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FOREWORD


I wrote Fugue for a Darkening Island in 1971 and it was published in hardcover the following year. Although it is not a political story, it is about the effects of politics and that sort of subject was certainly an influence at the time of writing. The main instinct behind it, though, was a literary one.


I was a young and newly established freelance writer and I was still feeling my way, basically trying to decide whether or not I wanted to write science fiction. One of the traditions of British science fiction is the ‘disaster’ or ‘catastrophe’ novel, popular during the 1950s. Authors like John Wyndham, John Christopher, Charles Eric Maine, J. T. McIntosh (and a few others) came up with many ingenious ways of ending the world, and are now identified with the form. In 1971, I was reflecting that it had been several years since anyone had tried to write a disaster novel of that kind, and I wondered if it would still be possible in what then felt like the modern age.


The 1950s period for those earlier books was not coincidental. This was the aftermath of the Second World War, in which the country was going through a difficult period, with a wrecked economy, many cities in ruins, food and power in short supply. In addition there was the background thunder of an Empire collapsing. Several writers and critics have observed that while novels like The Day of the Triffids (Wyndham) or The World in Winter (Christopher) were being written, both their authors and their readers were living in a country where foreground and background were uniquely depressing.


That was not the case when I was contemplating Fugue at the beginning of the 1970s. Britain had become a prosperous, exciting and creative place again. Depressing thoughts were far away. On the face of it my idea of writing an updated version of the form seemed rather abstract, like a workshop exercise.


Perhaps others were thinking along the same lines. The July 1968 edition of the magazine New Worlds carried a cover by the American film-maker Steve Dwoskin. His graphic consisted of eight plain words: What is the exact nature of the catastrophe? I’ve no idea what Dwoskin intended by this, but the rhetorical question actually spoke to me. It made me wonder, in the context of disaster novels, what truly was the nature of the catastrophe being described. Such novels all dealt with a series of external events which led to a breakdown of civilization around the world, but in any disaster the only thing that really matters is the impact it has on the people involved.


I started thinking about that approach, to concentrate on the personal impact on one ordinary victim, rather than attempt a picture of global disaster.


But I also required a global disaster.


Although 1971 was a relatively stable period in Britain, there were two great social upheavals in progress, well remembered by those who were there.


The first was the sectarian violence erupting throughout Northern Ireland. This was the background to daily life for everyone in Britain, constantly on television and in the newspapers, with the horrors not only escalating week by week but seeming to add up to an insoluble dilemma. As I had no vested interest in the various sectarian causes, what affected me most was a horrified awareness of so much violence and disruption. Many people were forced to leave their homes, streets were blockaded, paramilitary groups emerged, large sections of the police were not neutral, there was endless cruelty and fighting and rioting, both sides attacked each other with car bombs, guns, punishment beatings and a lot more.


Much of what I went on to describe in Fugue for a Darkening Island was my nightmare vision of this sort of violent instability spreading to the rest of the country. It still lacked a global dimension, though, something that might conceivably start it happening.


In 1971, the United Kingdom was being run by the Conservatives, led by Edward Heath. In Africa a problem was arising. For several decades people from the Indian subcontinent had been moving to East African countries, where jobs were available. These people were of uncertain nationhood: although ethnically from India and Pakistan they carried British passports. In the early 1970s, they were suddenly forced by dictatorship régimes to leave Kenya and Uganda and most of them moved to Britain.


Because they numbered in the tens of thousands, agitators from the extreme right wing attempted to stir up racist feelings against the new arrivals. In particular, Enoch Powell, then a member of the government, made several inflammatory speeches, warning, for instance, of ‘rivers of blood’. It was a nasty episode, but it was relatively short-lived. Assimilation soon began, and by now is complete.


When I thought about a similar refugee crisis erupting from across the whole of the African continent, I realized I had a disaster whose global proportions would create the kind of scenario of violence and disruption that I was trying to imagine.


This version of Fugue for a Darkening Island is fully revised. I have wanted a chance to modify the book for many years, for a number of reasons.


The main one was that as time went by sensibilities about the subject matter began to change, attitudes to it changed, even the vocabulary of it changed. The story, which I saw as an attempt to describe a global disaster in the ironic and liberal terms of its day, gradually became misunderstood.


This change was for me dramatized by two reviews that were published several years apart in the same magazine: the trendily political Time Out.


When Fugue was first published the reviewer in Time Out was extravagant in his praise. What he saw as my anti-racist views and descriptions of a country torn apart by extremists were highly recommended. A few years later, when the book was republished, Time Out reviewed it again. (Different reviewer, but same general political credo.) This time I was criticized for being an agitator, a fellow-traveller of the right wing.


As my novel was politically neutral I felt both critical opinions were off the mark, but I did not like being lined up with racists. It was around that time that I decided I should have to look at the novel again one day. Now it has been done. While I dislike political correctness, I have removed anything that I think could lead to overt political interpretation, on either side.


There was another reason too. Fugue was my first attempt at a serious novel, with serious subject matter. It was ambitious and complex and for a while I struggled with the writing of it. For me it was a time when my writing was changing and I was open to influences. Cool detachment was a sort of common literary language at the time and I found it attractive. I had been reading not only the ‘new wave’ of science fiction writers but also American writers like Richard Brautigan, Kurt Vonnegut Jr and Jerzy Kosinski. I liked their attitude, which allowed for the description of thrilling or horrific events in unemotional language. This seemed to me to heighten the thrills, make the horror more terrible.


But nearly four decades later I’m not so sure that that level of detachment was right for Fugue. Some dispassion remains, but this revised version is much more engaged, the weaknesses of the characters are fully acknowledged, the pain hurts more, the anger finds a voice.


It is still the same story as before, but now I believe it works more effectively. It has not been ‘up-dated’. For all its depiction of unpleasant events the story was written before the onset of world terrorism. The social and political changes that have taken place because of that are not shown. In this sense Fugue is a glimpse of the past. It is also a reminder of a world where there were no emails, no DVDs, no internet, no CCTV cameras, no DNA testing, no mobile phones, no genetically modified food, no digital cameras, no laser or keyhole or stem-cell surgery, no satellite television, Britain had not yet joined the EU, the euro had not been invented … the list goes on. How the presence of any of these might have affected the way the story was told can now be only a matter for speculation.


Christopher Priest




Fugue for a Darkening Island


I have white skin. Light brown hair. Blue eyes. I am tall. I usually dress conservatively: sports jackets, corduroy trousers, knitted ties. I wear spectacles for reading, though they are more an affectation than a necessity. I smoke cigarettes occasionally. Sometimes I drink alcohol. I do not believe in God; I do not go to church; I do not have any objections to other people doing so. When I married my wife, I was in love with her. I am very fond of my daughter Sally. I have no political ambitions. My name is Alan Whitman.


My skin is smudged with dirt. My hair is dry, salt-encrusted and itchy. I have blue eyes. I am tall. I am wearing now what I was wearing six months ago, and I smell awful. I have lost my spectacles, and learned to live without them. I do not smoke at all most of the time, though when cigarettes are available I smoke them continually. I am able to get drunk about once a month. I do not believe in God; I do not go to church. When I last saw my wife, I was cursing her, though I have learned to regret it. I am very fond of my daughter Sally. I do not think I have political ambitions. My name is Alan Whitman.


I met Rafiq in a village ruined by an artillery bombardment. I disliked him the moment I saw him and it was clearly returned. We ignored each other after the first moments of caution. I was looking for food in the village, knowing that as the bombardment was only just over it would not yet have been completely plundered. There were several houses still intact and I ignored these, knowing from experience that the ground troops ransacked these first. It was more fruitful to sift through the rubble of partially destroyed buildings.


Working methodically, by midday I had filled two haversacks with canned food and had stolen for future barter three road maps from abandoned cars. I did not see the other man, Rafiq, again during the morning.


I found a field on the outskirts of the village which had been cultivated at one time. In one corner I discovered a row of freshly dug graves, each marked with a simple piece of wood upon which were stapled metal dog-tags bearing the name of the soldier. I looked at the names, and guessed they had been Africans.


As that part of the field was the most secluded I sat down near the graves and opened one of the cans. The meat stew inside was horrible: half-cooked and greasy. I ate it hungrily.


Afterwards, I walked out to the wreck of the helicopter that had crashed nearby. It was not likely to have any food on board, though if the instruments were recoverable they might be suitable for future exchanges. I needed a compass most of all, though it was unlikely the helicopter would have carried one that could either be easily detached or would be usable without the helicopter power supply. When I reached the wreck I saw that the other man was inside the smashed cockpit, working at the dashboard with a long-bladed knife in an attempt to remove an instrument. When he became aware of my presence he straightened slowly, his hand moving towards a pocket. He turned to face me, and for several minutes we regarded each other carefully, each seeing in the other a man who responded to a situation in the same way as himself.


This was how I fell in with Rafiq and his group.


We realized we would probably be forced to abandon our house in Southgate the day the barricade was erected at the end of our road. Although terrified by the prospect we did nothing, because for several days we thought we might be able to adjust to the new mode of life.


I had no idea who had built the barricade. As we lived at the far end of the road, near to the edge of the playing fields, we did not hear the noises in the night, but when Isobel took the car down the road to take Sally to school she returned almost at once with the news.


It was the first tangible sign in our lives that irrevocable change was taking place in the country. Ours was not the first of such barricades, but there were few others in our particular neighbourhood.


When Isobel told me about it I walked down to see it for myself. It did not appear to be very strongly constructed. It was made mostly of wooden supports and barbed-wire loops, but its symbolism was unmistakable. There were a few men standing around, some of whom I recognized as neighbours. I nodded cautiously to them.


The following day we were at home when we heard the noise of the Martins being evicted. They lived almost opposite us. We had not had much to do with them and since the Afrim landings had seen even less of them. Vincent Martin was a highly qualified research technician and worked at an aircraft components factory in Hatfield. His wife stayed at home, looking after their three children. They were West Indians.


At the time of their eviction I had nothing to do with the street patrol which was responsible for it. Within a week, though, all men in the street had been enrolled, and every member of their families was given a pass which had to be carried at all times as identification. We saw the passes as potentially the most valuable possessions we had, as by this time we were no longer blind to what was going on around us.


Cars were allowed in and out of the street only at certain times and the barricade patrols enforced this rule with absolute inflexibility. As the street opened on to a main road which government regulations kept clear of parked traffic after six in the evening, it meant that if you arrived home after the barricade had closed you had to find somewhere else to park. As most streets quickly followed our example and closed their entrances, this meant that you had to leave your car at a great distance from home, and walking the rest of the way at such a time was hazardous.


The normal strength of a street patrol was two men, although on a few occasions this was doubled and on the night before we finally decided to leave there were fourteen men. I was part of a patrol three times; sharing the duty with a different man each time. Our function was simple. While one man stayed at the barricade with the shotgun, the other walked up and down the street four times. The positions were then reversed, and so on through the night.


While I was at the barricade I was always most worried in case a police car came along. Although I did see their cars on many occasions, none of them ever stopped. During meetings of the patrol committee, the question of what to do in such an event was often raised but no satisfactory answer was given, at least as far as I was concerned.


In practice we and the police would leave each other alone, though everyone heard stories of battles between the occupants of barricaded streets and riot-shielded police. No news of these fights ever appeared in the newspapers or on television, and the absence was more noticeable than the news itself would have been.


The true purpose of the shotgun was to deter illegal squatters from attempting to enter the street, and secondarily to show it as a form of protest. If the government and the armed forces were unable or unwilling to protect our homes then we would take the matter into our own hands. Such was the essence of what was printed on the backs of our pass tickets, and was the unspoken creed of the men on the street patrol. We had literally taken the law into our own hands.


For my own part I was uneasy. The burnt-out shell of the Martins’ house opposite ours was a constant reminder of the violence inherent in the patrols, and the never-ending parade of homeless shambling through the night past the barricades was upsetting.


I was asleep at home during the night the barricade on the next street fell. I had heard that the patrol was to be enlarged because of the way things were going, but it was not my turn of duty.


Our first awareness of the fighting in the next street was the firing of a shot nearby. While Isobel took Sally downstairs to shelter in the space beneath the staircase, I dressed hurriedly and went to join the patrol at the barricade. Here, the men of the street stared sullenly at the army lorries and police vans parked across the main road. About thirty armed soldiers faced us, obviously nervous of what we might do, or even perhaps of what they might be ordered to do.


Three water cannons rumbled past and disappeared through the jumble of military vehicles towards the next street. From time to time we heard more shots and the sound of voices shouting angrily. A few of the explosions were deeper and more powerful and slowly a red glow brightened, silhouetting the houses that were opposite the end of our gardens. More army lorries and police vans arrived and the men inside ran towards the street. We at our barricade said nothing, only too aware of the flagrant provocation and absolute inadequacy that our solitary shotgun represented. It was kept fully loaded, but out of sight. At that time, I would not have liked to be the man holding it.


We waited at the barricade all night, listening to the sounds of the battle only a short distance away. As dawn came the noise gradually lessened. We saw the bodies of several soldiers and policemen carried away, and many more wounded were driven off in ambulances.


As the full light of day arrived, nearly two hundred white people, some dressed in only their nightclothes, were escorted by the police towards a fleet of ambulances and lorries parked by the Underground station at the far end of the main road. As they passed our barricade some of them tried to argue or reason with us, pleading to be taken in, but were herded on by the soldiers. While they passed I looked at the men on our side of the barricade and wondered whether the hard lack of expression was also on my own face.


We waited for the activity outside to die down, but the sound of gunfire continued sporadically for many hours. We saw no normal traffic on the road and assumed that it had been diverted. One of the men at our barricade was carrying a transistor radio, and we listened anxiously to each of the BBC’s news bulletins hoping to hear some word of reassurance.


By ten o’clock in the morning it was apparent that events were quietening down. Most of the police vehicles had driven away but the army was still around us. About once every five minutes there was a gunshot, but the firing was some distance away. A few houses in the next street were still burning but there was no sign of the fires spreading.


As soon as I could manage it I slipped away from the barricade and walked back to my house.


I found Isobel and Sally still sheltering under the stairs. Isobel had withdrawn almost entirely into her fear. She had lost all colour in her face, the pupils of her eyes were dilated and she slurred her speech when she spoke. Sally was little better. Their story was a garbled and incomplete recounting of a series of events they had experienced at second hand: explosions, shouting voices, gunfire and the spreading crackle of burning wood, all heard as they huddled in a terrified state in the dark. While I made them tea and warmed up some food, I inspected the damage to the house.


A petrol bomb had exploded in the garden, setting fire to our shed. All the windows at the back of the house had been broken or cracked, and I found several bullets lodged in the walls. Even as I stood in the back room a bullet flew through the window and narrowly missed me.


I crawled on my hands and knees to the window and peered through.


Our house normally had a view across the gardens to the houses in the next street. As I knelt there I saw that of them only about a half of those buildings were still intact. I could see movement through the windows of some of these, as people passed through the rooms. One man, a short guy in filthy clothes, stood in the garden sheltering behind a part of a fence. It was he who had fired his gun at me. As I watched he fired again, this time at the house next to mine.


When Isobel and Sally were dressed we took the three suitcases we had packed the previous week and I put them in the car. While Isobel went through the house and systematically locked all interconnecting doors and cupboards, I collected our cash.


Shortly afterwards, we drove down to the barricade. Here we were stopped by the other men.


‘Where do you think you’re going, Whitman?’ one of them asked me. It was Johnson, one of the men with whom I had shared a patrol three nights before.


‘We’re leaving,’ I said. ‘We’re going to Isobel’s parents.’


Johnson reached in through the open window, turned off the ignition before I could stop him. He withdrew the key.


‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘No one leaves. If we all ran out, these people would swarm in like vermin.’


Several of the men had crowded round. By my side, I felt Isobel tense. Sally was in the back. I didn’t care to think how this was affecting her.


‘We can’t stay here. Our house overlooks those others. It’s only a matter of time before they come through the gardens.’


I saw several of the men glance at one another.


Johnson, whose house was not on the same side as ours, said stubbornly, ‘We have to stick together. It’s our only hope.’


Isobel leaned over me and looked up at Johnson imploringly.


‘Please,’ she said. ‘Have you thought of us? What about your own wife? Does she want to stay?’


‘It’s only a matter of time,’ I said again. ‘You’ve seen what has happened in other places. Once the Afrims have a street to themselves, they spread through the rest of the district in a few nights.’


‘But the law is on our side,’ one of the other men said, nodding his head in the direction of the soldiers outside the barricade.


‘They’re not on anyone’s side. You might as well pull down the barricade. It’s useless now.’


Johnson moved away from the car window and went to speak to one of the other men. It was Nicholson, one of the leaders of the patrol committee. After a few seconds, Nicholson himself came over.


‘You’re not leaving,’ he said finally. ‘No one’s leaving. Get the car away from here and come back on barricade duty. It’s all we can do.’


He tossed in the ignition key and it fell on Isobel’s lap. She picked it up. I wound the handle and closed the window tightly.


As I started the engine, I said to Isobel, ‘Do you want to chance it?’


She looked at the men in front of us and at the barbed wire barricade, then at the armed soldiers beyond it. She said nothing.


Behind us, Sally was crying.


‘I want to go home, Daddy,’ she said.


I turned the car round and drove back slowly to our house. As we passed one of the other houses on the same side of the street as our own, we heard the sound of a woman screaming inside. I glanced at Isobel and saw her close her eyes.


I stopped the car by the house. It looked so normal, so familiar. We sat in the car and made no move to get out. I left the engine running. To turn it off would have been too final.


After a while I put the car into forward gear and drove down to the end of the street, towards the recreation field. When the barricade had been erected at the main road end, only two strands of wire had been put across here and it was normally unmanned. So it was now. There was no one around. Like the rest of the street the appearance of the sports field was at once disturbingly normal and abnormal. I stopped the car, jumped out and pulled down the wire. Beyond it was a wooden fence held in place by a row of stakes. I tried it with my hands, and found that it was firm but not immovable.


I drove the car over the wire and stopped with the bumper touching the wooden fence. In first gear I pushed the fence until it snapped and fell. In front of us the recreation field was deserted.


I drove across it, feeling the car lurch in and out of the ruts of the previous year’s sport.


I pulled myself out of the water and lay on the bank of the river, struggling to recover my breath. The physical shock of the cold water had exhausted me. Every part of my body ached and throbbed. I lay still, trying to will the warmth back into my body.


Five minutes later I stood up then looked back across the water to where Isobel and Sally were waiting for me. I walked upstream until I was directly opposite them, carrying the end of the rope I had towed behind me. Isobel was sitting on the soil of the bank, not watching me but staring blankly downstream. By her side Sally stood attentively.


I shouted instructions to them across the water. I saw Sally saying something to Isobel, and Isobel shaking her head. I stood impatiently, feeling my muscles shivering into the beginnings of cramp. I shouted again and Isobel stood up. Sally and she tied the end of the rope around their waists and across their chests in the manner I had shown them, then walked nervously to the edge of the water.


In my impatience I may have pulled the rope too hard. Just as they reached the edge of the water they fell forward and began floundering in the shallows. Isobel could not swim and was afraid of drowning. I could see Sally struggling with her, trying to prevent her mother from crawling back to the bank.


Taking the initiative from both of them I pulled the rope as hard as I could, towing them out into the centre of the river. Whenever Isobel’s face came above the surface, she shouted and screamed in a mixture of fear and anger.


In just under a minute I had them on my side. Sally lay on the muddy bank, staring at me silently. I wanted her to criticize me for what I had done, but she said nothing. Isobel lay on her side, doubled over. She was coughing and choking, spitting out water. When she could speak, her first words were to swear at me. I ignored her.


Although the river was cold from the hills the air was warm. We took stock of our possessions. Nothing had been lost in the crossing, but everything we carried had become soaked. It had been part of the original plan that Isobel should hold our main haversack up out of the water, while Sally supported her. Now all our clothes and food were wet, and our matches for lighting a fire were unusable. We decided it would be best if we removed all our clothes. We took off the outer garments and hung them in the bushes and trees in the hope that they would be dry enough to wear by morning.


We lay together on the ground, shivering miserably, and cuddling each other for warmth. Within half an hour Isobel was asleep, but Sally lay in my arms with her eyes open.


We each knew the other was awake and stayed so for most of the night.


I was to spend the night with a woman named Louise. She had booked a room in a hotel in Goodge Street, and as I had told Isobel that I was taking part in a midnight demonstration at the college I was able to get away from home for a whole night.


Louise and I dined at a small Greek restaurant in Charlotte Street, then, not wishing to spend the entire evening in her hotel room, we went to a cinema in Tottenham Court Road. I cannot recall the title of the film. All I can remember is that it was foreign, that its dialogue was subtitled in English and that it concerned a violently resolved love affair between a coloured man and a white woman. The film contained several scenes of complete sexual frankness. Although the film had not been formally banned, few cinemas were willing to show it. Other cinemas showing films with explicit scenes of the physical act of love had been raided by the police. At the time we saw this film it had been showing for more than a year without any intervention from the authorities.


However, we were unlucky with the date and we made the wrong choice of film. We had bought seats at the rear of the cinema, so when the police burst in by way of the emergency exit doors along each side of the auditorium we were able to see the worked out strategy of the raid. Care had obviously gone into it, ensuring not only surprise but that no one should be able to leave the theatre without being identified and questioned. An armed officer stood at each door and a dozen others formed a cordon around the audience.


For a minute or two there seemed to be no further action. The film continued to play until the house lights went up, and even then went on being shown for several more minutes, its pornographic coupling a dim but alluring image on the screen. When finally it stopped, it did so suddenly, with a series of noisy electronic clicks on the loudspeakers.


We sat in the auditorium for twenty minutes without knowing what was going to happen to us. One of the policemen forming part of the cordon was near me and I asked him what was going on. He made no answer.


We were ordered to leave the auditorium row by row and to divulge our names and addresses. By chance I was not carrying any form of identification, so I took a risk and gave the police an invented name and address. Although they searched my pockets in an attempt to find confirmation, and they threatened me with arrest for breach of the recently introduced identification law, I was allowed to go free after Louise vouched for my false identity.


We returned to her hotel immediately and went to bed. After the events of the evening I was angry, depressed and frightened. In spite of Louise’s best efforts to arouse me, and even though I had been eagerly anticipating this night with her for several days, I was unable to perform. Memories of the fading image of filmed intercourse haunted me.


The UK Reform government, led by the renegade Conservative John Tregarth, had been in power for three months.


Louise was later arrested on a charge of attempting to pervert the course of justice, but because the police were still unable to trace me they eventually released her.


As adversaries we detested the Afrim troops. We continually heard rumours of their cowardice in battle, and of their arrogance in victory, however small or relative it may be.


One day we encountered a member of the Royal Nationalist Air Force who had been captured by an Afrim patrol. This man, who had been a pilot until crippled by the Africans’ torture, told us of brutalities and atrocities in their military interrogation centres that made our own experiences as civilians appear to be trivial and perfunctory. The pilot had lost a leg below the knee, and had suffered lacerated tendons in the other. He counted himself as among the more fortunate. He asked us for assistance.


We were reluctant to become involved and Rafiq called a meeting to decide what to do. In the end we voted to transport the crippled man to within sight of the RNAF station, and to allow him to find his own way from there.


Shortly after this incident we were rounded up by an Afrim patrol and taken to one of their civilian interrogation centres.


We said nothing to them about the pilot, nor about Afrim tactics in general. On this occasion we made no attempt to resist arrest. I was in a passive state after the recent abduction of the women and I could not get out of my mind the idea that we were being targeted. I was weary and depressed, and had no strength for any kind of resistance, even token resistance. As for the rest of the group, maybe they felt the same way. Certainly, since the women had been taken we were all in a lethargic state.


We were driven in a small convoy to a building on the outskirts of one of the Afrim-held towns. In a large marquee in the grounds we were ordered to strip and pass through a delousing section. This was a part of the tent which had been partitioned off and filled with a dense steam. Coming out a few minutes later, we were told to dress again. Our clothes lay untouched where we had left them.


We were then divided into groups of one, two or three men. I was one of those on my own. We were taken to rooms inside the main building and interrogated briefly. My own interrogator was a tall West African, who, in spite of the central-heating system, wore a brown greatcoat. I had noticed on entering the room that the two uniformed guards in the corridor had been holding Russian rifles.


The interrogation was sketchy. Identification papers, certificate of state and origin and Afrim-stamped photograph were all shown and checked.


‘Your destination, Mr Whitman?’


‘Dorchester,’ I said, giving him the answer we had agreed upon in the event of arrest.


‘You have relatives there?’


‘Yes.’ I gave him the name and address of fictitious parents.


‘You have a family?’


‘Yes.’


‘But they are not with you.’


‘No.’


‘Who is the leader of your group?’


‘We don’t have a leader.’


There was a long silence while he scrutinized my papers again. After this I was returned to the marquee where I waited with the others as the rest of the interrogations were completed. Then two Afrims in civilian clothes went through our possessions. The search was superficial, turning up only a fork for eating that one of the men had left near the top of his haversack. The two knives I had secreted in the lining of my own bag went undetected.


After this search there was another long period of waiting, until a lorry bearing a large red cross on a white background was driven up alongside the marquee. The agreed Red Cross humanitarian supply to refugees had been set for some time at one and a half kilos of protein a week, but since the Afrims had been handling their own side of the arrangement, the quantity had decreased steadily. I received two small cans of processed meat and a packet of forty cigarettes.


Later, we were driven away from the town in three lorries and dumped in the countryside a long way from where we had been arrested. It took us the whole of the next day and part of the day following to locate our supplies. We had cached them hurriedly as soon as we realized we were about to be arrested.


At no time during our involuntary visit to Afrim-occupied territory had we seen or heard any sign or hint of the women who had been taken from us. That night I lay awake, despairing of seeing Sally and Isobel again.


It was reported on the early news that the unidentified ship which had been sailing up the English Channel for the last two days had entered the Thames estuary.
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