismatch! Thank goodness she and Meta didn’t row like that.

				‘I really cannot imagine,’ said Meta, as she and April left the refectory together, ‘what Lin sees in that girl.’

				‘I really can’t imagine,’ retorted April, ‘what Holly sees in her . . . she thinks about nothing but books.’

				‘Holly thinks about nothing full stop, unless it’s having babies.’

				‘At least we need babies.’

				‘We need scholars, too,’ said Meta. ‘If it weren’t for women like Alison we’d have lapsed into barbarism.’

				‘Alison was a doctor. That’s practical.’

				‘Yes, but she encouraged people to go on learning. We cannot live,’ said Meta, ‘by bread alone.’

				‘No, and we can’t live by duck slime, either! Yeugh! I don’t know how you got it down you.’

				‘Willpower,’ said Meta. ‘I hope you’ve remembered where we’re going, by the way, because I haven’t the foggiest idea.’

				‘Just listen to yourself!’ said April. ‘Where would you intellectuals be without us lower grade morons to lead you around? Totally lost, that’s where!’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				2

				Daniel paused, to refill one of his empty water bottles from a stream which bubbled down the centre of the road and to consult his street atlas.

				He handled the street atlas carefully. It was very old. On the front cover, in letters so faded he could only just make them out, it said, ‘London A–Z de luxe Street Atlas and Index’. On the back was some kind of diagram, marked ‘Underground £3.95’. He had puzzled for a long time over that, trying to work out what it could have been. It was a system of lines and circles, with what he assumed were place names written at regular intervals. He was able to decipher South Kensingtun (?) and Green Park and one or two others, but mostly they were too scuffed and scratched to be legible.

				Inside, the street atlas had—or had had, a large swathe was missing—225 pages. One hundred of these pages were headed ‘Index to Streets’. All the rest were maps of different parts of London. He had never realised before how vast it must have been.

				It was Philip who had found the street atlas. He had given it to Daniel shortly before he died.

				‘Here,’ he had said. ‘You’ll need this, for the Quest.’

				Philip had often talked about the Quest, how one day he and Daniel were going to strike out on their own, sail round the coast and up the Thames to London, then due south, on foot, to find the Diary. Daniel had never been quite sure that he really believed in it, until Philip had gone and he had been left with the street atlas. After that, it had come to seem almost a sacred duty. He would have felt he had failed his brother’s memory if he had not made use of the precious gift he had bequeathed him. In any case, with Philip gone a restlessness had come over him. There was a world out there, if only he had the courage to go and look for it.

				His mother, he knew, had been reluctant to part with him. That was understandable. With a husband scarcely twelve months dead and an elder son still warm in his grave, she feared to lose the younger one. He felt for her; but he was determined on going. Besides, she still had Ricky and the girls. Ricky was too small, as yet, to be of much protection, but the girls were grown. They would keep her company. He had tried his best to comfort her with this, but she had only shaken her head and said, ‘If you have the spirit in you, then you must go where it takes you,’ as if already she were resigned to never seeing him again. She hadn’t said as much, but he knew she was pinning her hopes on the Council refusing him permission. As it happened, they had not only given him permission—though he would have gone even without it—but had given him their blessing, and helped kit him out for the journey.

				He had strict instructions, if he came upon other communities to run no risks: ‘Make no attempt to fraternise. Note their position, but avoid contact wherever possible.’

				It was assumed automatically that other communities would be hostile. The great plague of 1999 had had a devastating effect not only on people but on animal life and crops. For decades large tracts of land had proved stubbornly infertile. Grass had grown in abundance; weeds had flourished and run out of control. Crops, for some reason, had failed persistently year after year. Even now, a century later, it was sometimes touch and go. In a situation where food, if not exactly in short supply, was at any rate a precious commodity to be guarded, then, so the Council’s argument ran, you could expect trouble. At any rate, it was as well to be on your guard.

				To that end they had furnished him with weapons—a pistol, for self-defence, a rifle, for shooting game—and a supply of ammunition. What they had looked for in return was news of an outside world where no one had ventured for decades, or at any rate not come back to tell the tale. Certainly to Daniel’s knowledge no one had ever planned on going as far as London. A few miles round the coast, perhaps—a party back in the sixties had reached the old port of Southampton and reported it derelict—but London might as well have been the moon for all anyone ever seriously thought of going there, though once upon a long time ago men had set foot on the moon, so legend had it.

				Was it legend? Or was it fact? You could read about it in old books—not that Daniel ever had, not being a great one for reading—but how could you be sure that books were telling the truth? Men made up stories even now to entertain. One of the best tales just lately had been Robbie Miller describing in minute detail how he had visited the continent called America and seen ‘buildings as tall as the sky’. Everyone knew he had taken it from an old book, but it made it none the less fascinating. Daniel guessed, reluctantly, that men on the moon was just another made-up story.

				The Quest, however, was for real. When he got back and told them how he had sailed round the coast, past all the places that were on the ancient maps—Portsmouth, Hastings, Dover—right round and up the Thames to London; when he told them how he had sailed under Tower Bridge and actually seen the Tower, still standing, where (so they said) it had stood for a thousand years—how he had sailed on, past huge ivy-clad buildings on either side of the river until he reached the next bridge, which his street atlas had told him was London Bridge—how he had tied up the dinghy and set off due south on foot, with never a sign of human life, nor very much more of animal: when he stood up and told them all that, they would know it had not come out of any book but was indeed the very journey he had taken. Philip would be proud of him! And prouder still if he fulfilled the purpose of the Quest and returned in triumph with the Diary.

				Thus far, though the journey had been long, and sometimes arduous, and sometimes almost unbearably lonely—Patty had been desperate to accompany him, but a girl’s place was at home, and besides his mother had need of her—thus far at least it had proved straightforward. Philip had carefully marked the route for him in his street atlas, and the route that he had marked had been along the large roads labelled ‘A’ roads on page 12 of the atlas, where it said ‘Reference’.

				These, presumably, had been the big important roads where people had gone about their business and driven in their moving vehicles. Daniel knew, from the stories that were told, that before the plague there had been constant coming and going, not only over the land but across the sea and in the air as well. His mother always said, what had been the point of it? She could never understand what would have driven folks to want to leave the comfort of their homes and go travelling. Where would they have travelled to? And for what purpose? There were perils enough in life, what with brawls and accidents and storms at sea (she spoke from recent bitter experience) without going out and looking for them. Daniel had no answer for her, yet felt instinctively there was more to life than could be found on a man’s own doorstep. The Council, made up of men, who were by nature bolder and more adventurous than women, obviously agreed with him. There had been hints that if Daniel returned safely they might even mount a full expedition.

				But that was for the future. For the present—he concentrated on his street atlas, trying to work out exactly where he was. He had gone through the place called Croydon and must now, he thought, be approaching the difficult part, where he had to leave the large roads labelled ‘A’ and move into the smaller and less important roads, the ones labelled ‘B’. Whereas the ‘A’ roads were still clearly delineated, even though buildings had occasionally crumbled into vast mounds of rubble, and grass had grown up through the artificial covering that had been laid, the ‘B’ roads had almost disappeared. Many of them had been so completely overgrown that they lay, impassable without the necessary cutting implements, behind thick tangles of thorn and bramble. Others could still be made out, but almost always the names, which, he had discovered, were either on metal plates at the sides of the roads or on plates fixed to the sides of buildings, had become hidden behind giant trees and bushes, all, at this time of year, in full foliage.

				Obviously what he must do was decide his exact position then count the number of roads before he had to turn off. He managed at last, by scraping and scrabbling at a large pink bush with rather unpleasant prickles, to uncover part of a name plate: -ling Close. He consulted his street atlas—he was proud of the way he had so quickly become an expert on its usage. He was on page 124, in the bottom left-hand corner. (Pages 122 and 125 were both amongst the sections that were missing. He felt the hand of providence: no part of his journey had lain on these pages. If it had, the whole Quest would have been in jeopardy. He could never have managed it without the street atlas.)

				Daniel traced his finger along the ‘A’ road called Brighton Road until he found what he was looking for—Haling Close. He traced his way on past a further five roads and came at last to the one up which Philip had drawn his red marker line: Whitgift Hill. The red marker went up Whitgift Hill, turned left at the third turning, turned left again and came to a stop. That was it! His destination. Raglan Court, where his great-grandmother had lived until the time of the plague. It was from there that she had set out on her long journey to Cornwall along with her friend Shahid Khan, who had become Daniel’s great-grandfather.

				Why she had left home was never fully explained in the Journal which she had kept during that worst of times, and which had been handed down through the generations, but a careful reading gave clues. Her parents, she revealed, had both died in the plague. She seemed to have been an only child, and had possibly been trying to reach her grandmother, who lived in the West Country. She had certainly reached the West Country, but whether she had ever found her grandmother was not known, since the Journal finished on what she called ‘the 22nd day’, at which point she had still been in London.

				His elder sister Clemency, as a child, had known the journal off by heart. She had woven endless fantasies round the journey of their great-grandparents from Croydon to Cornwall. The very name ‘Croydon’ had for her had a magical ring to it. Daniel, as a boy, had been largely indifferent. He had only come to it later, when the possibility of the Quest had roused his interest. Clem, in her eagerness to be involved, had made him a copy ‘to carry with you’, though by now, like her, he knew great chunks of it by heart.

				This is the journal of me, Frances Latimer. I am starting it on Monday 6th September 1999. If there is anyone who would like to know who I am and what happened to me before this date they can find out from the diary which I kept when I was at home. Home was no. 10 Raglan Court, South Croydon, in Surrey, and the diary was in the cupboard by the side of my bed. It says ‘Private’ on the cover but whoever finds it has my full permission to read it. I think by then it will be an historic document.

				It was Clem, mainly, who was eager for him to find the Diary and bring it back. For Daniel—as, he suspected, for Philip, and even for Patty—the Diary was merely the spur to adventure. There were enough accounts of life before the plague without coming all this way for yet another. But it gave purpose to the journey, and for Clem’s sake he would do his utmost not to return empty-handed.

				Counting carefully, he reached the hill where he had to turn off. The surface had grassed over, and the usual thicket of briars and brambles was encroaching from either side, but still there was a path clear up the centre—made, he would guess, by animals, and indeed even as the thought formulated itself a rabbit, or possibly a rat, shot out of the undergrowth and raced across his field of vision. Instinctively he took aim, but it had vanished before he could pull the trigger. Tomorrow, he thought, he would have to set about some serious hunting; but for the moment he would make do with the last of what he had in his pack and concentrate his energies on Clem’s precious Diary. Once he had that safe, he could relax and look about him.

				To his left, as he made his way up the hill, he could see the top half of one of the great towering blocks, made out of some kind of grey stone, of which there had been so many in the ‘A’ roads. He couldn’t make out what purpose they had served. They had windows—windows by the score, all the way up—so obviously whatever had been kept in there had needed light. He thought perhaps they were what had been called churches, where people had gathered together to worship their gods.

				Whatever they were, they seemed not to have been very stable. He had had to pick his way over several quite mountainous piles of masonry, where some of them had collapsed and blocked the entire road. One had actually been shedding bits of itself as he passed; another, interestingly, had split right down the middle, exposing the interior. Inside, it had been composed of layers—layer upon layer, right up into the sky. He supposed, assuming he had guessed their function correctly, that the most important worshippers had worshipped in the top layers, with the women and children down at the bottom.

				Some of the women back home would have liked to have religion, but the Council had dismissed it as superstition—all very well for our plague-ridden ancestors, but not for us. Patty, who didn’t want religion herself but sometimes tended to be a bit uppity in her ideas, had hinted that if women wanted to get together and pray then they should go ahead and do so, and never mind the Council. What right did the Council have to rule their lives? Her mother had told her, sharply, to ‘stop all that nonsense’. One or two of the younger ones had supported her, but none of the older women. It was about time, her mother said, that Patty learnt to know her place.

				Daniel laughed. Poor Patty! Patience was the least of her virtues. She had been as cross as a hornet when she’d been told she couldn’t accompany him. She’d even had the barefaced nerve to go storming into the Council chamber and try arguing her case. Needless to say, they had paid no attention. She would learn; she was only just sixteen.

				At the top of the hill he came to the third turning, which was the one he had to take. Trees were growing so thickly on the crest that for a moment he thought he must have counted wrongly, but looking up he saw the nameplate, Coventry Road, still attached to one of the tall poles with which his ancestors had dotted the landscape. (The poles intrigued him. Some of them were made of wood and had bits of what looked like wire attached to them; he hadn’t yet been able to work out what function they could have had. To hang things on? But what?)

				He wove a path through the trees, noting to his satisfaction the evidence of wild life, in particular the strong scent of fox and badger. Where there were foxes and badgers, the chances were there would also be rabbits. Tomorrow, he determined, he would eat well.

				He very nearly missed the entrance to Raglan Court. A gut feeling that he had gone too far caused him to stop and retrace his steps, peering intently at the ground to his right for signs of what might once have been a road. Even then, he almost didn’t see it—the only clue came from a pool of sunlight filtering through a gap in the trees. Investigating, he was just able to discern the faint markings of a path through the jungle of greenery. As he pushed his way through, snagging himself on briars, entangling himself in creepers, the thought occurred to him: he could be the first person to have set foot in Raglan Court for a hundred years . . .

				He tried to picture it, how it must have been when his great-grandmother had lived there. The road would have had the hard surface that they put down for the vehicles. There would have been houses, freshly painted, and neat gardens with regimented banks of flowers. He pictured his great-grandmother as a young girl—he pictured her as Patty was now—setting off on foot with Shahid Khan and their friend Harriet, who had never made it as far as Cornwall. He saw the three of them, wearing their masks—he knew from the Journal that everyone had had to wear masks, then and for some time to come—walking, perhaps, on this very spot where he was walking now, and for the first time he felt the thrill of the past and knew why it was that Clem was so anxious for him to find the Diary.

				But first he had to find the house. That was not going to be so easy. When he stopped and looked closely he could see that houses were still behind the sprawling mass of plant life, but how was he to tell which numbers they were?

				He took out his street atlas again and consulted page 124. Raglan Court was shown as being a very short road. He tried to work out, from the atlas, how many houses there were likely to have been and to pinpoint number 10.

				At best it could only be guesswork—but at least he could guess intelligently. He chose a point at what he judged to be the halfway mark, took his axe from his belt and began chopping …

				He hadn’t expected to uncover number 10 at the first attempt; he wasn’t looking for that kind of luck. Even when he had hacked and sliced his way through a thicket of unrelenting blackthorn to find the number eleven still attached to the front of a door he didn’t necessarily expect number ten to be the next one up. What he did expect, if it wasn’t number ten, was that it would at least be number twelve. When he finally managed to reach it and it turned out to be number thirteen, he was thrown into confusion. When he hacked his way back down and uncovered number nine, he was toppled from confusion into rage. What in plague’s name had they done with number 10?

				He sank down, momentarily exhausted, to consider the matter. Nine, eleven, thirteen . . . use your loaf, Daniel, you dummy! Odd numbers one side, evens the other? (But why? For what purpose?)

				Wearily he pulled himself to his feet. He had been on the march since daybreak and reckoned by now that it must be getting on for midday. Leaving his pack, with the rifle strapped across it, he stepped forward with his axe for a fresh assault on the opposite side of the road. The sun bore down on him; the sweat poured, stinging, into his eyes and down the centre of his chest. Maddened, he tore off his shirt, tied a rag round his forehead and carried on. Slash, hack, chop. Slash, hack, chop. Slash, hack, chop.

				The rhythm numbed him. He almost didn’t register the change of tone when the axe, instead of its normal chump! as it cut through wood, rang out against something metallic. When it finally penetrated his sunbaked skull, he thrust his arm through the gap where he had sent the axe and felt what was either a gate or a fence. Frenziedly he tore aside the encumbering branches of an overgrown beech hedge, entwined with the tendrils of some sort of climbing thing, and found himself staring at the legend ‘No hawkers, no circulars’. (Like so much from the past, the words made no sense. He made a mental note to ask Clem.)

				By pushing and shoving, he came at last across the number—10—inscribed on the gatepost. This was it! The house where his ancestors had lived.

				The gate had been left open—a hundred years ago? By his great-grandmother?—but he was able to force his way through and beat a path to the front door, sheltered behind a thick curtain of flowering honeysuckle. Very pretty, he thought, as he tore it down. With the honeysuckle came chunks of rotten timber and a shower of brick dust. Looking up, he saw that a gap had appeared over the door. The door itself, when he kicked it, obligingly fell backwards into the house. Gingerly he stepped after it over the threshold.

				Ahead of him was a passage, with doors leading off to the right, and to the left a flight of stairs. He stood for a moment, accustoming his eyes to the gloom of the interior after the raging sunshine outside. He saw the remains of a carpet on the hall floor, and a chest at the far end with a vase standing on it. The place smelt, as was only to be expected, of must and mould, but seemed structurally in reasonable condition.

				He walked in, over the fallen door, and across to the stairs. Cautiously he tested the first step: it creaked, but bore his weight. If there is anyone who would like to know who I am and what happened to me . . . Clem would like to know; Clem couldn’t wait for him to get back with the precious Diary. The Diary was in a cupboard by the side of Frances Latimer’s bed. The bed, presumably, had to be upstairs. There was no way of getting upstairs except by the staircase.

				He stood at the foot, looking up, assessing his chances. He put a hand on the rail, half expecting it to crumble at his touch. It didn’t.

				He tested step number two, waiting for it to collapse beneath him. It didn’t.

				Holding his breath, he moved up to step number three.

				Of course, it was always possible that the Diary would no longer be there. A hundred years was a long time. Anything could have happened to it.

				It could have rotted. Been eaten. Gone to dust. Any of those things.

				But he owed it to Clem at least to have a try. He couldn’t come all this way only to be defeated at the last by his own cowardice. So what if the stairs did collapse? It wasn’t that far to fall. The most likely event was that the rail would give way. If he kept to the side, against the wall—

				He kept to the side, against the wall. He was almost at the top when, without any warning whatsoever, he found himself plunging downwards in a welter of falling debris.

				His last conscious thought, before the darkness closed over him, was for Clem. Now she would never get to see her wretched Diary . . .
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