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SLUGS

 

It was almost three a.m. when he came round. His head was thumping from the combined effect of the fall and the whisky.

Ron felt something wet on his chin and, for a second, thought he’d vomited but then he felt something fat and slimy gliding over his lips and into his open mouth. He snapped his teeth together, biting down on the jellied lump, cutting it in half. A foul, obscene taste filled his mouth and, as he tried to scream, half of the sticky lump rolled back into his throat. Ron coughed, feeling the hot bile clawing its way up from his stomach. He put a hand up to his cut and, as his probing fingers found the gash in his scalp, he felt a plump, mucus-covered form burrowing into the wound itself…
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

If I lived to be one hundred, wrote five books a year and won the Booker Prize every year (yes I am joking) there is just one book I'd probably be remembered for and it's SLUGS. And I'm very grateful for that. It launched me, it made my name (I'm not quite sure as what) and it's stuck with me throughout what has remained of my career.

The fact that it was filmed (not particularly well I hasten to add) doubtless helped and certainly the anecdotes surrounding the book and the film have given me something to talk about since it was first published back in 1982.

I never wanted to do a book about flesh eating slugs, originally the book was to be about blood sucking leeches which were radioactive and would transform their victims into vampires (elements of the story would later be integrated into EREBUS two years later) but I had written a novel called DEATHDAY which had been published in the U.S the previous year under the name of Robert Neville that featured a scene with a giant slug and my agent at the time said “why not write a book all about slugs?”

As I was only 23 at the time this seemed like a really dumb idea. How the fuck would slugs kill and eat people? It wasn't as if they could outrun them was it? However, as this agent (Bob Tanner) was also the man who had published James Herbert's “THE RATS” I was reasonably sure he knew what he was talking about when it came to terror by animals books so, I went off and did some research and discovered enough about slugs to realize that there was more than enough material for a novel. Not only were there three species of carnivorous slug in this country, they could also spread a disease that caused worms to grow in victims brains. I was in heaven! The book was like a throw-back to the “terror by animals” films of the fifties when radioactive creatures ranging from giant squids to huge lizards attacked mankind. The thing with SLUGS was that these creatures were only six inches long and they weren't radioactive or demonic. They actually existed.

As was my way in those days the book was written quickly (less than three months as I remember) and had only minimal editing (I know some will say that's obvious!). It was launched with a huge splurge of publicity that included bus front advertising and radio advertising and it actually became a best-seller. I was delighted and amazed and went into shock when I got the first royalty statement! I was also inundated with letters from people telling me how good the book was and how much they hated slugs. It seemed I'd touched a nerve. Even before the book was written I'd been told that five years later I'd do a sequel (which duly appeared in the shape of BREEDING GROUND in 1986) and then five years after that I'd do a third instalment which never materialized due to various circumstances.

Not long after its release a Spanish company acquired the film rights to SLUGS and the film appeared a few years later. I first saw it on a big screen at a Horror Film Festival in London. The organisers had flown a copy from the States specially to show at the festival and asked me to attend. Fuck me, talk about embarrassing. Obviously every author wants their work to be faithfully brought to the screen but it's a lottery to be honest. I just wish they'd paid more money for the rights to make the transition less painful! 

It's weird but over the years it's achieved this kind of cult status that only truly bad films can acquire but, having said that, I've sat through much worse films over the years and if you put SLUGS up against any of the TWILIGHT movies or any number of so called “popular” films since 1988 I'd watch SLUGS anytime.

But, back to the book. It was very successful and spawned an entire sub-genre of “terror by animals” books such as BLOWFLY, EAT THEM ALIVE (about giant preying mantises), CARACAL, BATS, COMES A SPIDER etc. etc. In fact, the only thing that no one wrote about was leeches! Perhaps I should do that some day. 

I still shudder when I see slugs in the garden, they are truly revolting things to look at I think but the weird thing was, until SLUGS was published I had never seen any of them around the house but on the day the book was published I went to get the milk in from the front step and there were two on the bottles! Maybe they knew something I didn't...

 

Shaun Hutson 2016


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This book is dedicated to my daughter, Kelly and not just because she missed it the first time around.
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‘The Devil Damn thee Black ...’

 

- Macbeth; Act V; Scene 111


 

 

 

 

 

 

 


​​PROLOGUE

 

 

 

 

The slug’s eye stalks waved slowly as it moved towards the crimson lump on which several of its companions were already feeding. It slithered onto the meat and buried the long central tooth in the flesh, its rows of sharp radular teeth moving back and forth like rasps as it chewed off pieces of meat, enjoying the new coppery taste of blood.

The slugs had grown accustomed to this taste over the past few months, hidden away in the cellar beneath the old house, they had discovered this new source of food. They had tired of their hunting and concentrated, instead, on the raw meat which was tossed down into the rank, fetid darkness. A dozen or so swarmed over the rotted chop, covering it with their own slime trails, chewing until there was nothing but a tiny bone left.

At one time, the slugs had been forced to compete with the other scavengers in the cellar for the precious scraps. With the cockroaches, the wood-lice and centipedes. But now, with a regular supply of meat, they were the dominant group. By sheer weight of numbers, they had made the damp cellar their own. When there were no scraps they fed on the other creatures which shared their pitch black domain. Sometimes they fed on each other.

They had begun to breed more prolifically and many had increased in size. Even though the cellar was large, its floor was covered by them, a vast seething black mass almost invisible in the impenetrable gloom. Only a single shaft of weak light broke through the darkness, forcing its way in by way of a small hole in the cellar bulkhead. But, the slugs paid it no heed. They enjoyed the blackness and the damp and they waited eagerly for the bloodied scraps.

They had heard the footsteps above them many times, felt the vibrations. It made them restless.

In that stinking cellar they slithered over one another in their impatience like an undulating black carpet.

The footsteps seemed to grow louder each day.


 

 

 

 

 


​​One

 

 

 

 

Ron Bell got through one verse of ‘Mull of Kintyre’ then threw up. He slumped heavily against the wooden gatepost, wondering why the world was spinning round so fast. He bent double over the fence, clutching his stomach, trying to persuade the remaining Scotch to retreat back down his gullet. He swallowed hard and blew out his cheeks. A thin film of perspiration had formed on his face and he muttered to himself as his stomach continued to somersault. He turned and gazed up at the street lamp, its sodium glare reminding him of a gigantic glow worm. Amused at his little analogy, Ron started to giggle. He pushed open the gate and stumbled down the path towards. the front of the house, stumbling once over one of the chipped granite slabs. He fell forward, the bottle of Haig dropping from his grasp. It landed in the thick grass on one side of the path and remained unbroken. Ron felt something wet beneath him as he sat up and he thought it was the whisky. He put a hand to the crutch of his trousers and started to giggle again.

‘Please let it be blood,’ he said, laughing loudly. The sound carried far in the stillness of the night and someone walking past the gate peered at him disdainfully.

‘Evening,’ Ron slurred, trying to get up. He spotted the Haig bottle lying in the waist high grass and retrieved it gratefully, realising at the same time that he’d wet himself. A dark stain was fanning out from his crutch, staining one leg of his trousers too.

‘Shit,’ he murmured and stumbled on towards the front door. He spotted some ants hurrying away from his clumsy feet and wagged a reproachful finger at them.

‘Isn’t it about time you lot were in bed?’ he chuckled. ‘Dirty stop-outs.’ With a gleeful whoop, he brought his foot down on the nearest group of insects, crushing them into the pavement. Laughing like an idiot, he made his way up the remainder of the path, rummaging through his pockets for the front door key. He stuffed the whisky bottle into his coat pocket and steadied himself for the difficult task of trying to find the key hole. At the third attempt he made it and tumbled into the hall, his nostrils immediately assailed by the familiar odour of damp. But it was a smell he’d come to live with, almost to welcome. He slapped on the hall light and, being careful to remove the Haig bottle first, slung his coat at the rack. It missed and landed in an untidy heap. Ron looked at it for a moment then blundered into the sitting room. He flicked the light switch. The bulb glowed brilliantly for a second then, with a loud pop, blew out.

‘Shit,’ grunted Ron. To hell with it, he’d manage without. At half past eleven at night, pissed out of his mind he didn’t fancy clambering up step ladders to put a new bulb in. He staggered across the room towards the small portable TV set up on the sideboard. He yelped in pain as he banged his shin on the coffee table and he bent to rub the injured spot, cursing to himself. He finally groped his way to the TV and pressed the ON button, watching as a hazy monochrome picture gradually took shape. Ron fiddled with the aerial until the people on screen possessed the regulation number of heads then he fumbled in the cabinet beneath for a glass. All he could find was a pint pot. He shrugged and, clutching the tankard, stumbled back towards his chair. He bumped his shin again and, as he bent to massage the throbbing bruise, he caught sight of his own reflection in the glass top of the table. His eyes were sunken into their sockets and it looked as if someone had coloured his lower lids with charcoal. The accumulated growth of four days whiskers licked around his chin and cheeks and crackled as he ran a rough hand across them. He shook his head and reached his chair, slumping into the threadbare seat. A spring dug him hard in the backside and he jumped, almost dropping his tankard. Muttering to himself, he unscrewed the cap on the whisky bottle and half filled the pint pot, watching the bubbles rise to the top of the amber liquid. He swallowed the fiery fluid in deep gulps, gasping when he’d finished. He sat for long moments, gazing at the flickering TV screen, not seeing what was on. His mind was elsewhere. He rubbed his bruised shin once more and looked at the coffee table angrily.

Bloody monstrosity. Margaret had bought it not long after they moved into the house. She said it gave the house a touch of class. Ron scoffed at the recollection. What the hell had she known about class? He smiled, wondering what she would have thought seeing him the way he was now. It had been more than two years since she’d walked out on him. It was as if, all his life, he’d been living a false existence, trying to be something he really wasn’t. He’d been manager at the local branch of Sainsbury’s and it was his salary which had enabled them to buy the house in the first place. The last owner had left it in pretty good nick and there was no need for full scale renovation. A fact which pleased Ron no end, never having been one for painting and decorating. The house was old but without the feeling of antiquity usually felt in buildings erected at the turn of the century. In the beginning they had lived happily together, had built a nice home but Ron had just got bored. As simple as that. He started off by having an affair with one of the cashiers in the supermarket. He usually worked late hours so Margaret never suspected but his ruin had come with the arrival of Debbie. She had been seventeen the first time Ron went to bed with her and, at forty-two, he’d had trouble keeping up with her. By God, she knew what was what between the sheets, he remembered wistfully. He was smitten. He bought her gifts, he took her out, no longer seeming to care whether Margaret found out or not. The money dwindled. Bills didn’t get paid.

Then, one weekend, Margaret had gone to stay with her sister and Ron had invited Debbie to stay. He’d never forgotten that weekend. They spent nearly all their time in bed and she was insatiable. So caught up in their wanton lovemaking was he, Ron didn’t even notice Margaret standing in the bedroom doorway watching them. She’d come back a day early.

He didn’t even try to explain.

Margaret packed her bags that night and walked out on him.

Debbie had tired of him two weeks later and finished the affair. She’d had his money and his love but she only wanted the former. So, for the past two years he’d lived alone in the old house, watching it go to seed as he did himself. His work suffered. He received endless reprimands from his superiors until, finally, after over-ordering the wrong product three weeks running, he’d been dismissed.

After that it was onto the dole. The bills piled up, the rates were overdue and, just that morning, the eviction notice had arrived. He reached for it, picking it up from the table beside him and waving the manila envelope before him. Inside, an official notice told him that he had twenty-four hours to come up with the money or he’d be forcibly evicted. Fuck them, thought Ron, they’ll have to drag me out of here bodily. He emptied the bottle of Haig into the pint pot and tossed the empty receptacle over his shoulder where it shattered against the wall. His head felt as if someone had wrapped a blanket around it. The images on the TV blurred and Ron grunted as he downed the last of the Scotch. They were playing ‘God Save the Queen’ on the telly and, swaying precariously, Ron stood up and saluted until the music died away. The announcer reminded him to switch his set off and the screen dissolved into a network of lines and dots, the hiss of static making it sound like an enraged snake. Ron put a hand to his head then stepped forward to turn the set off.

Once more he banged into the coffee table but, this time, he overbalanced. Arms flailing like a human windmill, he toppled over the table and crashed heavily to the ground, catching his head on the corner of the sideboard as he fell. He felt a sharp pain as his scalp seemed to split and he went down in a heap before the hissing TV. Blood began to pump freely from the ragged cut and Ron raised one hand as if in silent reproach. Then, with a final groan, he blacked out.

 

It was almost three a.m. when he came round. His head was thumping from the combined effect of the fall and the whisky and, above him, the TV continued to hiss and crackle. The cut on his head must have been worse than he thought because it seemed to be throbbing mightily. His hair was matted with blood and some of it had run down over his eyes, crusting on the -lids and making it difficult to see.

He felt something wet on his chin and, for a second, thought he’d vomited but then he felt something fat and slimy gliding over his lips and into his open mouth. Ron snapped his teeth together, biting down on the jellied lump, cutting it in half. A foul, obscene taste filled his mouth and, as he tried to scream, half of the sticky lump rolled back into his throat. Ron coughed, feeling the hot bile clawing its way up from his stomach. He put a hand up to his cut and, as his probing fingers found the gash in his scalp, he felt a plump, mucus-covered form burrowing into the wound itself. Ron shrieked and tugged at the pulsating shape, finally pulling it free.

For long seconds he held the slug before him, his eyes bulging wide with terror, his own blood covering the head of the foul creature. Then, with a despairing moan, he hurled the monstrosity across the room. But, it was as he did so that he became aware of the pain which was gnawing at his legs and his other arm. Scarcely able to comprehend the sight before him, he saw that his limbs were covered by a seething black mass of these creatures, all slipping and sliding over one another in their efforts to get at his warm flesh. They were on his stomach too, burrowing into the skin and muscle. With a mixture of terror and disbelief, he realised that they were eating him.

He tried to crawl, dragging the monstrous parasites with him. But his hands pressed down onto a jellied carpet of slugs which seemed to be rising from the very floor itself. He fell onto his face and one of the revolting beasts slid into his mouth, fastening its razor-sharp central tooth into his tongue. He felt the bile rising once more, mingling with the taste of his own blood and the sickening mucus of the fat slug. The beast slipped down his gullet and fastened itself into the lining of his throat. Blood began to fill his mouth, spilling out onto the other slugs which were rapidly engulfing him. He felt as though his head was swelling. He couldn’t breathe and even the sharp hissing of the TV seemed to have stopped. One of the slugs was burrowing into his ear, seeking out the juicy grey meat of the brain. Ron’s body began to shake uncontrollably as the slugs finally swarmed over him, digging deep into his muscles, enjoying the taste of the blood which gushed so violently from his body.

One of them bored into his jugular vein and a great fountain of crimson erupted from the torn blood vessel. It splattered up the wall as if sprayed from a hose pipe.

The slugs stripped the body clean of flesh then they devoured the softer internal organs. Their eye stalks waved about as they slithered over the corpse, their mouths moving constantly, tasting the warm blood. It had formed a pool around the body, soaking into the rotted floorboards, mingling with the mucoid slime which the creatures themselves had left behind. And then, when there was nothing left worth eating, they retreated back slowly to the cellar, to the darkness.

The remains of Ron Bell lay in the centre of the room, one uneaten eyeball bulging madly in the riven socket.

Below, the slugs slithered about. There were many who had not yet eaten and they were restless, as if sensing that this was just the beginning.


 

 

 

 

 


​​Two

 

 

 

 

The alarm clock went off dead on seven, its strident ringing filling the room. Mike Brady shot out a hand to silence the clock but only succeeded in knocking it off the bedside table. Still ringing, it fell to the carpet and skidded away from his groping hand. He forced his sleep encrusted eyes open and saw that the damn thing was lying about a foot away, just out of reach.

‘Oh, sod it,’ he groaned, gazing at the clock as if willing it to be silent. Another few seconds ringing and he scrambled out of bed, snatched up the bloody thing and depressed the button on the top. He sat on the edge of the bed eyeing the clock malevolently. The warm shape in bed beside him didn’t stir. Brady looked down at her sleeping form and smiled, then he leant over and gently bit her exposed shoulder. She awoke with a start and rolled over, looking up into Brady’s smiling face. He held up the clock and tapped the perspex cover indicating the time.

‘Rise and shine,’ said Brady, slipping a hand under the covers. He tickled her stomach and she started to laugh, although it sounded like an effort. Kim Brady rolled onto her side and gently prodded her husband’s belly.

‘Fatso,’ she said, tugging at a roll of fat with her thumb and forefinger.

Brady looked indignant and got to his feet, crossing to the full length mirror which covered the wardrobe door. He stood before it and drew in his stomach, holding his breath. Defiantly he turned to face her.

‘Fatso my arse,’ he said but then he lost control and his stomach flopped forward again. They both laughed.

‘It comes with your age,’ she said, smiling, watching as Brady got down on all fours and began a series of jerky press-ups.

‘Look, it’s bad enough being forty without having you remind me all the time,’ he wheezed, his face turning the colour of over-ripe tomatoes. He finally got to his feet. ‘Oh to hell with it. You‘ll just have to like me fat.’

‘I’m only kidding, Mike,’ she said, smiling, motioning for him to come back to bed. He sat down beside her, his eyes momentarily straying to her firm breasts, rising and falling gently as she breathed. At thirty-five, Kim Brady still had a figure to be proud of. She blinked myopically at her husband and reached for her glasses, which were on the table beside her, propped up on two Erica Jong novels. But Brady stopped her, instead drawing her close, his mouth pressing urgently against hers, each tongue seeking the warmth of the other. He ran his hand gently across her face then kissed her softly on the forehead. She fumbled for her glasses and pushed them on.

‘And stop going on about being forty,’ she chided. ‘It’s not for another month yet and besides,’ she started to giggle, ‘life…’

He interrupted her. ‘…begins at forty. Yes I know, that’s what everybody keeps telling me.’

‘You know, I was thinking,’ she said, the mischievous grin still on her face. ‘Being married to a man five years older than me does have its advantages.’

He raised his eyebrows quizzically.

‘It means we can both start drawing our pension at the same time.’

He nodded affably.

‘It’s after seven you know,’ he told her. ‘Isn’t it time you got up?’ He rose and crossed to the wardrobe, taking out a shirt and tie, hanging them on the handle while he took out his familiar two-piece grey suit.

‘I’m not going in today,’ she told him. ‘The nursery’s closed for a couple of days.’

He looked round. ‘Why?’

‘Industrial action by the tea ladies or something,’ she said.

Brady grunted. ‘I don’t blame them, the lousy bloody wages they pay them.’ He sighed. ‘I know one thing. I wish to Christ I didn’t have to go in today.’ He walked into the adjoining bathroom and Kim heard the sound of his electric razor humming.

‘Why not?’ she called. ‘I thought you liked your job.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with the job,’ he called back, flicking the razor off and running some hot water into the sink. ‘It’s just that I don’t fancy what they’ve got lined up for me today.’

Kim sat in silence, listening as he washed his face then she heard the hiss and splutter of the shower and, a second later, a pair of pyjama trousers came flying into the bedroom. She smiled. After a moment or two, the shower was turned off and Brady re-emerged into the bedroom, a towel wrapped around his waist. He rubbed himself down and started to dress.

‘They’re serving an eviction notice on Ron Bell,’ he told her. ‘You know, the bloke who lives in that old house just outside the town centre.’

‘The one near the new estate?’ she asked.

He nodded. ‘He’s about six months behind with the rates and there have been complaints from the residents of the estate about him and the house. The garden’s like a bloody jungle. I dread to think what the inside of the place looks like.’

‘But I don’t understand why you’ve got to go along,’ she said, looking puzzled.

‘I’ve got to drive the bailiff to the house,’ he explained. ‘They can already sling the poor sod out for non -payment of rates and because of the complaints against him but that’s not enough for our council,’ he said acidly. ‘They want me to write a report on the state of the building, how disgusting it is and how Ron Bell isn’t fit to keep it tidy. He’s already hung and drawn, they’ve left the quartering to me’. He pulled his tie tight, smoothing it out and inspecting his image in the mirror. Brady exhaled deeply and pulled on his jacket. He gazed at his own reflection for long moments. Mike Brady, Council Health Inspector. He smiled to himself. He’d held that exalted position for the last fourteen years, two years longer than he’d been married to Kim. Coincidentally, they’d first met at the offices. She’d been a secretary, he’d just arrived from London where he’d been doing the same job. Some of the jobs he’d had in Merton had been child’s play after the revelations in London. He’d seen some things there which had made his hair curl. If he had a pound for every hamburger and hot dog seller he’d forced off the streets during those early days he wouldn’t need to work, he told himself. Flies on the meat, sausages made out of boiled down pigs’ heads, hamburgers with every known type of bacteria alive infesting them, fat two inches deep in the serving trays. Some of the restaurants hadn’t been much better. He still remembered the time he’d nearly eaten a curry which was later found to contain mouse droppings, or the incident when he’d walked into one kitchen to see the chef removing maggots from a side of beef he was about to put into the oven.

But, things in Merton were quieter. Even so he’d had his fair share of incidents. Like the house where-the ceiling had caved in because the kids had wet the bed so many times and the floorboards had rotted. Twelve of them in that family he remembered, most of the ten kids slept in one bed and they had about three pairs of shoes between them. Other than that, there hadn’t been too much to bother him, just the usual drizzle of complaints. Blocked drains, the occasional cockroach infestation, the odd shady snack bar but the thing which Brady liked most about his job was that he had no one breathing down his neck all the time. He could get on with things in his own way, as long as the reports were in on time he never even saw any members of the council. This fact suited him admirably, he had nothing to thank them for, there was no love lost between the Conservative council and their Public Health Officer who was fond of voicing his socialist views loudly and often. The only good thing, as far as Brady was concerned was that his job had enabled him to meet Kim. They’d been immediately attracted to one another and had married in less than a year of meeting. The only thing which hurt him, and it hurt more because he knew the heartbreak it caused Kim, was that they were childless and always would be.

Three years after they had married she had been involved in a car accident. Five months pregnant at the time she’d lost the baby and also, due to the severe internal damage she sustained, had been told that she would never be able to bear children. The shock had been overwhelming, hitting them both much harder than he could have imagined. Kim in particular went through a seemingly endless period of depression during which Brady began to fear for her sanity but she got through it in the end and the experience seemed to strengthen their marriage, intensifying their love beyond imagination. For the last six years she had worked in the local nursery, her own thwarted maternal instincts now lavished upon the children of others.

When Brady turned away from the mirror, Kim was getting out of bed. He watched her slip on a paint-stained blouse (the one which she’d worn when they had decorated the place after first moving in) and a pair of faded denims, having to pull just a bit too hard to get them up over her hips. She finally managed it and fastened the button, puffing slightly. He smiled as he watched her and she looked up to see him grinning at her.

‘Looks like I’m not the only one who needs to lose some weight,’ he said, nodding towards her.

She picked up one of her slippers and threw it at him.

‘Cheeky bugger,’ she said. ‘I’ve a good mind to make you get your own breakfast.’

He slapped her across the backside and they both made their way downstairs.


 

 

 

 

 


​​Three

 

 

 

 

Brady wound down the window of the Vauxhall Victor and allowed some of the crisp morning air to blow into the car. It was less than ten minutes’ drive from their house to the council offices where he was to pick up Archie Reece, the bailiff, and take him to Ron Bell’s house to serve the eviction notice. Brady really wasn’t relishing the trip. He’d only met Reece a couple of times but there was something about the man that he didn’t like. He seemed to enjoy his job. Evicting people from their homes was more like a hobby for him. Brady remembered the last time it had happened. The house owner had decided that he didn’t want to be moved and Reece had promptly whacked him over the head with a chair leg in full view of the poor sod’s horrified family. The unfortunate man had spent two months in hospital after that particular brush with Reece. However, the Health Inspector somehow didn’t see Ron Bell as the type to put up much of a fight.

He drove at a leisurely pace, taking in the long rows of trees which lined the roadside, already heavy with blossom they brought a sweet odour wafting into the car which Brady sucked in gratefully. Even though it was early, the sun had risen high in the sky and it promised to be a scorcher. The blossom seemed to catch the rays of the sun, holding it until it glowed pink and white like flimsy neon clusters.

A sixteen wheeler drove past in the opposite direction and Brady coughed as a choking cloud of diesel fumes swept into the car. He waved a hand in front of his face and glanced into the rear view mirror, watching the huge lorry swing up to the left, heading for the industrial part of town.

Despite its size, Merton had a prosperous industrial estate, comprising a foundry, a factory which made dust­carts and, the dominant business, a huge computer complex which manufactured the machines for places all around the globe. There was also a sizeable chemical works. The town had suffered its share of closures and redundancies as had all the other towns in the area, but, on the whole, the community was thriving.

Brady swung the Vauxhall into the car park of the council offices, glancing up at the clock above the building. The metal hands had reached eight thirty and the Health Officer checked his watch. He retrieved his briefcase from the back seat, locked his door and headed towards the flight of broad stone steps which led up to the main doors of the council offices. The building itself was a large, brownstone edifice built over a hundred years ago, and a century of accumulated muck was being removed by a posse of workmen who were at this moment swarming over the lower storeys of the building like so many boiler-suited ants repairing a break in the nest wall. Brady nodded affably to the foreman as he passed. The man was sitting cross-legged on the lowest walkway of the scaffolding, drinking coffee from a thermos flask.

The Health Inspector pushed open the double doors and walked in.

Brief greetings were exchanged with the two women on the reception deck and then Brady took the stairs to the second floor where his office lay.

He found Archie Reece waiting for him outside the office door.

The bailiff tried to smile but it came out as a leer and Brady just nodded in return and walked past him into his office. The other man followed him in and stood impatiently at the door watching as Brady crossed to his desk and sat down. There were three letters lying there and Reece exhaled noisily and irritably when he saw the Health Inspector open the first of them.
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