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It was four hours since Peter Grant had killed his mother.

The boys stopped in a small coppice about six miles inland from the beach, somewhere north of Dover. It had taken just that long before greed to inspect their booty overcame the fear that had sent them careering away from the scene of their crime.

During the journey Peter had said not a word. The others had spilled out their tension in a torrent of words, reliving their heroic exploit second by second in loud voices pitched high with excited relief. Only the one who had done the killing said nothing, rendered mute by the traumatic shock of seeing his mother for the first time in five years, lying dead at his feet, a gaping bloody hole in her chest, her mouth still open, his name half spoken upon her lips.

He had thought her dead. Everyone said that no two people from the same family had been known to survive the Great Death. But he had never believed that his mother was dead. Not his mother. She was looking for him, and he had looked for her, even when the tears of loss had eased, only to find her in a moment of sudden crisis, an unrecognisable figure running up a beach, aiming a gun at him, intent on killing him until that very last moment when inexplicably she had hesitated, and he had fired.

‘Let’s have a look, then,’ Dennis said.

He and the two other boys piled out of the Range Rover and descended eagerly upon the contents of the trailer, leaving Peter sitting alone in the front passenger seat, clutching his double-barrelled shotgun as if it were a lifeline, knuckles showing white. He heard their voices, but they were diffused, as if through fog and distance, shrill squawks of delight as they turned up treasure in the heavily loaded trailer.

‘Bloody petrol,’ Dennis said, ‘cans of the bloody stuff.’

‘Look at this, tinned food, peas, meat...’ that was Clive.

‘Hey look here,’ said Richard. ‘Booze, Scotch, would you believe it?’

They scattered the boxes on the floor of the small clearing, rummaging through them like the greedy children they were. After a while the trailer was empty.

‘That’s it then,’ said Dennis, ‘we’ll live like Kings on this lot, eh?’

‘Yeah, like bloody Kings,’ said Clive in eager agreement.

‘Sort out some grub then, get a fire started, I’m starving.’

Dennis was the biggest of the four boys and their acknowledged leader. He gave his orders in the certainty they would be obeyed. He went across to the Rover and opened the passenger seat.

‘Come on Pete, have a look.’

His voice was almost placatory. He had a new respect for Peter. In the months the boys had been together they had stolen, robbed at knife and gun point, sometimes assaulted their more wilful victims, all in the name of survival, but none of them had actually killed, not until today. And Peter had killed twice, firing accurately and fast, proving himself in action. But the younger boy’s silence vaguely puzzled and worried Dennis.

‘Coming?’ he asked when he received no reply.

Then Peter turned to look at him, fixed him with blank eyes that sent a chill of fear down the older boy’s spine.

‘No,’ Peter said.

Dennis stood irresolute for a moment, unused to having his authority flouted. Then he could no longer face those eyes and he turned away with a shrug.

‘Suit yourself,’ he said, pretending nonchalance.

***
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Tom Price stayed crouched beside the ramp on the beach long after the boys had fled with the Range Rover and trailer. The blast of the shotgun still sounding in his ears, a fearful cacophony that completely destroyed his limited valour. He was not a man who laid any claim to bravery.

When it was dark he searched the bodies of Philip Paterson and Abby Grant. He collected two boxes of matches, the shotgun that still lay beside Abby’s body and twenty-four cartridges. There was no food or water. He was already hungry. The boat, that had ferried the others to France and in which Abby Grant had returned to collect Philip and himself, had drifted out to sea.

Price spent a few minutes looking through the cafe which his party had used as a temporary home and the few adjacent buildings but found nothing of use to him. He began the walk to Dover.

He kept to the rutted and partially overgrown coast road, ready on the instant to dive for cover. He had no desire to meet those four boys again.

By midnight he was slowing down, heavy-legged from tiredness. He found a derelict barn, made himself a small fire in the centre of the floor and huddled into his clothes beside it. He ate apples taken from a lone tree in a jungle-like garden. They slaked his thirst but the hunger was still a lead weight in his belly.

He was alone again, his hopes of an easier life in the warm Mediterranean sun dashed. Tom Price felt the silence, spiced by country noises, felt the unaccustomed loneliness, felt desperately sorry for himself.

It was that Abby Grant’s fault. Her and her high-flying plans. He’d done better on his own, in the first year after the Great Death. He’d had a Rolls Royce then.

The rain began. Soft, gentle, persistent, threatening to douse the fire. Tom Price cursed loudly as he dragged burning wood from the fire and re-built it in a corner where a part of the barn roof remained to afford some shelter. He settled down again to pleasure himself in a coloured reminiscence of the past five years.

Yes, he’d had a Rolls Royce, and smart clothes, real high-class stuff, there for the taking, no-one to deny his right to anything he wanted. Good days, those days when he was on his own.

Then he’d had to abandon the Rolls for want of petrol, the clothes had soon deteriorated and become verminous in a nomadic gypsy life and he’d thrown in his lot with Arthur Wormley and his National Unity Force. He’d stayed there for that first winter. There were perhaps thirty in that group, well disciplined, organised and quite frighteningly efficient, given the circumstances.

But Tom Price was not a man to subject his individuality to the common good. Wormley’s communistic regime demanded more of him that he was prepared to give. There had been an unfortunate incident and Tom had taken to the road again in the following spring.

The period that followed, seen in rosy retrospect, did not seem so bad either. He had forgotten the all too frequent hunger and thirst, the shattering loneliness and the cold, cold nights. He remembered only the freedom, the taste of fresh caught fish and rabbit skewered on green sticks over the fire.

Then he had made a mistake. Joined up with Abby Grant, Greg Preston and Jenny, Ruth and the others. He had never felt one of them, it seemed to him that they accepted him with poor grace, taking no account of his true value to them, working him like a dog to grub a living from the soil.

But he’d stayed. He supposed it had become a habit. Anyway, what would they have done without him? They’d never have survived. You needed brains to survive, brains and ideas. He was an ideas man, they’d never understood that about him, instead they’d treated him as casual labour. Especially Abby.

It had been her crazy idea to uproot them all, resettle in the Mediterranean, Egypt or somewhere. They wouldn’t constantly have to fight the climate, work like dogs to live through the winter. They’d be able to build a better life. He’d warned against it but they hadn’t listened.

So they had packed up and driven down to the south coast. And the gang of boys had found them and followed them. If the only boat they had been able to find intact had been larger, the disaster that followed would never have happened. But Abby had to make two trips across the channel to the French coast, first taking Greg, Jenny and the others, then returning for Tom Price and Philip Patterson who had been left behind to guard the stores.

But the boys had attacked as Abby approached the beach on the return journey and now she and Philip were dead and Tom was alone. It was all Abby Grant’s fault. Entirely her fault.

Somehow being able to lay the blame for events so positively on another’s shoulders, dead though she was, eased Tom Price’s mind.

A single split second of time in that final bloody scene on the beach stayed in his mind, worrying him. When she should have fired at the boy who had killed Philip, Abby hesitated, lowered her gun, started to say something. He could make no sense of it.

Price built up his fire and settled down to sleep, taking the nagging problem with him into his dreams.

When he woke in the cold drizzling dawn, stiff and aching with hunger, the fire damp and dead beside him, he thought he had the answer. Although not a man of sensitivity, he shuddered at the horror of it. Abby had recognised her son in that last second. But had he recognised her? Did he know that he had gunned down his own mother? If he did, what would that knowledge do to him? What sort of man would he grow up to be? Then the more immediate and pressing problem of his own survival consumed his thoughts. He put away the knowledge of Peter Grant’s crime, relegating it for the moment to his memory. One day, who could tell, one day that knowledge might prove useful.

He dried his shotgun with the hem of his coat, loaded his meagre possessions into his pockets and set off again towards Dover. He knew there was a group there. Perhaps they would allow him to join for a while, until he got back on his feet. Perhaps they would appreciate him more than Abby Grant had. After all, he had considerable talents to offer, hadn’t he?

It had stopped raining but there was a heavy morning mist. He was stiff and weary. One of his molar teeth began to ache.

***
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The boys had eaten well, gorged themselves on the stock of stolen food. Peter had sat silently with them at the fire, eaten what was put in front of him, contributed nothing to the brash adolescent gaiety. For their part, the others let him be. He would get over it, this mood.

When they started on the whisky Peter left them suddenly, lurching off into the coppice clutching his shotgun to his stomach, doubled over like an old man. In the black loneliness of the small wood he was abruptly and violently sick. He collapsed onto the ground, grinding his face into the mossy leaf-covered carpet of the wood, and he cried tears of total desolation, cried until he was empty of all emotion, until the cold of the night entered him and took a permanent place in his heart.

He lost track of time. It seemed years before the soft, gentle but insistent rain began. Peter made his way back to the encampment, walking slowly on weak legs.

The rain had doused the fire. Beside the ashes was an empty whisky bottle, abandoned amongst the debris of the meal. Dennis, Richard and Clive had thrown the bikes out of the rear of the Range Rover and had bedded down in the space thus created. He could hear one of them snoring. He got into the passenger seat and closed the door against the rain. The others did not stir.

Peter was wet and cold and he shivered the night away. He did not sleep.

It was full light when Dennis and the other two woke. It had stopped raining. They found that Peter had re-lit the fire. He was sat a few yards from it, cleaning his shotgun. The metal of the double barrels gleamed in the weak, mist-filtered morning sun.

Dennis felt bad. His head ached, his mouth was gritty and furred, his stomach churned with what he thought was hunger. He had never been that drunk before. He was edgy, irritable with the world. The other two were in scarcely better condition.

Peter did not look up when the others tumbled out of the back of the Range Rover, stretching and coughing. Dennis approached him, irritated at Peter’s continued silence.

‘Where’s bloody breakfast then?’ he demanded.

Peter said nothing.

Dennis picked up the empty whisky bottle and lobbed it at him. It struck Peter lightly on the shoulder and bounced away.

‘I’m talking to you, dummy,’ Dennis said.

Richard and Clive stood apart from the scene, knowing Dennis’ temper of old.

‘You killed a couple of people, so what? You never going to talk again?’

He received no reply. Peter did not even look at him, just sat cuddling the shotgun.

Dennis was suddenly tired of the battle. He felt bad. He could sort the kid out later. He turned away with a parting shot. ‘Next time take the women alive. We could’ve all given her one ‘fore we killed her. Do, you good, a good blow-through, make a bloody man of you.’

‘Dennis...’ Peter said.

Dennis turned to face him. ‘Found your bloody voice, have you?’ he said.

Peter moved the shotgun slightly and fired, all in one easy movement. At a range of six feet the pellets blasted a gaping hole in Dennis’ upper chest and smashed him backwards off his feet. He landed across the fire. The flames flattened momentarily, then began to lick at his clothing.

Following the blast of the shotgun there was silence. Richard and Clive stood staring dumbly at the body of their leader. Peter did not move.

Eventually Clive spoke. ‘Bloody hell! ...’

Peter broke the shotgun, ejecting the spent cartridge. He re-loaded and sat down with the gun pointing towards the ground but generally in the direction of the other two. Surprising how easy it was to kill, after the first time.

‘Jesus!’ said Richard.

They stared at the killer. His dark hair was long and lank, framing a well-structured face. There was a smudge of first hair upon his chin and upper lip. His eyes held them, blank unenquiring, cold.

‘What’re we going to do?’ Richard asked.

‘Pull him out of the fire,’ Peter ordered.

They instinctively obeyed the new leader, then stood by the body, uncertain and afraid. It did not occur to either of them to ask Peter why he had killed Dennis. It was irrelevant. 

‘I mean, he’s dead, what’ll we do now?’ Richard asked. 

‘You’ll do what I tell you,’ Peter said.
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He was sixteen years of age.
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It was five years since the Great Death.
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They buried Dennis in a shallow grave on the outskirts of the wood. Then they had breakfast.

Peter Grant said little, apart from giving instructions for the burial. Clive and Richard ate little but Peter had recovered his appetite. Still he was far from the quiet unassuming character they had known. There was an aura of menace about the boy, an animal ferocity in his silence that formed a tangible barrier between him and the world. And he never put the shotgun down, carried it everywhere with him as if he were a cripple and the gun his only support.

After the meal Peter stood up. The other two looked at him, waiting for him to pronounce on the future.

‘Tidy up here. Then go back to sleep,’ Peter said.

‘Hadn’t we better move on?’ Richard asked, looking with vague guilt in the direction of the grave.

‘You’re both tired out. Useless. If anything happened you’d be useless. I’ll wake you when I get back.’

‘You’re going?’

‘Where’re you going?’ they asked together.

They feared him, but he was now their best hope of survival, a better hope than Dennis had been. Dennis was already history, Peter the vital present. The prospect that he might abandon them was suddenly appalling. He seemed to know what they were thinking.

‘I’ll be back,’ he said, and walked off into the trees.

‘What d’we do?’ Clive asked when he had gone. He was taller than Richard and Peter but had always been lowest in the pecking order.

Richard stared into space, picking absently at his nose. He felt suddenly very tired.

‘Clear up here, then go back to sleep,’ he said.

Once clear of the copse, Peter headed for a low knoll a quarter of a mile away. The sky was heavy with cloud but he sensed that it would not rain that day. The long grass underfoot was soft and springy, still wet from last night’s drizzle. When he reached the top of the knoll he climbed the only tree and sat on a low branch, looking out over the countryside. It was still possible to see vaguely the outline of the fields but the hedges had sprawled and the fields themselves were now lost acres of savannah grassland. To his left was the straight scar of the coast road, patched green where vegetation had erupted through the tarmac. A few more years and the roads would disappear. The few houses were identified as irregular mounds of ivy, bellbind and bramble, only in the towns and villages were some of the houses still habitable, in the rural areas a dry roof was hard to come by these days and more often than not a dry building was a sign of habitation.

He had left the others because he needed to think. He could no longer drift along, borne by the tides of someone else’s inclination. He had to make decisions now.

At first there had been Mr Fielding. When boys started to die and communications ceased and the parents had not come, Mr Fielding took a group of sixteen boys, those who were not ill, away from the old buildings of the boarding school and into the country. The idea had been to isolate themselves until the epidemic eased. But the epidemic had not eased and seven of the sixteen boys had died in the first week.

Fielding found a farmhouse, buried the only occupant and set up home with his unbalanced group. Food rapidly ran short and they went scavenging in groups, supplementing their diet with rabbits and stray chickens. They lived like this for two years, becoming steadily dirtier and hungrier as they had to forage further and further afield. During that time they saw only the occasional human being and always kept their distance as Fielding was desperately afraid of contamination. Then they had been raided.

There were six men in a jeep, armed with shotguns. They said they were the National Unity Force. They took half of the meagre food stock. That winter Mr Fielding fell ill. He died in the spring.

The boys were as near starving as made no difference. They split naturally into two groups under the leadership of the two oldest boys, left the farmhouse and went their own ways.

Peter’s group numbered five. They survived the summer well enough, scavenging, sleeping rough, always merry, but in the autumn one of the boys complained of violent stomach pains. He died a week later. A second boy fell through the decayed roof of an old house they were looting. His leg had a piece of bone sticking through the skin. He screamed all the time and they did not know what to do with him. In the end he became unconscious and they convinced themselves he was dead and went away and left him behind. The three of them joined a small group who had formed a farming commune near Ashford. There were no other children and they were made welcome. The work was heavy but the food vastly better than that to which they had been accustomed. The other two boys rapidly settled in but Peter remained aloof. He was certain his mother was still alive.

He remained with the group until the following spring. Then one night he took a rucksack, food, matches, a map and a kitchen knife for defence, and took off to look for his mother. It took him a month to find his old home. Then he discovered it to be a burnt-out ruin. He set out again for the school, hoping to find a message, anything. But the school buildings were empty and overgrown. He found the body of Doctor Emerson, recognisable by the scraps of clothing and the deaf aid. There was no message. He was finally forced to accept the high probability that his mother was dead.

Peter wandered away from the school, heading for the south coast, although, if asked why he chose that direction, he could not have said. He found that foraging for one was easier than he had thought. He became used to a solitary existence, to long dark nights, to distinguishing between human and animal sounds. He noticed that the small groups wearing the armbands of the National Unity Force were becoming more numerous. He stayed away from them as from all other human contact. He wanted nobody.

For long hours he practised with the knife. It had a long heavy blade but was by no means ideally balanced. Even so, he soon became adept in its use, bringing down a chicken on the run and sometimes even a rabbit.

There were not only humans to avoid. There were now loose in the countryside a generation of bulls who had never known captivity, who had a full set of wicked curving horns and a vicious unpredictable temper. There were the packs of wild dogs, hunting again as their ancestors had, and even the tracks of the new wild pigs were definitely to be avoided.

In those months young Peter Grant grew into early manhood. His body began to fill out, become lithe and hard, and he acquired a talent for individual survival. His natural senses became more acute without his being aware of the fact, his reactions became animal quick and his stamina was out of proportion to his years. Even so, there were still nights when he remembered other times, warm beds, comforting words, loving touches, and salty tears came unbidden through tight-closed eyes.

He came upon Dennis, Richard and Clive on a hot day in late summer, drawn by laughter and splashing sounds. There were three bicycles on the river bank, rucksacks, a pile of clothing and three shotguns. The boys were disporting themselves in the shallow water, chasing and ducking each other, hooting with laughter. Peter had spoken to no-one for six months, nor felt the need to, but now he suddenly wanted to join the fun, strip himself of care for a few moments and join in the joyous abandonment of his unknown contemporaries. He stepped out of cover and the three boys in the water were instantly still and silent, uncomfortably conscious of their vulnerability.

‘What d’you want?’ Dennis had called out.

‘I’d like to come in for a swim.’

‘You alone?’

‘Yes.’

‘Not sick?’

‘No.’

‘Had it?’

‘No, I was never sick.’

‘You armed?’

‘Just a knife.’

Peter showed his only weapon. Dennis laughed, the other two joined in on cue.

‘Cut your nails with it do you?’ Dennis asked slightingly. 

‘Shall I show you?’

Peter spun on his heel and sent the knife winging through the air to stick shuddering in a tree fifteen feet away. Dennis smoothed his wet hair back from his face and spat into the water.

‘Okay,’ he said, ‘get your clothes off, you’re in.’

And afterwards Peter had stayed with them, accepting Dennis’s leadership because it was easy to do and because he had no plans for the future beyond staying alive.

They scavenged in the smaller towns, avoided the National Unity Force patrols, stole from small communities and the occasional traveller, sometimes fed well, sometimes went hungry. And Peter tagged along, always with them but never quite one of them. They acquired bicycles and shotguns, living the life of the parasitic brigand, uncaring of others or of the future.

Then they had chanced upon the group heading for the coast loaded with stores and equipment, too good a target to let pass by. And Peter had done sudden murder on the beach, reacting on the instant, and had stood over the dead body of his mother.

Now he was alone. Alone with Richard and Clive, by his killing of Dennis their acknowledged leader. Now he had to make the decisions.

The clouds broke up and a still warm autumn sun filtered through the leaves of the tree, dappling the face of the young man sitting motionless in the lower branches. He remained deep in thought until well into the afternoon, now and then changing position as his muscles became cramped, wrestling with deeper problems than he had ever before faced. He had been living for the day, now he had to plan for the future.

He had quite quickly realised what had to be done, but he had resisted the idea, seeing it as capitulation, as a move born of weakness. When he clambered down from the tree and began the walk back to the campsite he knew the decision was already made but was not yet prepared to commit himself finally. They had a few weeks grace, the food would last that long.

Clive and Richard were sitting by the fire, eating from cans warmed in the embers. They stood up in awkward greeting as he approached, uncertain of the mood of their new leader.

‘Hello, Pete,’ Clive said tentatively.

‘Want some food?’ Richard asked.

Peter nodded and sat down beside them. Richard hacked open a tin of Irish Stew and set it beside the fire to warm. 

‘See anything?’ Clive asked.

‘No.’

‘We’re all right here for a while then?’

‘We move on in the morning.’

‘Where to?’

‘A quiet spot in the country somewhere.’

‘What for?’

‘A holiday.’

‘Holiday?’

Richard hooked the can out of the fire and pushed it towards Peter with a twig, then handed over a spoon.

‘You having a joke with us, Pete?’ he asked.

‘No.’ Peter ate a spoonful of the Irish Stew. Then he said: ‘You have the same, this Irish Stew?’

‘Yeah,’ Clive said, ‘not bad, eh?’

‘Taste all right to you, did it?’

‘Yeah, fine. Why?’

‘I think it tastes...tinny, sort of metallic.’

‘Mine was all right,’ Richard said, ‘anyway, what’s that got to do with a holiday...how can we take a holiday? I don’t get it.’

‘I’ll tell you,’ Peter said. But he did not speak again until he had finished the food. The others waited impatiently, unhappy in their uncertainty. Peter threw the empty can into the fire and looked up at them. ‘How old d’you think that can of stew was?’ he asked.

Richard shrugged. ‘Five Or six years.’

‘At least. It’s five years since the Death. We don’t know how old it was before then. Could have been seven or eight years old, that can.’ 

‘So what?’ said Clive, ‘last forever canned stuff does.’

‘No it doesn’t, that’s the point. Canned food is past its best after two years, I read that somewhere. You can eat it after that, it’s perfectly okay and if it’s stored in perfect conditions it’ll be eatable for, well, fifteen maybe twenty years, perhaps more. But the stuff we’re getting hold of has had two mild winters, three cold winters and some damn hot summers in between. That’s not ideal conditions.’

‘Well, it’s still okay. If it wasn’t we’d have been ill wouldn’t we?’ Clive said.

‘It’s okay now but it’s already seven years old. Even supposing we can go on finding tinned food to live on, how long’s it going to be before it’s useless? I’ll tell you, inside a year or two, there’ll be none left fit to eat.’

‘So we find other stuff.’

‘You think we’re going to find a load like this every week? We won’t. Raiding settlements is risky. Sooner or later we’d get killed. There’s fewer people on the roads now and in the winter there’s no-one about except the National Unity Force. They raid the settlements for food anyway so there’s not much left for the likes of us to pick up.’

‘You saying we’ve had it, Pete?’ Richard asked.

‘Not yet. We can go on as we are for months, maybe a year or so if we stay out of the way of the NUF, but in the end we’d starve. Better to do something about it now than wait for that.’

‘Like what. What can we do, join a settlement?’

‘We could. If you fancy working your fingers to the bone all year round then having the NUF take half of what little you’ve got.’

‘Well we’d do okay,’ Richard said. ‘Even when this lot’s gone we can shoot stuff. There’s pigs and chickens and cows about for the taking, we’d be okay.’

‘Until the ammunition runs out. What then?’

‘Nick some more.’

‘There won’t be any more. The NUF are taking over. They’ll have all the guns, ammunition, petrol and food under their control within a year. What then?’

‘Dunno.’

‘Right, so we don’t have much of a choice. If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em.’

‘What!’

‘We join up with the National Unity Force.’

‘Sod that Peter! They’re like bloody commies, Nazis or something.’

Peter shrugged. ‘Okay, so die then.’

‘I mean,’ Clive said, ‘we’d have to do what we was told.’ 

‘That’s right.’

‘You want that?’

‘No. But I don’t particularly want to die either. Maybe in time things will change, until then they’re our best bet.’

‘I don’t like it,’ Richard said.

Peter shrugged.

‘We don’t have to do it now, do we?’ Clive asked, ‘I mean, we can use up the grub we’ve got, then decide, can’t we?’

‘Yes. That’s why I said we’d take a holiday. Enjoy what we’ve got until it runs out. After that I’m joining the NUF. What you do is up to you.’

‘They might not take us,’ Richard said.

‘They will. They want complete power, that’s obvious. They don’t want people like us running about armed to the teeth, stealing what we want, doing what we like. They’d rather have us where they can keep an eye on us. They want everybody and everything. They’ll take us all right.’

‘Suppose we’d get fed,’ said Clive dubiously.

‘The NUF will eat even if everyone else is starving,’ said Peter sardonically, ‘you can bet on that.’

‘My Dad said never volunteer for nothing,’ Richard observed.

‘Where is he now?’ Peter asked harshly.

Richard looked away. ‘Dead, isn’t he.’

‘Exactly.’

The subject was not raised again. An hour later they packed the Range Rover and the trailer and set off on holiday.

***
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Tom Price was in poor shape when he reached the barrier across the road on the outskirts of Dover. He had not eaten for two days, he had slept little and badly, and he was desperately tired.

When he saw the men behind the barrier he waved wearily and revealed the shotgun, holding it by the stock with the muzzle pointing to the ground in what he hoped would be seen as a gesture of friendliness.

They came out to meet him, three men armed with two shotguns and a rifle. The ginger-headed man with the hooked nose seemed to be the leader. His greeting was hardly promising.

‘Who’re you? What d’you want?’

‘I’m Tom Price, I want to join you.’ He would have been unable to keep the self-pitying whine from his voice even had he deemed it wise. As things were, subservience seemed the order of the day.

‘Where’d you come from?’

They were covering him with their weapons, openly hostile, faces hard with suspicion.

‘Down the coast. I was with a party. We were all going over to France on a boat, see? But they abandoned me, left me behind... after all I’d done for them too.’

The red-haired man stuck the barrel of his gun into Price’s face. Price moved away from it.

‘Here...steady on, man.’

‘You’re a liar. You’re an NUF spy.’

‘What! Me? Never. Look at me, do I look like a spy?’ 

‘Yes, mate. You look just like a bloody spy.’

Then Tom Price had a rare flash of genius. He recalled that Greg, Ruth and Bill had spoken to some of the Dover people on the journey down to the coast and had been offered a trip to France, at a price.

‘I can prove it,’ he said hastily. ‘I can prove I’m telling the truth. We came by here two weeks ago. Some of our group came in here, spoke to some of your people. Two men and a woman, Greg, Bill and Ruth. You offered them a trip over to France.’

‘Not me.’

‘Someone. Whoever it was wanted petrol and food in payment but they didn’t trust you, moved on down the coast and found a boat.’

‘There aren’t any boats left fit to go to sea in. We collected them all.’

‘This one was on a trailer in front of a house, back in a town.’

‘What town?’

‘I don’t know, man. How should I know? It’s the truth I tell you...’

‘And they left you behind?’

‘They did, the bastards.’

‘Why?’

A good question. And one that Tom Price had not properly prepared for. But he had a facility with words. He was an accomplished liar, often uncertain himself where his lies, his wild fantasies ended and the truth began. He had already accepted the fabrication of his abandonment as truth and outraged innocence showed in his reply.

‘A mouth too many to feed, boy, that’s what it was. That’s what it came to. Different story in the settlement, when they needed me to bring in the food, manage the crops for them, useful I was then, different story then I can tell you. Live off the land, I can, see.’

‘You’re a farmer then?’

‘Oh, yes. Farm manager for Lord Glamorgan, I was. Had charge of seven thousand acres. Twenty men under me. Head gamekeeper as well, see. Bred thousands of pheasants and such, like putty in me hands those birds were. Man of nature see, know about those things I do.’

The men were uncertain. Little as Tom Price looked like an ex-farm manager for a wealthy landowner, he looked and sounded even less like an NUF spy.

‘Come with me,’ said the ginger haired man.

They put him in the back of a small van parked beside the barricade and drove him into the town of Dover, through main streets which had been cleared of abandoned and rusting vehicles just sufficiently to allow passage. Most of the side roads were still blocked and skulls and crossbones were daubed in white paint on the corner buildings, all the warning needed to keep enterprising scavengers away.

The van stopped in the dock area. He was taken into a tall building overlooking the harbour and locked in a small, bare windowless room. After a while a man unlocked the door and entered, stood looking at Price. He was in his mid-forties, short and plump, almost completely bald. He had intense blue eyes, the eyes of an interrogator. But he seemed amiable enough.

‘You’ve had a rough time I hear,’ he said as Price scrambled to his feet.

‘Yes, sir. That’s true. Thought I’d be welcome here I did, man of my talents and abilities.’

‘You must forgive my men. We’ve had a lot of trouble from the NUF. They’ll try to wipe us out one day I expect.’

‘But not yet, eh? You don’t expect that yet?’ Price enquired anxiously.

The man smiled briefly. ‘No, not yet. We’re fairly well dug in here. However, I was referring to your misfortune before you came here. You were abandoned by your group you say?’

‘That’s right...’ Price began to repeat his story but the man cut him short.

‘I heard.’ Then he unexpectedly put out his hand. ‘My name is Wallace. You could say I’m in charge here.’

Tom Price stuck out his hand eagerly, unabashed by the fact that it was grimy, the long nails split and broken, packed with dirt. Wallace took it nonetheless. His grip was firm and definite.

‘Tom Price, sir. Pleasure to meet you, sir.’

‘Now, what are we to do with you Tom Price? We have no farms here.’

‘I’m very handy sir, very adaptable, turn me hand to anything I can.’

‘What about fishing?’

‘Ah, fishing,’ said Tom, spreading his hands in an expansive gesture, ‘second nature to me, fishing. When I was working with Lord Glamorgan...called me Tom, he did... "Tom" he’d say to me, "don’t know where I’d be without you." Salmon, trout, you name it I’ve caught it...never short of salmon on his Lordship’s table I’ll tell you.’
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