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Chapter One
‘Put the kettle on.’ Billy Evans glanced up from the crumpled newspaper spread across his knees, squinted from behind heavy rimmed spectacles. ‘Make a cuppa and let’s think what we’re goin’ to do.’
Valerie nodded, moved to the sink. ‘A cuppa won’t solve it,’ there was a slight slurring in her speech, ‘but I suppose it’s a start.’
He grunted, returned to his paper but seemed to have difficulty focusing his eyes, blinking, shaking his head. Waiting for a blur of newsprint to clear.
‘You need to get your eyes checked again.’ His wife had put the kettle on the ring and was watching him closely. He had aged recently, more than she had realized. Thinning grey hair, he would be bald in another year or two, round features pallid and drawn. He was putting on weight, too, although it was difficult to be sure, dressed as he was in his thick grey overcoat with a knotted scarf around his neck which disguised the start of a double chin. He looked to be sweating but that was impossible in this temperature; it was probably a trick of the light. Galoshes made his feet seem huge, the thick knitted socks reminding her of how her father had looked when he was suffering from gout. She looked away, tried to remember what Billy had looked like twenty years ago. She couldn’t; her mind seemed fogged these days, her memory was fading and it was very worrying.
‘No chance of that,’ he replied after what seemed an eternity.
‘Of what?’ She had forgotten what she had asked him, it couldn’t have been anything very important.
‘Of seeing the optician!’ There was a note of irritability in his voice. ‘They’ll all’ve gone south. Like everybody else.’
‘Oh, yes, of course.’ She was fast losing the thread of the conversation. ‘I’d forgotten.’
Valerie was ten years younger than her husband and suddenly the age gap was like a yawning chasm. Tall and slim, she had made every effort to fight off the ravages of the encroaching years, disguising a few lines and wrinkles with expensive creams and lotions. Fortunately she had never had a weight problem, she was still 9 stone 4 lbs, the same as she had been on her 21st birthday. She didn’t drink, allowed herself the occasional cigarette. And she frequently wondered what life was all about; Billy no longer seemed interested in a marital relationship. Once she had thought that perhaps he had got a woman on the side somewhere. No, not Billy, it would have been too much trouble.
God, this place was getting under her skin! A two-roomed chalet that was like an army married quarters back in the fifties. Basic decorations and most of those were fading or peeling off. In places you could see the plaster and there was a hole just above the skirting board like somebody had kicked the wall in frustration. Which you could understand. Utility furniture, a sofa and chairs that needed reupholstering and a flimsy table covered in gouges and scratches.
So gloomy with the curtains drawn but you had to keep them closed to try and retain what little heat the two bar electric fire gave off. A single electric bulb beneath a cracked plastic shade did its best to hide the depressing scene but failed miserably. Habitually she checked the buttons all the way up her long topcoat, felt encumbered by the thick sweater which she was wearing underneath. Cold trickled up and down her spine and she moved closer to the glowing electric ring on the stove for warmth.
‘Here you are.’ She poured a cup of thick brown tea and handed it across to her husband, made him stretch for it and slopped some in the saucer. He did not appear to notice which was a sure sign that his eyes were bad because that was one of the few things that he was fastidious about. On more than one occasion he had made a fuss in a caféand demanded a clean saucer.
He slurped his drink noisily, stared at the blank television screen, saw how it leaned at an angle. That was because the floor was uneven. The rear leg was usually propped up by shoving a book under it but the book seemed to have disappeared and she wasn’t going to hunt for it. You reached a stage when even the most trivial task was no longer worthwhile.
‘We ought to get the weather forecast,’ Billy grunted.
‘We can’t. The telly’s kaput.’
‘Oh, then we should …’ His eyes seemed to clear momentarily, a film like a cataract rolling back. ‘No, we can’t, can we? Because the telly bloke will have gone south, too.’
Silence. Two people not talking because they knew that everything they might have to say had already been said. Even if they were unable to remember what it was. It was the cold, of course, which made thinking difficult, numbed your brain so that it didn’t work properly. Like a car engine on a cold morning.
‘How long we been here, Val?’ he asked at length.
‘I … I don’t know.’ She pursed her lips. ‘Several years, I guess. It has to be, doesn’t it? After we left Primrose Hill in Cradley … or was it after Brierley Hill? D’you know, I can’t really remember. Was it before or after you got made redundant, Billy?’
‘Damned if I know.’ He rubbed his jaw pensively with stubby fingers thickened by years of manual labour. ‘Just shows how the years go by. After I was made redundant, I’d say. Wasn’t that why we had to sell Primrose Hill?’
‘Yes, I think so.’ Logically that had to be right because they wouldn’t have swapped a three-bedroomed semi in the Black Country for this pigsty otherwise. Years of just vegetating, years that left no memories so that you were unable to recall them. ‘We’ll have to do something about this place one of these days, though, Billy. Either do it up or sell it. Or both. We can’t stop here for the rest of our lives.’
‘We’ll have to go south like everybody else is doin!’ He grimaced. ‘Nothin’ to stay ’ere for ’cept to die. You know that as well as I do, Val.’
She held on to the edge of the sink unit, felt slightly sick and faint. It was all very frightening. Mostly because you didn’t understand it, and in a lot of ways perhaps it was best not to. That last telly programme, the one before it had packed up, was almost unbelievable. It seemed like years ago but it could not be more than days. Blizzards, villages and towns cut off, people trekking out through the drifts as if they were on an Antarctic expedition, some with tennis rackets tied to their boots. Vehicles abandoned, just ghostly white humps in the snow and soon they would be buried altogether. For good. Because the snow would never melt. What was it the newscaster had called it? The New Ice Age.
It was all coming back to her so vividly. A white unrecognizable world. A seaport, she couldn’t remember which one, with ice floes clogging the harbour and police having to keep order as mile-long queues formed. Everybody desperate to get away from Ice Age Britain, as they called it, willing to go just anywhere that was a few degrees warmer. Leaving everything behind because there was no way they could transport their belongings, life was more important than property and possession. Run before you freeze, the temperature’s dropping all the time.
‘At least I got a paper.’ Billy held up his folded copy, wafted cold air at his wife. ‘There’s not many people got a paper, I can tell you.’
‘Is it today’s?’ The question came automatically, expressionlessly. When you were rapidly losing track of time one day was much the same as another. In Britain, anyway. Snow and ice today, yesterday, the day before. There was little difference.
‘Yes,’ he answered vacantly and that film began to glaze his grey eyes behind his spectacles, reflecting dull orbs that might have belonged to a blind man. He held the newspaper close, tried to read it with difficulty. ‘Just you listen to this, Val.’
‘I’m listening.’ But I don’t really want to hear.
There was a pause as Billy Evans held the paper close to his face, pushed it away again; squinting, straining his eyes so that they began to water. He cleared his throat, embarrassed because just as the small print came into focus it blurred again. ‘Now, let me see …’
‘The New Ice Age.’ Valerie could make out the bold headlines from where she stood.
‘All right, all right, I can read!’ He glared up at her and then when he looked down again he was relieved to find that he could see the wording quite clearly. ‘The big freeze goes on … there is no sign of a let-up and ice floes are building up on the River Severn. Nearly all schools in the country are closed and main roads are blocked everywhere. The AA is warning drivers to carry survival kits with them as some attempt to make the Big Trek south. All south coast ports are besieged by people emigrating to warmer climates, leaving everything behind them, for experts warn that the thaw may not come.’
‘What nonsense,’ her voice quavered.
‘Read it for yourself, then!’ He thrust the paper out, held it at arm’s length.
‘What’s the date on that paper?’ she snapped. Oh God, I’m sure he’s read that lot to me before.
‘See for your bloody self!’ His vision was fogging once more and he was aware of a slight headache.
Valerie snatched the newspaper from her husband. ‘Here, the date’s on the top of the front page …’ It was, but she couldn’t make it out. Letters that merged into an indecipherable line of meaningless hieroglyphics. The more she stared, the more unrecognizable they became; even that bold headline was undulating like a snake symbol, moving, a printer’s splodge where the ink was still wet.
‘Well?’
‘What’s the use?’ She tossed the paper on to the table; it flapped and slid off, fluttered to the floor. ‘We both know what’s happening out there, Billy!’ She sensed hysteria building up within her, tried to check it, fought it down with an effort.
‘Everybody’s going abroad.’ He sounded very tired, leaned back in the rickety chair and let his eyes close. ‘Anybody who stays in Britain will freeze to death in a matter of a week or two. And if you don’t freeze then you’ll starve because the country’s running out of food. That’s the score, and we’ve got to do like everybody else and head for the continent. Further than that, Africa maybe.’
‘We can’t afford it. And, anyway, we don’t have passports. The only time we’ve ever been abroad was that weekend to Belgium just after we were married.’
‘We don’t need money.’ There was a concerned expression on his face. ‘Nor passports. It’s like an evacuation. If there’s room on a boat, they’ll take you.’
‘If! I’m not sure that I want to go, Billy.’
‘Then ruddy well stay! I’m going, anyway.’
She bit her lip, did her best not to cry. This wasn’t her Billy any longer, he was like a stranger. Unfeeling, uncaring. ‘But we get snow every winter and it always melts eventually.’ Clutching at straws, a cry of desperation. Oh, God, I wish I knew what the date was.
‘The experts say,’ Billy’s eyes were still closed, a kind of recitation like something he had heard somewhere a long time ago and the words had stuck in his mind, ‘that if you get fourteen hard winters in succession then the New Ice Age has arrived. Look at last winter, it started in late November and the thaw didn’t come till April. Every bleedin’ winter it’s lasted longer and longer. Now it ain’t going to thaw at all. The experts say so.’
‘Oh, Billy, I’m frightened.’ She made as though to join him, perhaps sit on his knee, fling her arms around him and weep her frustration, but she held back. Because he would push her away, she knew he would.
His eyes flickered open, giant frog’s eyes behind his glasses, staring angrily at her. ‘For Christ’s sake, woman, don’t get panicking. We’ve got to be organized, pack what we can carry, make it on foot, find shelter wherever we can.’
‘We’ll die!’ It was almost a scream as she thumped the worktop with her fists. ‘Nobody can last out there in those terrible blizzards!’
‘As I said, if you want to stay, you stay. Please yourself. But don’t get holding me up because once I start out I’m going as hard as I can for Dover.’ He stood up, began rummaging in an overflowing paper-rack until at length he pulled out a dog-eared Ordnance Survey map, started to unfold it. ‘I’m going to work out a route. Now, whilst I do that, you start packing some provisions. We got to take food, all the cafes will be either closed or sold out.’
She watched in amazement as the map unfolded, caught a glimpse of the cover page and this time the lettering held so that she could read the heading. ‘Tourists’ Map of North Wales and Holiday Routes.’
‘Billy, that’s not …’
‘Shut up, will you!’ He was poring over it like a short-sighted schoolboy struggling with some geography homework. ‘I’ve got to work us out a route and I’m not going to be able to do that if you keep chipping in so’s I can’t concentrate, now am I?’
She fell silent. There was something wrong with her husband, had been for some time now only she had tried not to notice it. Like, what did they call it … senile dementia? Not at fifty! Or maybe something worse like a tumour on the brain. She experienced an urge to scream, to rush outside and find a doctor. She seemed to hear Billy’s voice mocking her, ‘You’re wasting your time, all the doctors have gone south.’
It’s like a bad dream and I’ll wake up soon. Even if we are still in a tatty chalet and there’s snow piled up to the windows at least it’ll melt eventually, and then everything will be back to normal. Boring but safe.
‘You’d better get a move on with the packing or d’you want me to do that, too?’ He was folding the map up again, his expression one of scorn.
‘I’ll pack,’ her voice quavered, ‘we’d better take the holdall and a couple of carrier bags.’
‘Make sure you take some tea, we can’t do without that. And a bit o’ black puddin’ and some of that brawn if there’s still a bit left.’
She nodded. Fighting for survival but all he thought of was a typical Black Country diet. Maybe he’d go looking for a chippie on the way. She began to search the small food cupboard, wondered how they had managed all these years without a proper larder. This place was no more than a hut, maybe a left-over Nissen from the war.
Things hadn’t been right with her and Billy for a long time now, she decided. They’d got in a rut, let themselves drift and gone their own separate ways. She’d cooked his food, washed his clothes and gone out to work, helping with the school dinners. A routine that had gone on the slide without her realising it. Billy didn’t think there was anything wrong, he’d done what his father and grandfather before him had done. Chain-making by day, the pub at night. Which went on until nobody wanted to buy chain any longer so there were redundancies and it was a good job that the wife had a small income. No children, so you sold the house … damn it, she still could not remember selling up, they seemed to have been in this draughty hovel for years. Maybe they had never had a house.
If only she’d had children it might have been different. She began to cry softly, kept her face towards the cupboard and hoped her husband didn’t notice. He wouldn’t understand, he hadn’t wanted kids from the outset. ‘Screamin’ brats, there’s enough of them in this world, Val, without us addin’ to ’em. We’ll never have any money if we have kids, you take it from me.’
Funny, she thought she could hear children now. She tried to stifle her sobs so that she could listen. She could not be sure, it sounded like childish voices in the distance, shouting and laughing the way they used to do at Cradley when they played football in the street. Then a ball would bounce against the window and Billy would open the door and yell abuse at them, send them packing. She didn’t mind football when the kids played it but she hated Saturday afternoons when Billy went off to the match. Wolves or the Albion, alternate weeks according to which was playing at home; home for tea and then out to fetch a ‘Pink ’Un’ before he went to the pub.
The selfish bastard, he didn’t understand what a woman needed. She straightened up, looked at herself in the mirror over the sink. Red-eyed, pale; she pushed a few strands of long dark hair into place and wished there was a chance of a perm somewhere. Just the odd fleck or two of grey but, damn it, she was young enough. Sod you, Billy Evans, if the chance came along I’d find myself another man!
She could definitely hear children playing somewhere. Her hand reached out, slim fingers gripping the curtain lightly, tempted to pull it apart and look outside. Hesitating because there would only be snow and more snow, plastered all over the pane so that she wouldn’t be able to see anyway. Her eyes were going funny again, filming and stinging. It was a long time since she had cried, she had almost forgotten how.
She edged the curtain open an inch or two but the glass was opaque like the one in the tiny bathroom.
Whilst outside in the bright sunlight a group of children were playing football with a multi-coloured beachball.



Chapter Two
The casual observer might have presumed that the couple dancing on the crowded ballroom floor were father and daughter except that the man held the girl just that little too close to him, and the arm encircling her formed an embrace rather than leading her through a waltz. Cheeks that touched, eyes that sought out each other, lips that smiled knowingly but resisted the temptation to kiss in public.
Professor Anthony Morton looked a year or two older than fifty on account of his silver grey hair, six feet tall when he stood upright now he stooped so that his face was close to that of his partner, whispered something with his thin lips and she nodded and laughed. Somehow his expensively tailored grey suit seemed out of place in this holiday camp ballroom with its gaudy pseudo-Caribbean decor. He moved easily, his lithe body that of an accomplished dancer guiding a less experienced partner.
Ann Stackhouse moved with him, smiled again to cover up her embarrassment at missing a step. Long dark hair that was immaculately groomed swung with her, a shapely body that rippled inside the long evening dress. Glancing about her with a mixture of pride and guilt. Pride because this tall good-looking man was her lover, guilt because it might have been unwise to be seen together in public. Which was nonsense, she reminded herself, because none of these holidaymakers knew them. At the worst they would be mistaken for a sugar daddy and his dolly bird enjoying a dirty week together away from their middle-class surroundings where they might have been recognised. The fact that she was his personal assistant was nobody’s business except their own. A divorced man who had fallen for a younger single girl was perfectly in order, it wasn’t even as though he was cheating on a wife. And she knew she wouldn’t have given a damn if he was, except that there were no complications and there was the possibility of a future in their relationship.
The Paradise Holiday Camp had come to the Welsh coast in the wake of longer established camps and its backers were determined to compete. Gone was the old image of such places, and although there was ample family entertainment it made an attempt to cater for more discerning guests who might otherwise have opted for a holiday in the sun abroad.
Extensive solar emporiums gave the effect of bright sunshine on even the greyest day in the British climate, and incorporated swimming pools, bowling greens, croquet lawns and a cricket pitch. ‘Sunshine is guaranteed at Paradise’ was their slogan which was fast becoming a catchphrase with leading travel agents. Now in its third season the camp was showing signs of becoming a long-running success.
There was subtle class distinction within the camp. The self-catering chalets and car parks were situated well away from the deluxe cabin-type bungalows and luxury caravans. Whichever your status in life, there was a place here for you, conning you that the poor could mix with the rich in a specially created classless society, where it was hoped that you would be unaware of the devious segregation. So far it had worked; the camp was fully booked and nobody had lodged an official complaint.
Ann was relieved when Anthony led her from the dance floor; she was no dancer and the music was far too loud. She was aware of a slight headache, tried to ignore it. The queue at the bar was three deep, barmaids bewildered by a throng of impatient customers.
Morton shook his head, smiled an apology. We’ll drink back at my place; he would have had to shout to make himself heard.
Morton’s cabin-style accommodation was situated close to the large reception area, a luxurious small but well-planned chalet used by the company for visiting VIPs who opted to stay overnight. In a year or two it would be secluded when the newly-planted privet hedge had matured. Beneath the latticed window was a small patch of lawn, mowed twice-weekly by the gardening staff. A contrast to her own terraced chalet where she was staying under the guise of a catering supervisor. A role which bore the stamp of approval of both the camp administrators and the government. A legitimate deception covered by the Official Secrets Act so it had to be all above board, she kept telling herself. Her refusal to accept a post at an experimental laboratory, which involved the use of animals, could have damaged her career, she had been told. It obviously had not. Even so, she had her misgivings about this assignment and her conscience troubled her. Only Tony was holding her here, without him she would have handed in her resignation, she was sure. This whole business was devious, underhand, and as yet she only understood a fraction of it.
‘One thing about a place like this,’ Tony Morton smiled as he handed her a martini and lemonade, ‘is that gossip is virtually non-existent. Five thousand strangers herded together like cattle and apart from a few holiday friendships nobody knows anybody else. An association between a visiting camp director and a catering supervisor will pass virtually unnoticed, even if they discover that you were sleeping here instead of in your own chalet.’
Which, Ann concluded, was an invitation to stay the night. She sipped her drink. ‘All the same, I’d like to know more about this business. Slipping unknown drugs into selected guests’ food is hardly a reputable career for a biologist, is it?’
‘It’s a perfectly harmless government-funded experiment,’ his forehead furrowed, ‘which is of great importance to research into human and social behaviour. Indeed, it will have a bearing on the welfare of future generations and could save the government billions of pounds.’
‘All of which you’ve told me at least three times before.’ She met his gaze and held it. ‘I don’t trust governmental experiments, Tony. In fact, I don’t trust governments at all. This is a big cover-up, like hundreds before it, that cause a scandal when they come out.’
‘Only if they’re leaked!’ His eyes narrowed.
‘Like Watergate.’
He took a deep breath, held it, and then expelled it slowly. Suddenly a barrier had come between them, an issue was being forced. Tell me the truth or else. Or else what? He studied her carefully, saw her as a lovely young girl rather than an attractive PA. Which was dangerous. All the same she had signed secrecy papers. Nobody, not even the Minister of Health, had instructed that she was not to be told, Tony had just thought it better to let her find out in stages. Her one fault, and he hadn’t discovered any others yet, was standing on principle; don’t buy cosmetics that are manufactured by labs using animals, don’t touch goods manufactured in South Africa. Bloody stupid! But this experiment didn’t feature animals, only humans. She might even approve.
She was still watching him, waiting. He thought about tonight and came to a decision. Tell her a little and watch her reactions; he already had his cover-ups worked out if anybody pushed him into a corner.
‘I take it I’m being given an ultimatum?’ he asked, and laughed just to soften the question.
‘Blackmail,’ she parried, and smiled. ‘I think you owe it to me, Tony.’
‘Perhaps.’ He motioned her to the settee, lowered himself down beside her and slipped an arm around her. ‘I thought you’d ask me outright before long. Well, just take a look at a few of today’s social problems. Football hooligans, child molesters, shoplifters, mental hospitals overcrowded with innumerable patients which even psychologists don’t understand. They come up with answers which are pure guesswork half the time, and are no nearer a solution. We don’t know why people react to situations in a variety of different ways, that is what it all amounts to. There’s an old adage that prevention is better than cure and never was a truer word spoken. But it’s finding the prevention that is the difficult part. I’m talking about psychological problems, of course, not cures for cancer or Aids or whatever.’
‘Is this some kind of sociological lecture?’ She hoped it didn’t sound cynical even if it was.
‘We might be completely wasting our time and the state’s money,’ he went on as if he had not heard, ‘although judging from the Evanses’ reaction I wouldn’t think so. That is, indeed, an encouraging start but there’s an awful long way to go yet.’
‘And what exactly has happened to the Evanses?’ She experienced a slight racing of her pulses, a quickening of her breathing.
‘They are undeniably convinced that the New Ice Age has arrived.’ There was an underlying smugness in his tone.
‘Christ, you have to be joking, Tony!’
‘I’m as serious about it as they are,’ he answered, ‘which serves to illustrate once again the complexity of the human mind. They are sitting in their chalet, wrapped in overcoats and sweaters, feeding the meter fifty pence pieces to keep the electric fire going and making decisive plans to join the Big Trek south.’
‘God, they must be roasting in this heat! But, surely, the moment they look out of the window and see the sun shining they’ll cotton on?’
‘No, it’s all in the mind, they see what they want to believe. Their chalet is bugged and I can assure you the conversation is most enlightening. It is obviously a hidden fear which they’ve harboured, probably subconsciously throughout these few severe winters we’ve had, and now they’re convinced that the country’s buried beneath snowdrifts which will never melt. They can’t remember where their home is, they’re convinced that they’ve lived in that chalet ever since Billy Evans was made redundant and they had to sell their home. It will be interesting to see whether or not they actually embark upon this trek south.’
‘But once they get outside and see the camp full of holidaymakers they’ll rumble it!’ Ann was incredulous. ‘They must, surely.’
‘That will be the most interesting part of this experiment.’ He laughed, held her close to him. ‘How far does it go? That is what we want to find out. I must admit that for our first attempt it has proved unique.’
‘And if they do embark upon this so-called trek, how far will you let them go?’
‘They are being monitored, don’t worry. They’ll either snap out of it, or not. If not, then we’ll have to administer the antidote. Mullins will see to that, your job is to slip them C-551 in their grub.’
‘They could sue,’ she retorted. ‘There’d be an outcry, the public wouldn’t stand for anything like this! Why couldn’t we use volunteers?’
‘Because,’ he took his time replying, ‘we should get the wrong people and they might just simulate reactions. We need your Mr Average, as in the case of the Evanses, a guy who thinks no further than going to the pub, and football on a Saturday afternoon.’
‘Tell me more about C-551.’ It was a demand that would not accept refusal.
‘It is an hallucinatory drug. Harmless, and I can assure you it hasn’t been tried on animals. It causes a temporary loss of memory and invokes fears and fantasies. What we need to know is what does a dropout, an unemployed person, virtually anybody, fantasize about, and how do they react when their dreams or nightmares become, to them, reality. It is an attempt to understand the human mind. If we knew why football hooligans went on the rampage, why meek and mild clerical workers become sadistic murderers, then we are half way to solving some of the problems prevalent in society today.’
‘I wouldn’t have believed it if it hadn’t already happened to the Evanses.’ She was trembling slightly. ‘Well, I suppose it’s high time we experimented on humans instead of rats or monkeys. But it is harmless, isn’t it, Tony? You can stop it if it gets out of hand?’
‘Of course.’ He spoke vehemently, but averted his gaze, reached for his whisky glass. ‘There will be absolutely no side effects. The period during which the … er, guinea pig is under the influence of C-551 will be a complete void in his or her memory. For example, if the Evanses do set out on their trek, then we shall stop them, return them to their chalet and administer the antidote. They will snap out of their hallucination and resume their holiday just as if nothing untoward had happened. But in all likelihood the effects will just wear off and they’ll wake up in bed and carry on with their holiday. He will go down to the bar and she will carry on dreaming about finding a lover. And that isn’t beyond the bounds of possibility.’ He laughed again. ‘A lot of men don’t realize just what a woman needs.’
His lips found hers and they both laughed this time.



Chapter Three
‘I’m not going to stay in this bloody place a second longer!’ The attractive red-haired girl stamped a foot petulantly on the chalet floor, swept a hand through the air which was meant to incorporate the entire holiday camp, then pointed again at the mass of insects which swarmed beneath the cheap kitchen fittings. ‘If there’s one thing I can’t stand it’s ants! Ugh!’
The tall dark-haired man sighed, glanced heavenwards. Dressed in a checked shirt and faded jeans, there was little to distinguish him from the majority of other holidaymakers at the Paradise Holiday Camp, except perhaps his closely cropped beard which seemed out of character with his long hair. Features which had a stamp of kindliness about them, a ready smile and an eagerness to please. Jeff Beebee was long-suffering; this was just another of Gemma’s tantrums, it would blow over like a sudden sea squall, but in the meantime he had to ride it out. It was no good arguing with his girlfriend, that got you nowhere, but if you gave in she walked all over you. Compromise was the answer, and maybe he would have found one if it hadn’t been for those damned ants.
‘I’ll go up to the main office and ask the maintenance chaps to call and give ’em a squirt,’ he spoke softly, unruffled. ‘These modern ant-killers work wonders. Half an hour and the lot’ll be dead.’
‘And you think I’m going to sleep in here after that?’ She backed away as a lone ant broke from the seething regiment and came for a closer view of the humans. ‘They won’t kill them all, that’s for sure. One or two will survive and then when we’re asleep …’ She broke off and her angry flush paled at the thought of what might happen in the middle of the night.
‘All right, I’ll ask them to move us to another chalet.’ Compromise Number Two.
‘And how will we know there aren’t ants there, too?’ Her voice rose to a pitch. ‘If they’re in one chalet, they’re just as likely to be in another one. The whole camp is probably alive with them. And that patch of flooding hasn’t dried out properly either.’
Jeff groaned inwardly. There had been a freak thunderstorm on the night of their arrival, and the next morning a pool of water had formed on the linoleum floor of the lobby between the kitchen and bedroom. The wall was saturated and the rain had seeped in. That was the first fault Gemma had found with the camp; the maintenance men had come and laid out some old sacking to mop up the flood; it had worked but the wall was still soaking, it would take days for it to dry out. It would not really inconvenience them, though.
‘I’ll get us moved,’ he spoke quietly. ‘No problem.’
‘There’s sure to be a problem.’ Her soft red lips curled in a vicious sneer. ‘Aren’t they fully booked this fortnight, that was what the man in reception said when we arrived? So there won’t be a spare chalet to move us to? We’ve been here just three days and, Christ, there’s another eleven to go! Jesus, whatever were you thinking of coming to a holiday camp?’
‘It was your suggestion in the first place.’ He was still unruffled. ‘You don’t like hotels because you’re tied to fixed mealtimes, you don’t like holiday cottages because you have to get the breakfast, and we can’t afford to go abroad. So where do you want to go? Home? And then you’ll complain about either your mother or my mother.’
‘You’re impossible!’ She turned away, went through to the bedroom and slammed the door.
Jeff stood there undecided. There was no way you could ever snap Gemma out of one of her moods, it was a waiting game, and you didn’t wait around close to her. The best thing was to take a walk up to the main reception office, complain about the ants and they would either come and administer a swift insect euthanasia or else move Gemma and himself to another chalet. The options were left to the administrators; Gemma was his problem.
It was three quarters of an hour before he returned to the chalet; the skeleton maintenance crew were out on another call and the receptionist had had difficulty in contacting them. ‘I’m sorry to have kept you waiting, Mr Beebee, they’ll be right down to your chalet to deal with the ants. I’m afraid we can’t transfer you to another accommodation because we’re fully booked this week. I’m terribly sorry about all this.’
He let himself back into the chalet and stared in amazement. Gemma’s latest tantrum quite clearly wasn’t going to evaporate as swiftly as he had hoped. Two small bulging suitcases stood by the door, his girlfriend had changed back into a dress, and she was wearing the light suede jacket which was her favourite going-somewhere garment. Those freckles on her face had merged into an ugly dark splodge and judging from her red-rimmed eyes she had been crying. Tears of rage, she never cried for any other reason.
‘I hope you enjoy the rest of your holiday.’ She was pulling on a pair of gloves, an even surer indication that she wasn’t staying here.
‘And just where are you going?’ He clicked the door shut behind him and leaned up against it.
‘That’s my business. Now, please move away from that door.’
‘Okay, we’ll leave. That’s a couple of hundred quid down the drain but if you’re not happy then we’ll have to move on.’ He despised himself for giving in to her but for the moment he had run out of options.
‘I don’t want you to come with me, Jeff. I’m leaving, and that’s that. Now, please let me through that door!’
‘Steady on, you can’t …’
‘I can’t what?’ Gemma picked up a case in either hand. ‘I can walk right out of here, Jeff, which is exactly what I’m going to do. If you don’t move I shall start screaming and then you’ll be in some trouble!’
‘How will you leave without the car? Where will you go?’ He was experiencing a sinking feeling, this was more than just a threat.
‘There are such things as trains and buses,’ she sneered. ‘There’s even a bus depot by the main gate. As to where I’m going, that’s none of your bloody business. To tell you the honest truth, Jeff, I’m sick and tired of you. Wherever we go, whatever we do, you always cock it up. Like now. God, I’m tired of being a bloody jobbing builder’s tagalong! All you think about is extensions and garages and … you make me sick. Now, for the last time, get out of my way!’
He stepped aside, was conscious of how his legs shook as he moved, the dejection and agony of a spurned boyfriend. And those bloody ants had brought everything to a head!
He let her open the door herself; she had to put one of the cases down and pick it up again. The final walkout and she wasn’t looking back. Staggering beneath the weight of her load and clinging to her dignity, head just too far up in the air, walking as fast as she could because perhaps she was afraid that if she lingered she might change her mind and stay. Proud and angry, her own temper had beaten her this time, Jeff decided. He stood there and let her go, did not even bother to close the door. If she wanted to come back, she would; if she didn’t, she wouldn’t. Factors beyond his control and there was no point in getting worked up about it.
That had been on Thursday. It was now Friday and Gemma had not returned. He faced up to the fact that it was all over between them; the ants, the flood had been instrumental up to a point, but Gemma would have gone before long anyway. She had tired of self-employed builders.
For two days he had idled aimlessly around the camp. Numbed and sick with disbelief. Gemma had threatened to walk out on him countless times, she was like a living time bomb threatening to explode without warning. A harmless joke could be interpreted by her as an insult and often an unnecessary apology on his part saved the day. Apologising had become a habit with him, and Gemma had won every round. He had lost his mates, too, because of her and now she had left him in the lurch.
Tuesday night he had not slept at all. By Wednesday afternoon he was experiencing a strange sense of relief and … freedom. She would come running back. No, by Christ, she’d be sent packing if she did. He wondered where she was? Home, probably, explaining to her bitching mother that it was all his fault, that he’d kicked her out and she wasn’t going back. In her own mind she would be a winner.
On Wednesday evening he went to the Jamaica Bar to enjoy a lone celebration drink. Gemma had done him a big favour, done what he had never had the guts to do, finish their relationship. His smouldering memory recalled all the taunts, the lies; the way she had used him, set him up as a scapegoat. Marriage would have been a disaster, he had been spared the cost and trauma of an early divorce.
He was hungry, he had not eaten for over 24 hours. On the way back to the chalet he bought some fish and chips, ate them greedily. Tomorrow he would start to live again. And he would begin with a hearty breakfast in the restaurant, without a companion who complained about every course.
It was after dinner on Wednesday evening that the attractive catering supervisor, dressed in a spotless white overall, her long dark hair tied up in a bun on top of her head, approached Jeff Beebee’s table. An apologetic smile for her intrusion, she pulled back the chair opposite him and lowered herself gracefully into it. He read her name on a blue plastic badge bearing the Paradise motif – ‘Ann Stackhouse’.
‘Are you enjoying your holiday,’ she discreetly consulted a notepad in the palm of her hand, ‘… Mr Beebee?’
‘Thanks … yes.’ He knew he sounded far from enthusiastic.
‘Good. Your companion doesn’t appear to have joined you for dinner tonight. I hope that she isn’t …’
‘She’s fine.’ He hadn’t spoken to anybody since Tuesday and suddenly the desire to talk was overpowering. ‘At least, I hope she is. She walked out on me. She won’t be coming back.’
‘Oh!’ Ann Stackhouse attempted to cover up her embarrassment. ‘I’m sorry.’
‘I’m not.’ There was a bitterness in his voice now, a festering resentment which had previously been foreign to his nature. ‘She’s a bitch and I’m well rid of her. Now she’s gone I’m going to enjoy myself, something I haven’t done for a very long time. Oh, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be talking like this, it’s just that I’ve been bottling it all up for two days and …’
‘I don’t mind.’ She smiled and he sensed that it wasn’t just out of politeness. ‘Talk if you want to. If it helps.’
He told her everything, went back three years. She was a good listener, made you want to tell her your life story because she was interested; it was as important to her as it was to him. Afterwards he felt embarrassed, drained. But an awful lot better.
‘It sounds, from what you’ve told me, that you’re well rid of her.’ He thought she might have given his hand a comforting squeeze if she had known him better. It was an exciting thought.
‘Sure, and now I’m going to enjoy myself,’ he smiled. ‘After all, it is supposed to be a holiday and you’re meant to have a good time aren’t you?’
‘Of course.’ She looked down at her notepad again. ‘Is the food to your liking? Any complaints?’
‘No, the grub’s absolutely great.’
‘I’m so glad.’ She hesitated. ‘What are your eating tastes, if you don’t mind my asking?’
He pondered, tried to think of something he did not like and failed. ‘I eat just about anything, healthy or junk.’
‘I’d recommend the minced beef which is on tomorrow evening. I tried it last week and it’s absolutely out of this world, take it from me.’
‘I’ll remember that.’ He didn’t want her to go, tried to think of an excuse to detain her but she was already getting up from the table. ‘It’s been nice meeting you … Ann,’ he thought he might be blushing. ‘I hope I’ll see you again.’
‘I’ll check with you tomorrow to see how you liked the minced beef.’ She smiled and their eyes met. ‘See you … Jeff.’
He watched her walk across the room, followed her with his eyes until the kitchen swing doors closed behind her. Stop kidding yourself, boy, she’s probably got a steady boyfriend. She had not been wearing a ring but that did not mean anything these days.
He ordered another coffee, tried to remember everything he had told her about himself. Just about his entire life story, he reflected. She must have been bored out of her mind.


Back in her small office Ann Stackhouse began compiling her notes on Jeff Beebee. Her hand trembled slightly and again her conscience began to trouble her. She would have to have the file typed up for Professor Morton first thing in the morning. She told herself she wouldn’t talk to Jeff Beebee again tomorrow night. It was treachery.



Chapter Four
Alan jay had hitched to the Paradise Holiday Camp all the way from the commune in Herefordshire. It had been a long tiring journey, lines of holiday traffic ignoring the huge young man in tattered cords with an unkempt beard hiding the gaping hole in the front of his T-shirt. He was aware of the expressions of disgust from drivers and passengers as they hurtled past his upraised thumb. Fuck ’em!
At one point there was a snarl-up, a mile of vehicles jammed at a busy junction. As Alan walked along the hold-up car windows were hastily wound up in spite of the stifling heat. Then towards mid-afternoon a lorry slowed, stopped, and the driver signalled to him to clamber aboard.
‘Come far, mate?’ The trucker was obviously in need of company, desperate for somebody to talk to, Alan thought, or else he wouldn’t have picked up the likes of me.
‘A good ton.’
A long pause and then the other asked, ‘Where’re you headed?’
Fuck him, but I suppose I’d better tell him. ‘The holiday camp. What do they call it … Paradise, that’s the one.’
‘Straight up?’ Glancing sideways in amazement, checking that the hitcher hadn’t got any luggage.
‘It’d be a stupid sort of thing to lie about, wouldn’t it?’ A trace of annoyance in the reply. Don’t call me a liar, mate.
‘Sorry, no offence.’ They had to slow down now that they had caught up with the traffic again. It was going to be a long haul from here to Machynlleth and then there would be another big hold-up. Alan remembered it from the days of his boyhood when he used to come on holiday to Borth with his folks. The days before … ‘It’s just that those sort of places aren’t my cuppa tea. Still, everybody to their taste and I hope you have a good time.’
Apology accepted. ‘I won the holiday in a competition.’
‘You don’t say! I mean … Jeez, I never ever met anybody who won one of them things. So they are on the straight, after all.’
‘I found the competition in a local rag spread on the floor at the place I was at last.’ The hippie was relaxing, found talking easier now. The trouble was he hadn’t done enough of it these past few months. ‘I decided to give it a whirl. List in order of preference the five best holidays for a family and then say in not more than twelve words why. I figured that as the competition was run by a holiday camp firm that holiday camps were the obvious choice for number one. I told ’em that they were best ’cause you could get somebody to look after the bleedin’ kids for you whilst you had a good time yourselves. Obviously I was right. I won.’
‘You’re a bleedin’ shrewd one.’ The truck driver gave a throaty laugh. Christ, this bum stinks, I’ll bet he hasn’t had a bath for months. They’ll kick his arse all the way out of the camp when they smell him. ‘You ain’t brought the family, then?’
‘No. I left the missus behind. I want to enjoy myself.’
Alan lapsed into silence as memories of Donna came back to him. She had left the commune three weeks back, gone to visit her folks in Ireland. The arrangement was that they would meet up at the holiday camp. She might come. On the other hand, she might not. Small and pretty with short dark hair, her thing in life was animal rights. Now Alan didn’t go along with those ideas; okay, don’t be cruel to dumb creatures but there’s no need to get obsessed about them. He had been bitten by a dog when he was three and he would never forget it. An Alsatian crossed with a Collie, a big black bastard that played with you one minute, sank its fangs into your hand the next when you tried to feed it a biscuit. The dog had been put down, he would like to have done the job himself.
Donna had gone to London on some damned stupid protest march. She should have been back on the Monday but she hadn’t turned up until Friday. Later it had turned out that she had been having it off with some guy she’d met on the march. Alan had forced it out of her, beaten a confession out of her. Now she was gone again and this time she might not come back in case he beat the hell out of her a second time. You’re a bloody fool, Alan Jay, and you always will be.
After Machynlleth some campers in a rusted old Transit van picked him up. Town kids being taken on a weekend trip to the mountains, courtesy of some Trust. They chattered among themselves and left him alone.
Folks were staring at him as he walked into the Paradise Holiday Camp. A uniformed security guard at the main gate didn’t believe Alan had a pass until he showed it to him. The man pointed out the reception building and Alan saw the queue spilling out of the doors on to the hot tarmac. You queued for everything here, it seemed, and he found himself wishing that he had not won the competition.
People stepped away, gave him space. He heard somebody muttering something, indistinguishable words that brought a ripple of low laughter from those standing around. Well, they would have to get used to him during the next fortnight, like it or lump it. He risked a smoke, he needed to lift his spirits. They surely wouldn’t raid for drugs in a place like this.
A girl receptionist handed him a key with an orange tag and number 24 printed on it. He stared at it, had to force his brain to work. Maybe he should have waited for that smoke. Or maybe it was a combination of tiredness and the heat.
He knew that Donna was in the chalet even before he tried the key, sort of sensed her presence.
‘Hi!’ She stepped out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped round her, deliberately let the top half unfurl. Small firm breasts, they were on show especially for him. Maybe she hadn’t been screwing with anybody else this time. ‘I got here around two.’
‘Good.’ He sat down on the edge of the bed. ‘Christ, what a bloody place! This isn’t our scene.’
‘No, but it’s free, the food too, and we’re going to live it up for a whole fortnight, Al.’
‘I’ll take the grub, you can have the rest. By the way, I’m running low on fixes, I’ll be out by tomorrow.’
‘Oh!’ Her smile faded. ‘I was relying on you, Al. Still, there’s bound to be some around in a place like this.’
He nodded, reached into the pocket of his cords and pulled out a roll of grubby five pound notes held together with an elastic band. ‘Holiday pay,’ he laughed. ‘Double wages this week.’
‘Al, you haven’t …’
‘No, I haven’t nicked it.’ His smile was reassuring. ‘The parents were feeling generous, I guess. Proud that their son, who has a degree in physics, can also win a holiday competition!’
Her smile was one of sheer relief. ‘I’ll believe you, Al. I just wish I’d been born with a silver spoon in my mouth instead of a rubber titty to suck. I’ll bet there isn’t a single person on this camp who’d believe that your dad is a county councillor, and a Tory one at that. You bloody old hypocrite!’
‘I don’t care what he is so long as he sends the money regularly,’ Alan winked, ‘because if he didn’t, he knows full well I might just turn up down home in search of a loan, and Dad wouldn’t like his fellow councillors to see me. Degrees count for nothing when you’re a hippy with two drug convictions. Don’t worry, he’ll keep sending the cash as long as I keep away. It’s a bargain.’
‘I call it blackmail.’ She finished towelling herself and began pulling on her denims. ‘Every luxury is ours, Al. Don’t waste a single one.’
‘I won’t.’ He pulled her close and their lips met. And in his own mind he was questioning her fidelity once more. If she ever screwed with another guy again, he’d kill her. That way nobody would have her. In the meantime they’d best get something to eat.


‘I got us some fixes.’ Alan Jay returned to the chalet late the following evening. Outside, not far away, they could hear a bingo caller trying to compete with the music from the amusement arcade. ‘Dead easy. I just hung around and he found me.’
‘You sure it wasn’t a set-up, Al?’ Donna was nervous, he had noticed it during the 24 hours in which they had been together again. Nervousness or guilt? He was suspicious.
‘No, he was genuine enough. His name’s McNee. The original spiv. Uses Brylcreem and stinks of it, you could smell him a mile away. It’s over the odds but it’s regular. Here!’ He tossed her a screwed up envelope and she caught it deftly, eagerly. ‘Let’s get high, baby, and really enjoy ourselves.’
‘I deserve to have indigestion.’ She rolled a cigarette, struck a match and inhaled deeply, gratefully. ‘That trifle was heavenly, kiwi fruit and cream laced with sherry. Like you, I was going to have the Black Forest gateau but then that supervisor woman came along and talked us out of it. She was nice.’
‘Yeah,’ he nodded as he trickled smoke out of his nostrils. ‘Real nice. Everybody else in the restaurant trying to act as though table number 14 was vacant and she walked right up and sat down with us. A real lady.’
‘I think maybe you could get a change of clothes for the holiday.’ She spoke nervously, afraid of his reaction and added hastily. ‘Or, at least, I could cut those cords into a fairly respectable pair of shorts for you, and if this weather keeps up that’s all you need to wear. How’s that for a compromise?’
‘I’ll think about it.’ His voice was sleepy and in the darkness of the chalet all she could see was the glow of his cigarette.
They smoked in silence.


Alan Jay had difficulty working out just where he was. He lay there on the coverlet of the double bed staring at the square of window which illuminated the small stuffy room with an orange glow. Street lamps outside, passers-by hurrying, laughing. A blare of music not too far away that had to be a fairground. Late evening obviously, it could not have been dark long.
A glance showed him a girl lying asleep at his side. At least, she appeared to be asleep, her naked bosom rising and falling rhythmically. Just a pair of briefs broke up the outline of her body as though she had been overcome by modesty at bedtime and had left them on. Now who the hell was she? Some tart he had picked up, obviously. This place wasn’t the commune, he knew that much. A dosshouse then, where they allowed women to sleep with men.
God, his head was splitting like he had a migraine. He closed his eyes but the pain was worse, if anything. Jesus Christ! Trying to work out how long it was since he’d left the commune; a jumble of distorted memories, working on the produce patch day-in, day-out for weeks, having to milk that bad-tempered goat that wouldn’t stand still and usually trod in the bucket and kicked it over. Knackered at the end of each day. And the girl, Donna, making demands upon him which he could not fulfil. The little bitch had left, bloody good riddance!
He groped in the dark for cigarette papers and tobacco, found them and fumbled with the makings, spilling dry tobacco dust on to the bed. His fingers shook as he struck a match, a shower of sparks as the flame crackled on the cigarette. Stifling the glowing sparks on the bed, burning minute holes in the sheet. He drew deeply on the crumpled paper, took the smoke right down into his lungs and held it there for a second or two before expelling it slowly.
Snatches of remembrance that came and went just as quickly, brief sunshine trying to pierce a thick fog. The commune, there had been some bother there. Over a girl, he could not recall her name but if he couldn’t have her then nobody else was going to. He’d thought about killing her, strangling her, beating her head to pulp and then slashing his own wrists. No, he hadn’t done that, he was sure of it. Momentary panic in case he had. No, no, he hadn’t done her in. Maybe this was her lying by his side.
He looked at her again. She was cute, petite, but he did not recognise her, just a feeling of distant familiarity as though they had met somewhere once. One of the commune girls, perhaps. He took another drag on his cigarette, it tasted sour and he stubbed it out in the bedside ashtray. His headache had subsided and he became aware of another sensation, a much more pleasurable one. In the half-light he glanced from the girl to himself, smiled at what he saw. This was something he had been lacking for weeks.
Slowly he stretched out a hand, touched the girl’s flat stomach, ran his fingers down it until he came to the elastic of those panties, and hesitated. He wished he could remember who she was? But did it really matter? She would not be here on the bed with him if she wasn’t willing.
She stirred, he felt her limbs move, tense. And then her eyes opened and she stared up at him, met his gaze, and there was an expression of puzzlement on her pert features. A smile, a forced one, her tiny fingers closing over his own and removing them from her underwear, gently but firmly. She said, ‘All in good time, but aren’t you forgetting something?’
His mouth dropped open. In one second his companion had become a total stranger. He must have been mistaken about having seen her somewhere before, so what the hell was she doing with him in unfamiliar surroundings?
‘Who are you?’ His voice sounded husky, a hoarse whisper loaded with uncertainty.
‘I’m … Cindy.’ A pause as though she had had to search for a pseudonym, even now wasn’t certain about it. She struggled up into a sitting position, looked round the room. ‘This must be your place because it certainly isn’t mine …’
‘It’s mine,’ Alan replied because it was the easiest way out. She didn’t know it, neither did he, so it became his grubby flat from here on and saved a lot of problems. ‘You came back here with me and you were so tired you fell asleep.’ That sounded feasible.
‘I guess so.’ There was a slight tremor in her voice. ‘I do sometimes go back to a client’s own place if he wishes it.’
‘Whatever are you talking about?’ Watching her closely, this had to be either a joke or a sinister trick. ‘What do you mean … clients?’
‘Customers.’ Her reply was sharp now. ‘Men like you. Are you still drunk?’
‘No.’ He shook his head, it wasn’t like a hangover, more muzzy, dulled his thinking. ‘We … we went to a restaurant, didn’t we?’ A vague recollection of sitting in a crowded room, eating with this girl, and then his mind went blank again. Okay, a restaurant; they had eaten together, maybe met there and afterwards come back here.
‘I … think we did have something to eat out.’ She seemed as uncertain as he was. ‘You must have slipped something into my drink?’ There was venom in her tone now, a direct accusation. She looked across the room to where her clothes were draped untidily over a chair. ‘I don’t like those kind of tricks, mister, and I’m leaving right now!’
‘Hold it!’ He grabbed her arm, pulled her back, felt her start to struggle. ‘You’re not going anywhere. I want to know what’s going on.’
‘You’re stupid,’ she retorted. ‘You thought you could get what you wanted for nothing, for the price of a meal and a knockout drop. Try anything and I’ll scream the place down. The police will come and you’ll be charged with rape. Get it?’
Alan felt slightly sick and his headache was starting to come back, a pounding in his temples and his earlier arousement had gone. ‘Just tell me what all this is about,’ he sighed. ‘What do you want?’
‘What do you want?’ She raised her voice. ‘Let me spell it out for you, mate. I’m on the game. I’m a prostitute, if you’re that thick and don’t know what it means. My fee is thirty quid and you have to wear something. Those are the rules. Got it? Make your mind up or else I’m off now. You’ve wasted my time.’
His vision blurred, the room tilted, righted itself again. She wasn’t kidding, something told him she was speaking the truth. She had no reason to lie. ‘I get it,’ he said, closed his eyes, opened them again. She was still there, sitting up on the bed, the fingers of her free hand hooked in her flimsy underwear. For thirty pounds she would pull them down … He released his hold on her, moved off the bed.
‘Well?’
He walked towards the door. The key was still in the lock, its orange tab with the number 24 painted on it hanging down. He could have unlocked it, told her to get the hell out of here. And in five minutes she would be back with the police. It was a trap of some kind, he didn’t understand it, didn’t waste time trying to. He understood one thing only – he could not afford to let her go. The lock clicked, the key scraped as it was withdrawn.
‘Hey, what’s this?’ The girl who called herself Cindy was on her feet. She was clearly frightened now, backing up against the wall, holding on to her panties as though she feared they might be ripped forcibly from her body. ‘Don’t you dare touch me or I’ll scream.’
‘Scream all you like.’ He jerked a thumb towards the window. ‘Nobody will hear you in all that din, or if they do they’ll just think you’re screaming like a dozen other birds out there because the big wheel, or whatever it is, is turning their guts upside down. Go on, scream and see for yourself.’
Oh, Christ, he could have punched her stupid little face, knocked seven sorts of stuffing out of her. She was up to something and now it had backfired on her. The stupid scheming wench, she wasn’t going to get away with it. For some reason she was here so she could bloody well stay.
‘Look, tell you what,’ she was trembling, starting to panic, ‘I’ll let you have me for free if you’ll let me go. Please!’
‘No deal,’ he grinned, held up the key and dangled it, let it clink on its fob. ‘I’m not sure whether I want to screw or not. I’ll give it some thought. But, in the meantime, you won’t be going anywhere. Understand?’
She nodded and began to cry.



Chapter Five
‘Fascinating, absolutely fascinating.’ Professor Morton flicked through some notes on his desk, sipped a lukewarm cup of vending machine coffee, then felt for his pipe in his pocket. Signs which Ann Stackhouse had come to recognize; the other was well-satisfied with what he had read.
‘It’s working out, then?’ She fidgeted with a shorthand notebook on the opposite side of the desk, dog-eared a page and straightened it out again. She kept her eyes on the blank page.
‘Absolutely.’ He paused to get the long-stemmed rustic briar alight, puffed out clouds of aromatic Cavendish tobacco smoke and let the pipe dangle from a corner of his mouth as he spoke. ‘The Evanses are still discussing their plans for the Big Trek south. They’re sweating in winter clothing and feeling the intense cold!’ He laughed humourlessly. ‘But, as yet, they still have not plucked up the courage to venture out-of-doors. We’re watching them. Just as we’re keeping a close eye on the hippie and his girlfriend.’
‘What are they up to?’ In a way she did not want to know, pitied them in spite of her experience at their table a couple of nights ago. The fellow had stunk like a pigsty and they were both confirmed drug addicts. Maybe it was their own drugs, she attempted to appease her troubled conscience and failed miserably. Oh, God, it was like working in a Nazi concentration camp, carrying out bizarre experiments on human beings. Where was the difference? There wasn’t one, except that this was supposed to be harmless. If it wasn’t, she would have to live with it for the rest of her life.
‘The girl is convinced she’s a prostitute,’ Morton laughed again. ‘My God, you wouldn’t find a better one in a red light area! He’s confused, is keeping her prisoner in case she fetches the police and accuses him of kidnap and rape. We’ll have to watch the situation closely in case he becomes violent. This one’s a double experiment, their drugs and ours, a kind of drug cocktail, if you see what I mean.’
She did, only too well. Suppose the guy got violent, killed his girlfriend. Or had a heart attack. They were venturing on unknown territory, the results could be catastrophic.
‘What about Beebee?’ It was a direct question, he was watching her closely. ‘I thought you were going to fix him last night? This morning he appears perfectly normal, went swimming in the pool then spent the afternoon on the beach. What went wrong?’
Ann kept her eyes on her jotter, hoped he did not notice how her hands trembled slightly, did not reply immediately in case the tremor in her voice gave her away. At last she said, ‘I was all ready for him but he only had a coffee. Apparently he had eaten fish and chips earlier. A junk food addict. And, anyway, his girl walked out on him and I thought I’d better speak to you first. We were lined up for another double experiment and I wondered if you still wanted me to go ahead with a single.’ It sounded plausible and her lover did not appear to notice.
‘But of course!’ He raised an eyebrow in mock astonishment that she should even think otherwise. ‘Beebee could be the most interesting so far, according to the report which you submitted on him.’
Ann winced. She had betrayed a confidence, exceeded her duty when she had no need. She didn’t know why. Possibly because of Tony but within 24 hours her feelings had changed. Yesterday he had been the champion of Mankind in her estimation, one about to instigate a psychological revolution within their own species. Today he was cruel and ruthless. The end justified the means, but suddenly the means were unacceptable to her.
‘Take the Evanses, for example.’ He was leaning back in his chair, enveloped in a haze of pipe smoke, basking in his own success even at this early stage. ‘Conventional, below average intelligence. Food, beer, fags and football for him. Your Mr Working Man at the lower end of the echelon. For her, drudgery at the sink and dreaming of an exciting lover on the side. Their combined fantasies produce the New Ice Age. A couple of hippies who have deliberately sunk themselves to the depths of the social scale, class masochism. She becomes a whore, he totally confused keeps her prisoner. A combination of cannabis and C-551. Now, Beebee … how will he react, particularly having just been jilted by his girlfriend? Will he go in search of a woman? Or become a suicidal recluse?’
‘It’s horrible!’ She could not disguise her disgust, her fear. ‘If anything happens …’
‘It won’t.’ He was leaning forward now, watching her closely. ‘But if it should then it won’t be our fault. We have taken every possible precaution. The chalets are bugged, we have men ready to move in at the slightest sign of trouble.’
‘We could be too late,’ she snapped.
‘Nonsense.’ His mouth hardened, his eyes were chips of ice beneath the hooded brows. ‘Look, one cannot start becoming emotionally involved. We have picked out a number of people, at random, from the register of guests, working on the little we know about them. Mostly the only information we have is their occupations, albeit a guide, but little more. You went to town on Beebee, chatted him up, the result of which was some very useful data. Take him tonight!’
It was a clipped command, a whisper with the power of a shout. She felt its force, found herself nodding. ‘All right, Tony. I was only trying to be helpful.’
‘Leave that side of it to me. You have the easy part, one tablet dropped into food, the drug dissolves immediately. No taste, undetectable. We do the rest. I don’t honestly see what you are worrying about.’
‘I guess I’m overtired,’ which was certainly true. Two nights in succession spent at the luxury cabin chalet and neither of them had slept more than a couple of hours. The professor, though, seemed indefatigable, no trace of tiredness. Alert and ruthless. She found herself shuddering. ‘I’ll see to it.’
‘Good girl.’ He relaxed visibly. ‘Maybe we could meet in the wine bar about ten. They do some excellent bar food.’
‘If you don’t mind,’ her eyes dropped back down to her jotter, ‘I think I’ll get an early night tonight. Just for once.’
‘Of course.’ A kindly smile. ‘Tomorrow night, then?’
She detected concern, a lover sensing that perhaps an affair was not going well. ‘All right.’ She rose to her feet. The meeting, the briefing was over. Now it was back to the restaurant and the other half of her dual role. Her nerves were at full stretch and that wasn’t solely due to C-551.


‘Hi!’ Jeff Beebee looked up with a smile as Ann Stackhouse joined him at the table. Tonight she was not wearing her usual spotless white overall, instead a long summer dress graced her slim figure. She had obviously been to the hairdressing salon today, he thought, and it was nice to kid yourself that she had done it for you. She hadn’t, one had to be realistic, for this was only a camp dinner date and she probably took advantage of single male guests buying her an off-duty meal. Still, it was a nice thought.
‘You’ve been lying in the sun all day.’ She admired his tan, his skin was the kind that browned rather than turned a typical holidaymaker’s lobster red. ‘And I’ve been stuck in a stifling office from nine till seven.’
‘Long hours.’ He played with his fork nervously. ‘I know. During the summer months I often start at eight and work right through till dark. You have to because there’s so many days during the bad weather when you’re laid off. What’s it like spending your days working with food? In your case you certainly haven’t put on any weight!’
They both laughed. She was uneasy again, that creeping feeling of guilt. In her handbag was the tiny grey tablet. Conjuring, sleight of hand. So easy. The waitress interrupted them with the starters; fruit juice for Ann, consommé for her companion. She unclipped the bag on her knee, clicked it shut again. Leave it until the main course. Procrastination because something more than her courage was failing her. It’s harmless, and in any case we’re monitoring every experiment closely. Failing that, there’s an antidote. This is just another job, for the good of Mankind.
Small talk, she was having difficulty in concentrating. The conversation briefly touched on Gemma and he dismissed it nonchalantly. ‘Just think,’ he grinned, ‘if she hadn’t walked out then I wouldn’t be dining with you tonight. I’d have her complaining about everything under the sun. They say it’s an ill wind … By the way, I wasn’t over-impressed with the minced beef last night.’
‘Oh!’ She thought for one awful moment that she might be blushing.
‘Nothing to do with the beef,’ he went on, ‘just that I seem to have gone off meat these days. Once it used to be ham or corned beef for snap and then steak or chops for dinner when I got home. But lately I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about meat eating. I mean, we breed animals just to slaughter them, confine them throughout their life and pump them full of ghastly chemicals. Then there’s the trauma of the abattoir. Exploitation, that’s what it is. And if we aren’t killing them for food then we’re experimenting on them. Inject this one with formula A and that one with formula B, and see how they react. Meaningless research, probably to find out how some face cream reacts on the skin, whether or not it’s cancer-causing. If you stop to think about it, you find you go off eating meat. At least, I do. I mean, how would you like to be experimented on?’
His words took her right in the stomach, balled her intestines for a second or two. She found herself looking anywhere but at her companion. Oh, Christ, he’s guessed! Don’t be bloody stupid, girl, you can read that sort of thing in the newspapers every day. Demonstrations, protests. ‘Experiment on humans, not animals!’ Then some nutter would go and inject arsenic into frozen turkeys in a supermarket or into chocolate bars. Which is virtually what I’m doing now. She squeezed her bag shut again.
‘I’ve told you all about Gemma,’ he looked at her over a forkful of lasagne, ‘and bored the … the life out of you. Now it’s your turn to get your own back. Tell me about your boyfriend?’
Joking but there was an underlying insistence, a curiosity that went deeper than casual interest. She hesitated, saw Tony Morton in her mind, silver-haired and watching her with a stern disapproving expression out of a haze of Gold Block smoke. Tell him you’re spoken for, Ann!
‘I don’t have a regular boyfriend,’ she forced the words out, ‘I had one once and he bored me.’ She knew she was blushing now, embarrassed because she was lying. I have a man old enough to be my father who screws the arse off me and I let him because he’s my boss. He buys me anything I want. I’m a prostitute just like that girl in chalet 24 thinks she is.
‘Your hobby is disappointing prospective boyfriends, then?’ She detected a new eagerness in him, tried to ignore it but found herself looking into his eyes and smiling back at him. Don’t be silly, you’ve only known him a day and this isn’t really a date. Yes, it is, and you lied to your lover to keep it.
‘I guess I’ve been too wrapped up in my career,’ she found herself saying. ‘I put my degree before boyfriends at college. The same went for work. Right up until now.’ Oh, God, what a fool thing to say.
‘Cordon Bleu?’
‘No, biology.’ She was done with lying.
‘Biology?’
‘I was set on being a chemist. I changed course. But let’s not talk about work and that sort of boring stuff.’
They both ordered peach melbas to follow. C-551 didn’t work in cold substances, she reminded herself. The coffee was her last chance. She unclipped her bag and left it open.
‘I’ve just got a thing about building,’ he continued. ‘Not just a case of putting up a garage or an extension for somebody, but designing it. Doing your own thing in a drab world where everything comes to size and people like to live in square boxes and add little boxes to them.’
‘Coffee, sir, madam?’ The waitress was back again.
‘Please. Black for me.’ Ann glanced at Jeff and her hand beneath the table shook slightly.
‘Oh … iced coffee, please,’ he replied.
Oh, thank God, and to hell with Tony Morton! Relief surged over Ann and for one brief moment she felt slightly faint.
They lingered over their coffee. The conversation had lagged, it was as though he had something to say but did not quite know how to put it into words. Stirring his cold coffee, staring into its muddy depths in search of inspiration. Glancing at his watch. 10.45.
‘How about a drink back at my chalet?’ He finally got it out and there was no mistaking the intensity in his expression.
She looked down, made sure that her handbag was closed. I’ve cocked it up, ducked out. And now he wants me to go back to his place. It had become more than a casual camp date, a gradual process of erosion, rejecting her job and her lover. All for a self-employed builder whom she hardly knew.
‘Fine,’ she nodded, drank the last of her coffee. ‘Just a quick one, I mustn’t be too late tonight. I’m afraid I’ve had a few late nights on the trot lately. Working, of course.’ Which, in a way, was true.


Jeff had bought in some bottles of wine earlier, hoping that the evening would turn out this way. Most people drank wine and Ann was no exception. He refilled her glass for the second time; she seemed to be enjoying herself.
‘How long are you staying at Paradise, Jeff.’ He thought she had asked him that before but perhaps she just wanted to confirm it. He tried not to let his hopes rise too sharply. It could just have been more small talk.
‘We … I booked for two weeks and I’m going to have my money’s worth.’ He let his hand stray until his fingers were touching hers, thought that he detected a slight tremble from his companion. ‘Why do you ask?’
‘I just … wondered,’ she replied.
‘I need a break,’ he went on. ‘Mostly I work seven days a week except during the winter when the weather’s bad. Then there’s the hassle, too much work and everybody thinking that their job should be done first. You go and start a big job, an extension or garage or whatever, work at it for three or four days, then you break off to go and fix something smaller which somebody’s been screaming for weeks for you to go and do. You do your best to keep everybody happy. Then there’s the slow payers and those who don’t pay at all unless you turn the screw. More hassle and worry. Once I got taken for five grand and I can tell you that took a bit of making up. My folks don’t approve on top of all that, they think that after a private school education I ought to be in a white collar job. Life isn’t all roses so I’m determined to have a holiday now that I’ve got the chance.’
‘You’ve certainly earned it.’ He felt her fingers squeezing his, her face was upturned, a smile on those soft lips, the blue eyes shining.
And suddenly he kissed her, a kind of swoop like a sparrow hawk dropping on to an unsuspecting vole, half-expecting her to shy away. She didn’t. Their lips met, crushed, and somehow they managed to put their glasses down on the small coffee table without spilling the contents. An embrace, clinging to each other, Ann holding tightly to him as though this was something which might never happen again and she was determined to enjoy every second.
‘I shouldn’t have let you kiss me,’ she murmured at length, her face buried in his shirt, aware of her handbag close by and the tiny grey tablet that lay inside it like a miniature time bomb.
‘Because there’s somebody else?’ He was aware of his body tautening, despair clouds gathering to dash his hopes.
‘There is somebody else,’ she whispered, ‘but nothing serious. Awkward, more like. An affair which I shouldn’t have begun in the first place.’
‘I see.’ He didn’t really. Either she wanted to remain with her lover, whoever he was, or else she didn’t. It had to be a clear cut decision, he wasn’t going to be messed around and play second fiddle to some other guy. But at least she was honest about it, he admired her for that, when it would have been all too easy to two-time him on a holiday romance.
‘I’m a bit mixed up.’ She was acting like a teenager with the offer of two dates and trying to have her cake and eat it. ‘Oh, God, I like you, Jeff, that’s the trouble.’
‘More than your boyfriend?’
She hesitated a moment and then nodded. ‘Yes, a lot more.’
‘So where’s the problem?’
‘It isn’t quite as simple as you might think and I can’t explain. Not yet, anyway. But Jeff,’ her eyes were glistening, shining with tears which she was trying to hold back, ‘is the Paradise Camp really your scene? I mean … it’s more of a family holiday place, isn’t it?’
‘What you’re saying is,’ there was a trace of bitterness in his voice now, ‘that you’d like me to pack up and move out. That way it would solve a big problem for you. I’d be out of your life before we got involved and you could carry on with your lover uninterrupted. Is that right?’
‘Yes … and no.’ There was a teardrop trickling down her cheek now and she was holding on to him with an urgency that bordered on desperation. ‘Oh, Jeff, I don’t want you to go and it doesn’t have anything to do with my affair. I can’t explain, oh, please believe me. I want you to stay, I want to be with you.’ It sounded crazy, they had only known each other for a few hours. She thought of Tony Morton and hated him; for what he was doing to people, mostly to herself and Jeff Beebee.
He shook his head, kissed her again. ‘I’m not going to go,’ he murmured. ‘I don’t know what the hell is going on but I’m sticking around. Can we see each other again?’
‘Oh, yes!’ She did not keep him waiting, no heart-stopping decision. She wanted him and that was all that mattered. If necessary she would lie and cheat to save him from this abominable experiment. Throw her job in if she had to. There had to be a way; Christ, Morton had a list of human guinea pigs, he could manage without Jeff Beebee.
‘Tomorrow night, then?’ He watched her straighten her dress, pick up her handbag and clutch it to her as if she was afraid that somebody might snatch it from her.
‘Tomorrow night.’ She was smiling with lips that trembled. ‘Suppose we go out of the camp for a change? I mean, it’s my place of work and I’d like to get away from it for a few hours. And if you want my candid opinion, I don’t think much of the restaurant at all. You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear and holiday camp restaurants will always be cafeterias for the masses, no matter how they try to dress them up. You’d be better eating from the takeaways, frankly.’
He stood in the doorway and watched her walk away up the lighted avenue behind the funfair, a lonely figure who had just acquired another problem to add to her existing ones. His logic told him to get out now before he became caught up in whatever was going on.
His heart told him otherwise and he knew he would stay.



Chapter Six
David Dolman had been on the camp a week. His narrow, sharp face with its long, pointed nose had a furtive look about it, grey eyes that were never still, constantly watching those around him. Small and wiry, with short cut grey hair, he was in his fiftieth year, and his faded jeans were in sharp contrast to the dark jacket which had once belonged to a suit during his ‘clerical’ years, as he termed them. Curt of speech, he seldom wasted words, and sarcasm had long become a habit of his which annoyed those with whom he came into contact.
Dolman referred to his occupation, when asked, as a ‘shop steward’. Five years ago that had been the case, up until the day he had brought two thousand factory workers out on a wildcat strike which contravened industrial legislation. The issue had been over a five-minute reduction in tea breaks, the loss of time being more than compensated in the workers’ pay packets by a productivity bonus. At that mass meeting the power of the spoken word had prevailed over logic, created mass hysteria. Two hours later work had resumed and Dolman had been dismissed by his own union, a bitterness which still festered in his anarchic mind.
From then onwards he became a lone militant activist, throwing his vocal, and sometimes physical, support behind any cause which might disrupt law and order. Protests, secondary picketing, race and class riots, his voice was to be heard urging on the rioters. Twice arrested by the police, once he had been acquitted due to lack of evidence, the other time he was fined £30 and bound over to keep the peace by lenient magistrates.
During the quietest period of his life, the last two years, he had occupied his time writing a series of inflammatory articles for a militant newspaper under the by-line of ‘D.D.’. Even the editors were reluctant to publish his name for his reputation was dubious among their readership; he had never really achieved a notable victory and failures were not good publicity.
Now he felt the urge to be heard again, not read pseudonymously, which was why he had drifted into the Paradise Holiday Camp. This was the fortnight when industry took its summer vacation, the Worker and his wife would be here and there were those who would listen even on holiday. He frequented the bars at the lower end of the camp, singled out his audience with a practised eye. Which was how he came to meet Arthur Smith, the camp’s chief groundsman.
Arthur was a year younger than Dolman. A shock of unkempt grey hair matching a two-day growth of stubble accentuated the scruffiness of the soiled and crumpled grey overalls. Rubber boots, worn summer and winter, were dragged along the ground with the disconsolate shuffle of one disillusioned with his lot, the permanent scowl a silent protest against the camp’s hierarchy.
‘This camp is an insult to the workers.’ Dolman bought his companion a second pint of bitter. ‘You’ve only got to look around you to see that. It’s “them-and-us” under camouflage; the luxury chalets and the hovels, the haves and the have-nots brought together and half this bloody lot are too thick to see through it.’ He waved a deprecating hand towards the packed bar, ‘a deliberate replica of your average public house back home. Pigs to the trough. Just you go up the road and take a peep in the wine bar, mate, and you’ll see what I mean.’
‘I seen.’ The groundsman supped his beer noisily. ‘Gettin’ pissed every night and laughin’ at the likes o’ you and me. Makes you want to spit!’ He went through the motions. ‘The rich get richer and the poor gets poorer. Still, why worry, there’s nowt you can do about it?’
‘Isn’t there?’ Dolman regarded him steadily.
‘Course there ain’t. This government looks after its own, mate. Keep the workers down, tread on ’em. Slave labour. D’you know, my take ’ome pay is less now than it was three years ago. Take it or leave it, the boss says, else we’ll run this place on casual labour. They can get as much o’ that as they want, the locals are queuin’ up for it from May to September. Then it’s back on the dole for them and I’m kept on doing odd jobs for a pittance. I don’t ’ave no choice, there’s no work around in this part o’ the country.’
‘What’s your union say about it?’ The other’s eyes narrowed, he was giving his companion cue after cue. Put it into words, pal, let me hear it. I’m working you up steadily.
‘Union! What union?’
‘You mean you don’t have a union!’
‘Not in bloody Paradise, you don’t. You sign an agreement when they take you on that you won’t belong to any union.’
‘Jesus Christ!’ Feigned surprise and anger. ‘And blokes actually agree to work under those terms!’
‘They don’t ’ave a choice.’ Smith drained his glass and Dolman was already reaching out for it.
‘Here, let me get you another.’ He walked across to the bar, was aware of the groundsman’s expression of anger without turning round. Arthur was being wound up nicely, the seeds were already being sown. Take your time, there’s no rush. Let him dwell on what you’ve said.
‘You think that something could be done?’ Arthur Smith took the proffered pint, sucked the froth off the top. He sensed a possible answer to years of grievances but could not think what this guy could do to help. Still, it was nice to have somebody see your point of view; the team of young gardeners couldn’t give a shit. He had given up trying to get his point over to them. Come the autumn they’d be back on social security and busy moonlighting.
‘The blokes who run this place have got to be made to realise that they can’t have it all their own way.’ Dolman leaned across the table, did not want to be overheard.
‘If you mean strikin’ then you’d be out on your arse.’ Arthur Smith pursed his frothy lips. ‘Like I said, it’s no bother for them to get replacements.’
‘I wasn’t thinking of striking,’ Dolman continued, ‘not yet, anyway. But life could be made very difficult for the people who exploit you.’
‘How come?’
‘Well …’a pause, momentarily closing his eyes as though he was thinking deeply, ‘off the top of my head, suppose the mowers got broken so that the grass couldn’t be cut. Or even a fire in the equipment shed …’
‘Holy cow, they’d have the police here!’
‘So what! If it was done properly the police couldn’t prove anything. The place could be made real tatty, the luxury apartments, I mean. Show the snobs that they’re no better than the worker in his dingy chalet.’
‘Then the toffs would just stop coming here.’
‘Precisely,’ Dolman gave one of his rare condescending smiles, knew that he had his man. Stage one; there was still a long way to go. ‘So the posh chalets are filled with workers, chaps like yourself. The company would have to reduce the terms or have an empty camp. You push the middle class out, the camp is back to what it was originally built for. Get it?’
‘But ’ow does that ’elp me?’
‘Good point. Initially, it won’t, but you won’t be a forelock-touching servant any longer. You mow the grass outside a chalet and the guy’ll come out and chat to you, maybe give you a pint or a fag. You do him a favour and he’ll tip you. You’ll be doing jobs for those who sympathize, understand. You’ll start to get the working class behind you. Each guest is given a slip to fill in and post in the box in reception when he goes home. If you handle ’em right they’ll point out that the groundsmen and the maintenance staff are getting a raw deal. Persuade ’em to write that if the camp continues to employ slave labour they’ll go somewhere else for their holidays. Work it right and the bosses will be afraid of getting an empty camp next year.’
‘You think it’d work?’ There was an expression of admiration on the groundsman’s craggy features. The beer had drowned his earlier doubts.
‘Of course it will but it’ll take time. First, though, you have to get rid of the rich. It won’t work as long as they’re around, they’ll just piss all over you. “Workers for workers” has to be your motto. You’ll get your union, better pay and conditions, and in a year or two you and your mates will be calling the tune, running the camp. It’s happened elsewhere, so why not here? But shouting your mouth off will get you nowhere, you’ve got to be devious. And at the very least you’ll get your own back on those who’ve been shitting all over you for years.’
‘It makes sense.’ Arthur Smith took another long drink and wondered if the conversation might run to another pint.
‘You think on it and we’ll have another drink tomorrow.’ Dolman was a verbose gambler, he knew when to duck out of a winning streak. ‘But keep all this under your hat, Arthur, because they aren’t all as shrewd as you. We’ll have to make some more definite plans, map out exactly what we’re going to do. See you tomorrow night, pal.’
Smith watched the other thread his way out of the crowded bar and wondered to himself why he had not thought of this before.


David Dolman dined regularly in the restaurant. Not for him the takeaways or the chippies. Even during his shop steward days he had lunched in the office workers’ cafeteria daily. Prestige counted for a lot, you did not win the respect of your followers by familiarity. Whatever their lot, you did not share it with them. He had a little saying which he kept strictly to himself; ‘there will always be haves and have-nots, you have to make sure that you’re not one of the latter.’ And what you had you kept in the background, like a country cottage in the Devon countryside. As far as appearances were concerned, you lived in a council semi in London. It was all part of the strategy.
It was on the second week of his holiday that Dolman found himself sharing a table with Jeff Beebee. The two glanced at each other apprehensively, a natural embarrassment between two strangers finding themselves thrown together. A holiday meeting between men who were not accustomed to forming casual friendships. A nod, an intensive study of the menu.
‘I’ll have the soup of the day and the roast,’ Dolman spoke to the waitress, glanced again at Jeff. ‘What’s yours, mate? I can recommend the grub here, one thing that is in their favour.’
‘Fruit juice and plaice and chips to follow.’ Jeff Beebee watched the waitress thread her way back across the restaurant. He wasn’t sure he liked his table companion; curt, too sure of himself, the kind whose company could become overpowering. That was the price one paid for being alone on holiday. On the other side of the room he spied Ann Stackhouse sitting at a guest’s table. A pang of jealousy; don’t be bloody stupid, that’s her job.
‘Dave Dolman’s the name.’ The other didn’t offer a handshake.
‘Jeff Beebee.’ He decided that conversation would not be easy.
‘What d’you think of the camp then, Jeff?’ A direct question that Beebee sensed was more than small talk. Almost an urgency about it.
‘Suits me, I can please myself what I do. One up on the old-type camps, I suppose.’
‘Is it?’ Dolman’s thick lips curled into a sneer. ‘At least with the old camps they were made for the working man, gave him everything he wanted. Now they’re taking that away from him, infiltrating middle class chalets and wine bars, pushed the worker into his own ghetto at the far end of the camp. Discreetly hide him, surreptitiously pander to the snobs. Devious, but I can see through it. Can’t you?’
‘I can’t say that it bothers me that much who comes to the camp.’ Jeff curbed his annoyance. Christ, he didn’t want to be stuck with this every mealtime. Maybe Ann could fix it to get him moved.
Dolman lapsed into a sullen silence, and Jeff sipped his fruit juice unconcernedly. This man was looking for a soapbox, don’t give him one.
‘Good evening, gentlemen.’ Jeff s heart flipped as Ann hove into view, wearing her official overall and supervisor’s motif: a childish urge to announce to the whole company that she was his girl. Hold on, she isn’t, you’ve only had one date so far. Please God she hasn’t come to turn me down on tonight.
‘Ah, Mr Dolman,’ she was consulting her notepad, ‘how are you enjoying the food?’
‘Food’s okay,’ a humourless smile, ‘it’s the rest of the place that stinks!’
‘I see. Well, I’m only concerned with the catering.’ Ann’s voice was suddenly cold. She, also, had taken a dislike to this man. ‘Oh, hang on, here’s the waitress now.’ She turned in her chair, reached out to relieve the girl of a plate of roast beef and Yorkshire pudding. ‘Let me help you, Susie. Is yours the roast, Mr Dolman?’
‘It is,’ he answered gruffly, watched Ann put his plate down in front of him. ‘Christ, I’ve never seen a place where they try to put the working man down as much as here. Get the toffs in with their money and hide the workers from them.’
‘I’m afraid that’s no concern of mine.’ Ann was already sliding out of her seat, a meaningful glance towards Jeff Beebee. ‘But you’re satisfied with the food, though, Mr Dolman?’
‘You’ll soon be hearing from me if I’m not, sweetheart.’ He spoke with his mouth full, a grunt that was supposed to be a disillusioned laugh.
What a rude bugger, Jeff thought. The other had deliberately sent Ann packing, a born troublemaker. A militant, doubtless. Jeff concentrated on his food, he wasn’t going to have his holiday spoiled by the likes of David Dolman.


It was 11.30 by the time Ann arrived at the Late Night Chophouse. She looked harassed, glancing about her as though she might spot Dolman eating in here.
‘What a bloody dinner companion!’ Jeff squeezed her hand. ‘He did his best to wind me up the moment he sat down, and because I wasn’t having any he didn’t speak for the rest of the meal. Mind you, I’d rather it that way, but I haven’t got to sit by him for the rest of the holiday, have I?’
‘Don’t worry, I’ve already had him moved,’ she smiled at him. ‘He is well known, by the way, outside the camp. An anti-everything bloke, been in trouble with the police on more than one occasion.’
‘You have files on guests?’
‘No, but reputations follow people around.’ She glanced away. ‘By the way … I think it would be better if we weren’t seen together in public after tonight.’
‘Oh?’ An unexpected bodyblow. ‘Your lover been complaining?’
‘Don’t say that, please, Jeff.’ Her eyes were misty. ‘I promise you I haven’t had anything to do with the man I was having an affair with. Except that he’s my boss and that could make life difficult for me.’
‘Oh, I see.’ He dug into his pork chop, it seemed tasteless. ‘Don’t be afraid to give me the brush-off if that’s how it is.’
‘Oh, it’s not like that, I promise you,’ There was an appealing honesty in her expression. ‘I don’t want to see him again socially but I do want to keep my job. For the time being, at any rate.’
‘Fair enough, I wouldn’t expect you to chuck your job in just because you’ve met a feller on holiday. If that’s how it is, then it’s fine by me. I got some more wine in today, by the way.’
‘And I’m looking forward to it.’ She seemed to shrug off whatever had been bothering her. ‘Work has been getting me down lately, I don’t mind admitting it.’


They were on their second glass of wine, carefree laughter seeming to dispel Ann’s earlier mood of disquiet. Outside, the funfair was in full swing and if you listened carefully you could hear two bingo callers vying in their attempts to be heard above the din. People hurried to and fro past the chalets, holidaymakers making the most of every minute available to them. A place of gaiety and laughter, a cardboard world of artificial entertainment. And yet, Jeff thought, there was an underlying disquiet, something his senses had picked up but he was unable to put his finger on it. In a way Ann Stackhouse was the focal point; she had hinted yesterday that this was no place for him, something was definitely worrying her deep down.
‘When’s the camp close down?’ He kissed her and thought that this was no time for making small talk.
‘September the twenty-fifth, a week earlier this year. Why?’
‘I just wondered … what your plans were then?’
‘Back to my flat in Cambridge, I guess,’ she answered. ‘A winter in the firm’s offices.’
‘I didn’t realise the Paradise Camp had their head office in Cambridge. My brochure stated a London address. At least, that was where I sent my cheque.’
‘I don’t work specifically for the camp.’ She closed her eyes. ‘I’m with the catering company.’ And as if to stop him asking any more questions she moved her lips on to his, opened her mouth slightly in an invitation to his tongue to push inside.
He felt her shuddering against him, squirming back down on to the utility sofa and pulling him with her. Again it was an invitation, at least he thought so. But Ann was different. Which was stupid, he had set her up on a pedestal, apart from other girls. They were man and woman in the throes of a passionate embrace but still he was afraid to make the first move in case it ruined everything. A dilemma which she settled for him when her hand pushed its way between their crushed bodies and found him.
‘We’d have more room in the bedroom,’ he whispered, and nibbled the lobe of her ear.
She offered no resistance as he slid off the couch, helped her up and led her through to the adjoining room. Two trembling and eager people who did not give a damn right now what else went on in the Paradise Holiday Camp.



Chapter Seven
The Donkey Derby on the main recreation field was always a weekly success. The area was packed on both sides of the racecourse, stewards having to keep straying children back and warn careless parents repeatedly. All part of the atmosphere because it was difficult enough to encourage the twelve animals to complete the course. A blazer-clad official usually managed it by secreting a carrot in his pocket; a ritual which the donkeys had learned over the weeks.
The commentator occupied the platform of a six metre high rostrum half-way along the track. Total chaos everywhere, donkeys refusing to stand, trying to break free of their juvenile jockeys when they recognised the man who carried the carrot and having to be restrained.
Without the lengthy build-up the race would have been an unprecedented flop. The commentator was chalking the odds up on a blackboard, announcing them in his booming voice for the benefit of those who were short-sighted or too far away. 50p was the maximum bet and the camp bookmaker in his straw boater had been announcing for the last quarter of an hour that the betting was about to close. It would only close when there were no more customers.
There were six runners and it was a foregone conclusion that Benjamin III would be the winner today. Benjamin won it once a month, shared the honours in rotation with J-J, Noddy and Joshua. As families rarely booked for more than a fortnight nobody had realised this, or if they did then they put their money on the favourite and were content with a 20p profit. The Derby contributed a major share of all the camp donkeys’ keep and there had never been any problems. The more chaos, the better.
Finally, the starting line was ready and a hush fell over the crowd. A flag was lowered, pistols had long been found to be detrimental to the race as most of the animals shied and tried to break in the opposite direction.
‘They’re off!’ The man aloft in his gaudy blazer had to work up a fever of excitement; children were kicking the flanks of their mounts, officials were tugging on the head collars. ‘Keep well back, please, any second they’re going to burst into full speed. Get that child off the racecourse! Thank you, madam. And Benjamin III, the favourite, is already in the lead by two lengths, with Hobbit close on his heels. We are in for the most thrilling race of the season, there’s no doubt about that!’
Benjamin III would have ended the race there and then had not his minder deviously held him back under the guise of trying to keep him on course. Hobbit had lost interest and was having to be pushed from behind. Today, none of the animals seemed bothered about carrots.
‘Benjamin III is managing to hold his lead in spite of fierce competition from Hobbit. Muffin is now in third place. Oh, what a race we have today, ladies and gentlemen!’
The crowd were cheering, jostling for a view of the winning line. One of the rear beasts had managed to break free and was heading back the way it had come to a chorus of good-natured catcalls. The official holding on to Benjamin III glanced up at the platform, received an answering sign. Let him go, Charlie!
Benjamin III cantered on ahead, broke the tape. Hobbit followed him and came second. Third and fourth places were always a photo finish; it made for excitement, added realism to an otherwise shambles.
A section of the crowd were pushing their way towards the bookie’s stand, eager for their twenty-pence pieces, a free candy floss for the kids or half a bag of chips that would taste extra good. The thrill of winning.
The organizers had long learned the art of diminishing an anticlimax once the Derby was over. An announcement of other events due to take place elsewhere shortly, a run-down of the donkey winners several times. And if you went to the donkey field in about ten minutes you could have a ride on Benjamin III. Free, of course.
The commentator laid down his megaphone, slipped out of his blazer. It was bloody hot but it had gone well. His fear was that one of these days it wouldn’t, that there would be a rumpus, catcalls of ‘cheat’ and a bombardment of some of those soft apples which Jimmy at the fresh fruit stall gave away to the kids when the wasps plagued him too much. But today had been ace and that was all that mattered. He descended the steep wooden steps and headed for the tea stall.
Somebody else was climbing up on to the rostrum. People saw the wiry figure but ignored it even if it was not wearing camp uniform. Probably a maintenance man about to dissemble the structure. There were a lot of things in the camp you saw and ignored because it was none of your business. The man, whoever he was, had picked up the megaphone, lifted it up to his mouth.
‘Ladies and gentlemen, brethren, fellow workers.’
‘Christ Almighty, who the hell’s that?’ The Derby commentator was almost at the tea stall, turned back as the words reached him. Officials were staring in amazement, the dispersing crowd stopping to listen. Just in case it was a re-arrangement of bingo times or else something was being given away free.
‘Brothers, we are all gathered together in this camp because we are the so-called workers in this country. The exploited, down-trodden, slave-labour, call it what you will, for whilst the likes of you and I work, others grow rich and fat. And lazy. Even here. This place is supposed to be a place of recreation for the working classes, but just look about you. Look at the other end of the camp with its luxury chalets, its wine bars and restaurants. In complete contrast to the shabbiness of your own accommodation. Your ghetto. Even here you are being exploited. I ask you, are you going to stand for it? Haven’t you stood for enough already?’
‘Jeez, who’s that bum?’ a yellow-coated official asked. Colleagues glanced at him. Somebody had to intervene. But it had never happened before.
‘I’ll get him down.’ A tall man wearing the same yellow uniform but with a diagonal stripe on his sleeve pushed forward. ‘A bloody nutter!’
The crowd had turned back. People generally listened en masse, a gregarious trait. Silence except for the funfair which was too far away to drown the speaker’s voice. A gag, maybe. A spoof like the Donkey Derby, another form of entertainment.
The official broke into a fast trot. Where the hell were the camp’s security force? Probably drinking tea and counting the takings from the day trippers. This was their job. But they weren’t around so now it was his. He reached the bottom of the steps and looked up.
A little man with a sharp face but those features were twisted into fanaticism, the veins on his forehead standing out. It was certainly no joke.
‘Hey, feller, I think you’d better come down.’ It was meant to sound authoritative; instead, it sounded weak, a pathetic plea. But the man up on the platform never heard, he was launching into another fierce diatribe.
Oh, Christ, I’ve got to go up there! The yellow-clad man never had had a head for heights and he did not like trouble either. Whenever there was a fight in one of the bars there were always burly security men to be summoned on the radio. This afternoon he didn’t have a radio with him, there had never been trouble at the Derby before.
‘Hey, feller, you’d better come down!’ Louder this time but it still went unheard.
He began to mount the steps nervously, one at a time. Feeling each foothold before putting his weight down, forcing himself to look up. For Christ’s sake, don’t look down! It’s only twenty feet from top to bottom. Enough to break a limb. Or your neck. Shaddup, you stupid bum!
He paused, had an elevated view of the crowd through sweat-streaked eyes. They had come back, the majority of them had returned to listen to this bilge. Silly fuckers!
Almost at the top now. And nobody’s followed me in case I need help. Thanks a bundle, what the hell do I do now?
‘They’re insulting you, brothers, and ripping you off at the same time. And you’re going to take it lying down?’
‘Give it a rest, willya, pal?’ The official’s head and shoulders were above the platform. He could see the other’s legs, saw that he was knock-kneed, that his plimsolls were scuffed and torn. A bloody hobo, a loudmouth who was probably on drugs.
The speaker, checked, turned and looked down and for the first time their eyes met. The yellow coat was aware of a dry mouth, a desire to scramble back down the ladder to the safety of terra firma. This guy was crazy, for sure, you only had to look at his eyes to realise that, the way they bulged in their sockets, stared fixedly. Forcibly switching his mind from his oration to the fact that there was an intruder upon his platform. The orbs glazed, cleared, blazed with a fanatical anger. ‘And what the fuck do you want, sonny?’
‘I … you’d better come down. We … need to dismantle the platform!’
‘Get down before I kick you down, you capitalist minion! They’ve sent one of their servants to prevent the truth being spoken. Bugger off!’
The other was in the act of retreating, had no wish to engage in a physical conflict at this height, but he was too late. He saw the foot driving at him, threw up a hand to protect his face, and in the same instant lost his balance. Falling even as the tattered sneaker smashed through his flimsy defence, caught him full in the face. He screamed, saw the ground below through a blur of pain, crashed through the vertigo barrier like in one of those dreams where you feel yourself falling downstairs but wake up before you hit the bottom. Except that on this occasion there was no waking. A crunching blow, then another, as his body bounced and slid, inverted and trying to grab the steps as he fell past them. Missing, gathering speed, aware that a deafening, mocking cheer had gone up. You bastards, you wouldn’t give a shit if I broke my neck!
Hitting the turf in a heap, rolling over, straightening out, tasting blood in his mouth and then an awareness of pain, not just from his face but from a leg which was twisted beneath him. Everything was darkening, a crimson-tinged haze, knowing he was going to faint, cringing because the crowd were jeering; baying like a pack of hounds which had finally run a wounded fox to earth.
The man up on the platform was speaking again, addressing his audience as though nothing untoward had happened. A slight interruption but it was over and done with. ‘You see, brothers, they fear the truth but I will not be silenced …’
Two grey-uniformed men appeared at a run, security helmets hastily strapped on at a jaunty angle, truncheons dangling from thongs at their waists. Camp Security was emblazoned on their tunics; there was trouble and it had to be stopped at once. Unprepared, because it was eight hours away from bar-closing time. Official bouncers, Paradise police.
They hit the wooden steps at a run, felt them creak and bow beneath their combined weight, truncheons drawn now. Down below a couple of yellow coats were attending to their injured colleague, calling up the First Aid department on their radios. But the priority was to get that rabble-rouser.
‘Get back, you capitalist pigs!’ Dolman was at the top of the steps, unafraid and undeterred. Just angry at yet another interruption. The watching crowd was in full voice; they had not anticipated such live entertainment to follow a bland Donkey Derby. It was a spoof, of course, set up purposely. An outdoor circus, trained stunt men putting on a rough and tumble act. Maybe they were inviting audience participation. A few of the more daring closed in; it could be fun.
Dolman drove a kick, again aimed at a face just above the level of the rickety platform, the full weight of his lithe body behind it. He braced himself for the impact, combined it with a shriek of frustration and rage.
There was no impact; just as his toe was on the point of contact with a face half-hidden by a reinforced PVC visor, those features moved to one side. A deft flick from the neck, just enough to dodge the direct line of attack; deliberate, a trained defensive action, no hint of panic. Dolman’s leg swung up in an unintended arc, his roar of pain coinciding with a pulled groin muscle. Such was his swing that he was unable to check it, the damaged leg outstretched, the other going over on its ankle as his point of balance was suddenly shifted. His arms were flung forward, fingers grasping at space, a novice swimmer who had attempted a dive from the top springboard and decided to chicken out too late. Airborne, and falling clumsily. Mingled profanities, a heavy thud as he fell, hit the wide ladder halfway down, rolled and bumped all the way to the bottom. He thudded on to the springy turf within a yard of where a stretcher crew was already on its way to load up the first victim, and lay still. Sightless eyes stared skyward, the colour was fast draining from the ruddy face.
The crowd applauded. It was a stunt and a well-done one at that. Slapstick comedy when you least expected it, a combination of a militant-capitalist take-off, the baddie and the goodie both ending up on stretchers.
‘So much for him!’ The lower security officer was already beginning to descend, taking his time because there was nothing to hurry for. Leave this berk to the First Aid chaps, pass the buck. ‘Let’s finish our tea and get down to the bank, Joe.’


Tim Morrison had been General Manager of the Paradise Holiday Camp since its formation. His generous expense account furnished a comfortable lifestyle within the camp itself, a wardrobe of expensively tailored fashion suits, cigars and a well-stocked cocktail cabinet in his impressive office, and a fortnightly visit to the hair-stylist to maintain regular perms for his ash-blonde hair. At 38 ambition was his driving force; he was a ladies’ man but he had so far dodged the snares of matrimony. One day, perhaps, when the Board had kept that hint of a promise to make him a director. Astute, efficient, he also knew how to bluff when he made the odd error, could always find a scapegoat when necessary. Popularity with camp staff was not a recipe for promotion and familiarity only bred contempt.
There were problems daily; you delegated them, checked up afterwards to ensure that they had been resolved. Keep the customers happy, build up a reputation. There was a framed photograph of himself in reception with the words ‘General Manager’ in gold lettering beneath it. ‘Be seen and be recognised’ was his private motto.
Routine problems were the responsibility of Administration; Tim made sure of that. He was in his office from 9.30 - 3.30 to dictate letters to his private secretary and take phone calls which nobody else thought they could handle. Outside ‘office hours’, he repeatedly reminded his staff, his job was to be out and about in the camp, a watchful eye to ensure that everything ticked over. A drink in the various bars was a necessity to observe bar efficiency and customer satisfaction.
But Tim Morrison’s worries, his nightmares, began when Professor Morton and his team of devious scientists had been installed within the camp with the outward blessing of the Board of Directors. Tim considered that his enforced signature upon an Official Secrets document was little short of an insult. He had demonstrated his diplomacy, his loyalty to the firm, from the outset. Yet they had insisted and he had had to go along with this crazy idea. If it was leaked then they would all be for the chop and probably the government would go down with the boat, too.
He lit a cigar, not for effect this time but because he needed the rich Havana tobacco to steady his nerves. His hands needed something to do or else he would be twisting his fingers and playing with them like a nervous schoolboy being carpeted by a stern headmaster. And when that headmaster was Professor Morton your guts threatened to throw up a lavish lunch.
‘This has got to be played right down,’ Morton spoke softly, chewed on the stem of his pipe and added to the thickening tobacco haze in the General Manager’s office. The door was closed, the only sound was the fast clicking of Claire’s typewriter in the adjoining office as she waded through the morning’s dictation. ‘A hiccup, no more.’
‘Two men have got hurt.’ Tim shifted his position in his chair once again. ‘A yellow coat and a guest. One or both of them is likely to kick up a rumpus about it.’
‘Dolman won’t. We’ll see to that, don’t worry.’
‘He’s one of your … guinea pigs?’
Morton’s eyes flickered behind his thick lenses, a mere hint of anger but it passed just as quickly as it had come. ‘Yes, one of our experiments. It seems that he is steeped in militancy and that overrides everything else in his system. We know that he has been spending some considerable time with one of your staff, your head groundsman, Arthur Smith.’
‘Smith’s a bloody pain and a lazy bastard to boot. I’ll sack him, get rid of him for you.’
‘No, no. We want him where we can keep an eye on him. Do no such thing. But Dolman will have to be … contained. I understand that he has suffered a sprained ankle and concussion. He must be returned to his chalet and …’
‘He’ll have to have medical aid. The hospital in town will have to check him over, perhaps keep him in overnight.’
‘He must not go to a hospital. We cannot afford to have him “checked over”. See to it that he is taken from your First Aid room back to his chalet. Instruct them to do it now before some fool calls an ambulance!’
Tim Morrison’s hand shook visibly as he lifted the receiver, dialled a double digit. A curt command which he hoped covered up a quaver in his voice and he dropped the receiver back on to its cradle. ‘Done’, he was sweating, ‘even if they do think I’m crazy. They were just about to call the hospital. Donnachie will have to go to hospital, though, he’s got a broken leg.’ And for Christ’s sake we’ll never get away with trying to hide that.
‘That’s fair enough,’ Morton permitted himself a faint smile of satisfaction, ‘but we have to keep him happy. Double his compensation, and send him home for the rest of the season on full pay. He won’t ask questions.’
‘Somebody will, though.’
‘Naturally, but the answer’s simple. Dolman had been drinking, he climbed up on to the platform and then fell off. Goodness, you get drunks fighting somewhere on the camp most nights. This happened to be just a little more spectacular. We’ll let the drug wear off him, he won’t remember a thing, and if he asks questions we’ll tell him precisely that. He’s very lucky the police weren’t called to arrest him for disorderly behaviour and charge him with GBH. He’s got a reputation as a troublemaker, has been in trouble with the law more than once and he’ll be only too glad of the let-off, you mark my words.’
Tim Morrison sighed with relief. The professor had come up with the answers. This time. It was the next time which worried the General Manager and there would always be that risk as long as these scientists were around.
‘Drink?’ He nodded towards the cocktail cabinet in the corner. Because I’ve never needed one more than I do right now.
‘Why not?’ Morton smiled, relaxed visibly. ‘I’ll have a small scotch, please. As a matter of fact there is something I’ve got to talk to you about. Do you happen to have your accommodation file handy?’
‘Claire can get it for us,’ Morrison buzzed the intercom, ‘anybody in particular you want to know about?’
‘Yes,’ the professor’s expression hardened perceptibly, ‘if you’ve any information on a guy named Beebee, that we don’t have, it would be much appreciated.’



Chapter Eight
The daytime hours had become long ones for Jeff Beebee. He had lost the ability to relax, had become tense and on edge. In a way he was wishing his holiday away in stages; be done with the day and bring on the night. For suddenly Ann Stackhouse was dominating his every thought, he could not wait for darkness when she would slip into his chalet like some clandestine mistress.
He lay on the camp’s small rocky beach, basked in the hot sunshine, oblivious of the squeals of children around him, the steady wash of the tide on the shingle. The memories of last night were still strong with him, the way they had made love again and again, until in the end Ann had agreed to stay the night. And when the music from the radio alarm awakened them, they embraced and made love again. He was afraid that it might be just an erotic dream from which he would awake, an erection the only reality which was left to him.
From now onwards the days would be an interlude, a time to rest and prepare himself for the nights of passion. It could have been an exhilarating thought, savouring the experience of falling in love all over again. Gemma’s door had closed, Ann’s had opened for him. Like it was meant to happen, so swiftly that there was no time for heartaches in between. Paradise at Paradise, a holiday which neither of them wanted to end. Yet in the background there was a niggling worry, the feeling that all was not well. Ann was hiding something from him, there was no doubt about that. He almost convinced himself that she wasn’t two-timing him. Okay, she had a problem, she had been having an affair with her boss and she wanted to end it but did not wish to throw up her job. That was fair enough. But he sensed it went deeper than that. Which was why those beautiful erotic thoughts were tortured with doubt, the fear that it might all be over tonight. And that would break him as Gemma never could have done.
He rolled over, glanced at his watch. 1.35. There was just time for lunch at the restaurant, he would be a latecomer for the final sitting. No, he didn’t want to go there; he wasn’t hungry for a start. He planned to order a takeaway meal for tonight, have it ready for when Ann arrived at his chalet. And another couple of bottles of Blue Nun, her favourite. It was the next best thing to taking her down to the Chophouse.
He didn’t want to stay on the beach any longer, he was too restless. There were a dozen and one things he could do: the chairlift back from the beach to the camp, an hour in the indoor swimming pool, the funfair, a game of pool or table tennis if he could find a partner. None of which appealed.
He stood up, began to walk slowly back up the beach, picked his way carefully across the pebbles until he reached the sand. The miniature steam railway followed the coastline through the dunes, its three open carriages packed to capacity, leaving a queue behind to await its return. He wasn’t in the mood for waiting and, anyway, he was in no hurry to go anywhere. Just walking, following the steel lines, ready to leap to safety if he heard the hoot of the engine on its return trip.
Daytime lovers sought the privacy of the undergrowth, teenagers necking; he envied them, they had an uncomplicated life, they could be together all day and all night as well. No secrets, no mysteries. No, he didn’t envy them, he decided, because none of those guys had Ann Stackhouse. He was the lucky one; it would all work out in the end.
He reached the headland and struck away from the coast, headed towards the big boating lake with its mysterious tree-covered island in the middle. Mallard and diving ducks swam unconcernedly in spite of the rowing boats, a large flock of Canada geese grazed the rough grass between the lake and the first line of double chalets. People picnicked, threw crusts for the geese who came to collect them with outstretched necks, hissing warningly in case it was a trick. They tolerated humans, they didn’t trust them, took what they had to offer and kept their distance.
Jeff could hear the noise of the fairground in the distance, saw the big wheel turning slowly, the racing roller coaster with its cars of shrieking holidaymakers who got their kicks from having their guts churned up. Ann was right, this wasn’t his scene but he wouldn’t have swapped it for the Bahamas right now. The unlikeliest holiday had turned into the most exciting one of his life.
He got to thinking what he was going to do when his fortnight was up. He had to go back to work, there was no question of that; Major Briggs’ extension wouldn’t wait and neither would a host of smaller jobs. Ann would be staying on; perhaps he could start taking weekends off, drive up here on Friday evenings and stay over until Sunday. For two months, anyway, until the camp closed down. He began trying to work out whether Cambridge was in easy driving distance of his home after that.
Amusement arcades weren’t his scene either, machines loaded against you to rob you of your money, in 2p and 10p coins so that you didn’t miss them until it was too late. Some folks got addicted to the fruit machines, squandered their pay packets each week in the one-armed bandit at the local. Hooked on them like a drug. Jeff found the various games boring, they didn’t pay out enough to warrant the stake, anyway.
He found himself studying the guy standing just inside the entrance to the main arcade. Sombrero pulled low to cast a shadow over the mean features, a thick drooping moustache failing to hide the cruel leer of the stretched thin lips. Leather waistcoat pulled back so that the right arm rested easily on the holstered .45 revolver. An arrogant posture, legs apart, body leaning slightly forward. But it was the eyes that caught your attention, steely blue chips sunk into the plastic sockets so that no matter where you stood they were always searching you out. Challenging you.
And if you didn’t recognise him then the placard over his own roped-off cubicle informed you that he was THE GUNFIGHTER. ‘Try your speed against his’ in smaller lettering, and fixed to a stanchion was another replica handgun with a coin slot beneath it. A small boy ran up, tugged the weapon free of its holster without inserting a coin and a neon sign flickered on to inform him that he was a ‘cheat’. The boy pushed the gun back into place and ran off as though he was afraid of retribution. Nobody else, it appeared, was interested in taking up the challenge.
Jeff Beebee found himself facing the hard-bitten lifelike effigy. The hand in the pocket of his jeans toyed with a 10p coin, he fidgeted with it, filing his thumbnail on the serrated edge. Skill, in a way, no prize to win. Whether you beat this feller to the draw or not, you lost your money which, at least, was honest. An electronic weapon, no missile. More realistic than an air pistol. He shrugged, dropped his coin into the slot and the gunfighter’s head jerked up.
‘When I say “draw”, hombre, draw. Or else get outta town!’ A worn-out taped threat in pseudo-American tones crackled out of a hidden speaker. Jeff tensed, gripped the butt of the pistol on the post, stared back into those hateful eyes and found himself wondering what Ann’s lover looked like. The boss, scarred and grey, ruthless, taking what he wanted. Sex-appeal because he was old and tough, and, above all, successful. Feller, I hate you and I’m gonna blast you!
‘Draw!’
Jeff snatched at his gun, tugged it clear. A sudden, illogical moment of panic; it was the other or himself, whoever fired first would live. A boyish cowboy fantasy, a single-shot cap gun and if you didn’t have any caps you yelled ‘bang!’ He squeezed the trigger, saw the flashing light come on above the jerky figure which now had its own pistol at hip-level.
MISS.
‘Too bad, hombre. Now, try again or else get outta town.’ The recording was grating, slurring. Maybe the gunfighter had been drinking.
Jeff holstered his revolver, kept his hand on the butt. The light went out again. He was tense and trembling. You stupid, childish berk! A quick glance around him. Nobody was watching, everybody else in the arcade was obsessed with losing their money on the machines.
‘Draw!’
Jeff took his time, slid the weapon smoothly out of its pseudo-leather holster. The gunfighter wasn’t as fast as he had at first supposed. The mechanism of the other’s draw was jerky, this was one game you were meant to win because you didn’t get your money back anyway. Jeff brought his gun up deliberately, took a bead on the centre of his target’s chest. He held his breath, squeezed, was aware of a slight ‘zap’ this time.
The figure jerked, there was a kind of grunt like it had got the wind, a hiccup as the head fell forward, the gun arm dropping to its side. Dead on its feet. Bull’s-eye!
HIT. The neon changed to green, then went out. The gunman’s .45 was back in its holster, he had straightened back up into that zombie-like pose, only the painted blue eyes seeing everything around him, looking for another challenger. Ann’s ex-lover, her boss, shot through the heart. Sadistic fantasy fun, well worth the 10p if you thought of it that way.
Jeff put the pistol back, glanced around him again, and started because there was a girl standing just inside the door watching him intently. Small and dark, scruffy jeans with a blouse that was both dirty and ripped. Their eyes met for a second and he found himself nodding with embarrassment. I’m just a big kid, really, I play cowboys and indians back home in my spare time. Jeez, it was just something to do to relieve the boredom, better than fruit machines or space invaders. That was my girl’s ex-boyfriend I just shot. God, he felt a bloody fool.
She was still watching him. He dropped his gaze, found it drawn irresistibly back to her. She looked a right slag, the kind of girl you found hanging round the bus station after dark, half-hidden in the shadows and asking you if you’d got a light when you walked quickly past her. Somebody had roughed her up, by the look of her. Her left eye was badly bruised and swollen, and her lower lip was split. Poor kid, it’s none of my business, she’s probably had a row with her boyfriend. Set the gunfighter up again, sweetheart, and take it out on him. It does wonders for you, I can vouch for it.
Christ, it was stuffy in here, made him feel heady. What a waste of a blazing hot afternoon. He walked quickly towards the swing doors.
‘Excuse me!’
Her voice was surprisingly cultured, there was even poise in the way she moved out into his path, put a hand-rolled cigarette to her lips, strands of tobacco hanging loosely from the creased paper. He pulled up, sensed embarrassment again.
‘Excuse me, you don’t happen to have a light, do you?’
‘Sure.’ He found himself delving in his pockets until he located the cylindrical throw-away lighter trying to hide in a pile of loose change. Holding it out, flicking it for her. Now he saw her features close up, a girl who was truly beautiful, or would have been if somebody hadn’t roughed her up. The damaged eye was nearly closed, the lip had not long stopped bleeding, there was a faint smear of blood on her chin.
‘Thanks.’ She drew hard on the cigarette, took the smoke right down into her lungs. ‘I suppose you couldn’t help me, could you?’
Jeff Beebee felt himself tensing, glancing guiltily to right and left, fearing for a moment that Ann might be in here. He dropped the lighter back into his pocket, looked down at the floor. ‘It depends.’ On a lot of things. I’m not getting involved.
‘There’s a tea bar next door.’ She had moved close to him. ‘Perhaps we could talk there.’
He should just have walked away, quickened his step and lost himself among the crowd around the souvenir shops down this long street. Instead he allowed his companion to fall into step with him and now they were seated at a corner table in the cramped snack bar with mugs of tea. The way holiday romances begin, he stared into the thick brown liquid and wondered how he was going to get out of this one. You can always get up and walk out. Later, let’s hear her story first.
‘You beat Wild Bill to the draw then?’ she laughed with her damaged lip.
‘The second time. I was just killing time.’ Sod it, I’ve told her I’m not in a hurry. Oh, Jesus Christ! ‘What’s your problem?’
‘This!’ She tapped her wounds. ‘I’m Cindy, by the way.’
‘Hi, I’m Jeff.’
‘I’m a whore.’ She spoke emotionlessly, a plain statement of fact. She might just as easily have said, ‘I’m a shop assistant.’
‘Eh?’ He started in surprise, thought perhaps he had not heard right.
‘A prostitute, I sell my body.’ Speaking slowly, he thought he detected a slight slurring of her speech, as patient as a playschool teacher explaining something to a class of infants. ‘I charge thirty quid but you have to wear a condom. That’s only sensible these days, isn’t it … Jeff? Oh, and you’re only allowed to orgasm once.’
‘No thanks.’ He was half out of his chair but she grabbed his arm, firmly but kindly, an apologetic, pleading expression on her face.
‘I’m sorry, I wasn’t soliciting, I shouldn’t have said it like that. It was just that I was trying to explain about myself. You do understand, don’t you?’
‘Too right, I do.’ He sat down again, was angry with himself for not having left. ‘I don’t go for that kind of thing. I’ve got a regular girl.’ At least, I think I have.
‘Oh, that’s fine,’ she smiled, ‘I wouldn’t want you to do anything you don’t want to do. But if you change your mind, you’re welcome. I was watching you playing that shooting game. You see, there aren’t many single guys about, except teenagers, and I have to talk to somebody because I’m in trouble. Big trouble.’
Here it comes, he thought. In spite of her cultured speech she was childish. A middle-class misfit, maybe a bit simple. No, she was on drugs, he was sure of that now. She was on a high, confused, oversexed and her boyfriend had walked out on her. Desperate for it. Perm any three from four; he wasn’t really interested.
‘I’m scared to go back to my chalet because my boyfriend will beat me up again.’ Her mood had changed dramatically, there was terror flickering in one dark eye, the other was completely shut now. And her hand resting on his arm shook.
‘Why go back then?’ He spoke sharply, too much sympathy could land him in trouble. ‘You’re free to leave. Or you can go to the camp authorities, even the police, if he’s been knocking you about.’
‘Oh, I can’t do that!’ She was aghast. ‘I can’t just run out on Alan. He needs me.’
‘Then he’s got a funny way of showing it.’
‘I suppose it’s the drugs,’ she was whispering now. ‘And he’s been under a lot of stress lately. He has hallucinations. He thinks I’m somebody else, keeps calling me Donna, and he’s holding me a prisoner in the chalet in case I go to the police. Which I wouldn’t anyway. But I had to sneak out for some tobacco and now I’m frightened to go back. He’ll swear I’ve been to the pigs and he might do just anything!’
‘In which case you ought to seek protection before he does!’
‘I want you to protect me, Jeff!’
Jeff’s brain reeled. This was like a crazy dream. He had wandered idly into the amusement arcade, taken on a gunslinger, and now he was sitting drinking tea with a girl who claimed to be a prostitute and wanted him to protect her from her violent boyfriend.
‘No, thanks. I don’t go for the strong-arm stuff.’ He tried to push her hand away but she tightened her grip. He didn’t want to cause a scene in here.
‘You don’t have to get into a fight.’ There was sheer desperation in her whisper now. ‘Look, all I want you to do is to walk back to my chalet with me. You can stand and watch whilst I go in, and if things get really nasty, I’ll scream.’
‘In which case I shall fetch the security men right away and disappear.’ Oh, God, I’m pandering to her again.
‘All right,’ she nodded, smiled again. ‘That’s fair enough. See me home, hang about outside, and if you hear nothing then you can just walk away. Please!’
‘Let’s go and get it over with.’ He stood up and she came up with him, still clinging to his arm. ‘But I’m not doing anything more than that. I’d do it for anybody, not just for you, get it?’
He wished she would let go of his arm as they walked down the line of shops and headed for the chalets on the Green Camp. His overriding fear was that they might meet Ann. Or worse, that she might observe them unseen. An episode like this could have disastrous results. In any case, he decided, he would tell Ann all about it, just to safeguard himself.
‘That’s the one.’ She stopped, seemed to pull back as though in terror, and he thought for one moment that she might flee. ‘Number 24. The curtain in the living room isn’t closed properly, perhaps we can see inside first.’
He did not want to look but she was pulling him on to the sidewalk alongside the chalets. Checking the door numbers as they walked past them. 26 … 25 … 24.
This was ridiculous; she pulled him against the wall, flattened herself against it and edged forward like an overacted scene from some pre-war spy movie. Up against the window frame, peeping through the glass into an unlit room. He felt the way she trembled, heard her breath being expelled in a huge sigh of sudden relief.
‘He’s asleep!’ she breathed. ‘Alan’s spark out. Just look, Jeff.’
Jeff didn’t want to see but he looked all the same, saw the huge man sprawled on the settee. A thick black beard blended with the matted torso, rising and falling rhythmically in a deep slumber.
‘He won’t be troubling you for a bit, anyway.’ This time Jeff managed to shake off his companion’s hand. ‘Just let yourself in quietly and I’ll guarantee that when he wakes up he’ll never even have missed you. Go on, now, whilst the going’s good.’
‘Oh, I don’t know how to thank you, Jeff.’
She was going to kiss him but he dodged back, turned and broke into a fast walk. He did not look back. Whatever happened, it was none of his business.
Only when he was back in the hub-bub of the camp did his thoughts return to Ann Stackhouse.


Ann was over an hour late. Jeff was beginning to panic, the niggling worries of the day building up to a climax. She had jilted him, taken the easy way out, let him come to his own conclusions; I have to look after my job, don’t I, Jeff? The Paradise Camp isn’t really your scene, is it? Yes, I did see you with that girl this afternoon. I spotted you in the tea bar, followed you back to the Green Camp, saw the way you were holding hands. Fair enough, if you want to screw a tart, then that’s up to you. But I’m not risking you after you’ve been with her, not these days.
Oh, Jesus Christ! The curry from the takeaway had been under the grill for over an hour now keeping warm; it was surely dried up. And Blue Nun tasted sour when you drank it on your own. Well, if she didn’t turn up then he would check out tomorrow, head for home, and they could keep the bloody change. This holiday camp idea had been a disaster right from the beginning, Gemma had been right. But he wasn’t going to start raking all that up again in his mind. 11.20 and she wasn’t here; she wouldn’t be coming.
And then he heard her tap the door. Despair turned to instant elation, he only just managed to stop himself from running to answer the knock. Play it cool, you’ve been pandering to too many women just lately. But I just hope to God she didn’t see me with that girl this afternoon.
‘Hi.’ Ann looked dishevelled, tired, but smiling the way she always did. ‘Christ, what a bloody day!’
‘Problems?’ He couldn’t keep the relief out of his voice.
‘We always have problems.’ She draped her jacket over a chair. ‘Something smells good, Jeff.’
‘Curry from the takeaway.’ He began ladling it on to two plates, it wasn’t as bad as he had feared.
‘Sorry I’m late,’ she kissed him. ‘It wasn’t my fault, believe me.’
‘I believe you,’ he poured some wine, ‘but I must admit I was getting a little concerned.’
Suddenly everything was all right, like banging your head against a wall and it was wonderful when you let up.
‘I’ve had rather a trying day, too.’ The plates were in the sink and he had decided to tell her about Cindy. Just in case. Better to explain now than later, in case word got back. All in the mind, but at least he would clear his conscience.
‘Oh? I didn’t think holidaymakers had problems.’
‘Neither did I, until this time.’ There was a trace of nervousness in his laugh. ‘You see, there I was, minding my own business, idling round the camp, thinking of tonight, when, hey presto, this scruffy but well-spoken bird comes up to me …’
He related the events of the afternoon, was a little concerned at her expression, her deep interest, the way her brow furrowed and her cheeks lost a little of their colour. And when she sipped her wine the fingers holding the stem of the glass trembled so that the contents slopped from side to side.
‘What did she look like?’ There was an urgency to her question.
‘Dark and small, but like somebody who had been sleeping under the hedges. Of course, a black eye and a split lip doesn’t enhance one’s looks, does it?’
‘Cindy, you say?’ It was as though Ann was talking to herself. Then her eyes bored into his and she snapped, ‘Did you notice the number of the chalet?’
‘Yes. Twenty-four.’
She was visibly shaken. Damn, he should have kept quiet about the whole business, but why was Ann getting so worked up over it? It made him angry, it had cast a cloud over their evening.
‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘although it’s none of my business I feel I have a moral duty to report it.’
‘Report it!’ She set her glass down. ‘You haven’t said anything to anybody, have you?’
‘No, not yet.’
‘Then don’t!’
‘Hey, come off it, Ann. If that bastard beats her up, maybe maims, even kills her, then I’ll have it on my conscience because I didn’t do anything about it. I’m not one of these people who look the other way and walk on when somebody’s getting mugged on the other side of the road, you know.’
‘It … isn’t like that at all,’ she had averted her gaze from his, ‘I assure you. But you mustn’t report it, do you understand?’
‘No, I bloody well don’t understand. You know something about this. Is that girl, Cindy, a friend of yours? What’s it all about?’
She was silent for a moment, took a deep breath as though to steady her nerves. ‘Jeff, I want you to trust me implicitly. I only wish I could tell you, believe me, I do. But I can’t. All right, if it makes you feel any easier, I’ll report it. But, please, please trust me and don’t keep on asking me questions I can’t answer!’ Her arms were around his neck, her face was buried against his shirt and he felt her fighting to hold the tears back. ‘Jeff, don’t you realise, I love you!’
Words that were worth everything he had gone through. They echoed in his mind, had him holding Ann tightly to him. Euphoria beyond his wildest dreams. But that did not alter the fact that something very sinister was going on in the Paradise Holiday Camp.
‘All right,’ he murmured, ‘I won’t say a word to anybody. But only because I’m in love with you, too, Ann. But there’s trouble of some kind and you’re in the thick of it. If I can help, I will. If you want to tell me, then I’ll listen. Oh, darling, I’m so worried for you.’
Suddenly Ann Stackhouse was unable to hold back her tears any longer.



Chapter Nine
Gwyn Mace lay in bed for a long time trying to remember exactly what was worrying him. He had awoken with one of those uneasy feelings that something had happened the previous day, had given him a restless night’s sleep, but when morning came he was damned if he could recall what it was.
At one stage he had to fight down a rising panic. Maybe he had suffered a stroke and it had affected his mind; or a brain tumour. And he did not recognise this very ordinary little bedroom, either. He certainly wasn’t at home at The Firs, his spacious country house with its three acres of landscaped garden and the paddock where Sarah kept her piebald pony. Where was it? Some kind of institution, a cell in a mental hospital or a prison? Oh, Jeez!
He was afraid to get out of bed. Bed was a nice safe place, you could pull the sheets up over your head and divorce yourself from the rest of the world; that way you did not have to face anybody. You could hide. He was trembling and sweating, too. He wanted to go to the bathroom but he was scared. If the worst came to the worst, he would pee the bed and sod ’em, whoever they were who were keeping him a prisoner here.
‘Ruth?’ Mace’s voice was squeaky, a shrill whisper. His wife had to be around, surely she would not desert him in his hour of need. He thought he could hear her moving about in the adjacent room beyond the partly-closed bedroom door.
Gwyn Mace was in his mid-forties and about a stone and a half overweight for his 5ft. 9 inches. Dark wavy hair and a rotund face, a manner that charmed and yet at the same time was unscrupulous. A hard businessman, his chubby appearance often led colleagues to underestimate him. Genial but cunning. Likeable, unless you disagreed with him.
‘Ruth?’
He heard footsteps, the door was pushed inwards, a flimsy hardboard one which thumped back against the partition wall because there was no stop. Ruth Mace stood framed in the doorway, her short dark hair neatly brushed, those few strands of grey seeming more prominent as a ray of morning sunshine slanting in through the partly-drawn curtains fell on her. Her posture was stiff as though, perhaps, she suffered from arthritis but she had always been that way. She was wearing a blue summer dress and sandals, and the fact that there was a knife in her hands smeared with butter was a sure sign that she was in the midst of preparing breakfast. Pretty, but her smile was always so formal, her words carefully chosen before she spoke. A cautious woman, a girl who had not yet freed herself from a strict upbringing. Religious, she insisted on going to church every Sunday morning and, as far as her husband was concerned, her most annoying habit was her readiness to apologise for almost everything. ‘You’re a bloody apology for yourself,’ he had told her the week after they were married, and she had burst into a flood of tears and apologised.
‘What’s the matter, Gwyn?’ She squinted in the bright sunlight.
‘Where … where are we, Ruth?’ He gripped the sheets as if he might suddenly pull them up and hide himself under them.
‘We’re on holiday, Gwyn.’ She used his first name almost every time she spoke to him; he had long given up telling her about it. ‘You know how much you need a holiday, you were very close to a nervous breakdown. You’ve got to learn to relax, Gwyn.’
‘But where?’ He was glancing around the room disapprovingly.
‘A holiday camp. You knew all about it, Gwyn. Your memory’s playing you up again. Just you stay there and I’ll bring you your breakfast in bed. Goodness, you deserve it for once. It’s a wonder all these working breakfasts and lunches and social dinners in the evenings haven’t given you a heart attack. Stress, that’s what the doctor said was your trouble. For the next fortnight you’re going to do virtually nothing except get some exercise. Even a workaholic has to stop sometimes, Gwyn.’
‘A … holiday camp!’There was disbelief in his voice. ‘You mean one of those Ho-de-ho places, or whatever they’re called?’
‘They’re not like that at all these days,’ she smiled condescendingly. ‘They’re places where there’s plenty to do and you do just whatever you feel like doing. You can swim, play golf, bowls, whatever. It was Sarah’s idea. She wanted to go on holiday with Norman this year, but you and I talked it over and we thought it was unwise. I mean, it wouldn’t be right for two seventeen-year-olds to go away on their own, would it, Gwyn?’
‘If you say so. Where are they?’
‘Sarah’s gone for a swim. Norman won’t be arriving until Tuesday, he couldn’t get the time off work until then. Now, you just rest, and don’t you worry about a thing, Gwyn.’ Ruth turned, walked with just too straight a back through into the kitchen.
Gwyn Mace sighed, closed his eyes. Well, at least it wasn’t a loony bin or a prison, that was something to be grateful for. A holiday camp had to be one up on either of those but he was damned if he was going to participate in any silly games, fuck that for a game of soldiers! A nervous breakdown, that was ridiculous. All the same, he had hazy memories of a lot of worries recently; well, for a long time, actually. Things began to filter back into his confused mind. Maybe they were sedating him and that was why everything was so hazy.
He was a business consultant by profession. No qualifications except experience and that counted more than a file full of certificates, and if you had the right manner, confidence and charisma, you were almost there. ‘Confidence breeds success’ was his favourite quip.
Clients were no problem, they queued up; the difficulty was getting money out of them. You taught them how to play their finances, robbing Peter to pay Paul in the broadest sense, holding on to your cash for as long as possible, and they played the dirty on you by doing it on you. Gwyn was no ordinary adviser, he taught his clients all the tricks of the trade, legal and illegal. Tax fiddles, tax evasions; he called them tax ‘saving’ and VAT was wide open if you knew how to play it. He had studied company law, knew all the loopholes. He smiled to himself as he went back over his own various companies; when your creditors had reached the limit of their endurance, you went bust, started up under another name the following week. All perfectly legal, they couldn’t touch you. Abuse, threats, he was hardened to the lot. But there was that proverbial saying about giving a man enough rope and he’d hang himself. Gwyn Mace screwed the sheet up into balls in his hands, nearly dragged it over himself. They had given him plenty of rope and now he was tottering on the gallows. The Nine O’Clock Walk and it was now about 8.55. Christ, he’d snapped under the strain. Well, almost.
Ruth didn’t know half of it, she would have left him, gone back to her mother if she had even guessed. Too bloody proper, that was his wife’s trouble. Respectability was all that mattered to her. If Sarah and Norman went away on holiday together they might screw. Sarah might get pregnant and for Ruth that would be the ultimate in shame. The neighbours, her fellow churchgoers, would find out, they would ostracize her. Or, more likely, they would gossip and titter amongst themselves.
Ruth had been just the same when Gwyn was courting her and it all stemmed from her bloody mother. ‘No, Gwyn, I’m not going to let you do anything until our wedding night because it wouldn’t be right, would it? No, you can’t feel me because one thing leads to another and we don’t want to put temptation in our way, do we?’
Gwyn did, but it had made no difference. Ruth had been frigid on her wedding night and she hadn’t improved much since, he laughed to himself. Lie back and think of England; that advice had surely come from the old woman. And the cow was still alive, hanging on in a geriatric ward and making a bloody nuisance of herself with the other inmates. The sooner she popped, the better. Christ alive, Ruth had no idea how much they needed her money right now.
Things were clearer now and Gwyn pulled a wry face, felt an urge to wriggle right down the bed and stay there. Forever. He didn’t remember visiting the doctor, but with all the worry he had had recently that wasn’t surprising. But he did have a vague recollection of agreeing to this holiday. A kind of ‘eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we die’. A last spree, money was no object because they didn’t have any anyway and the holiday camp could join the queue of creditors at the official receiver’s door. Gwyn had wanted to go abroad, Spain preferably. Perhaps stay there, start up an enterprise of some kind; the possibilities were limitless. But Ruth would not agree to anything so adventurous, particularly when Sarah was itching to go off with Norman. Born and bred in Britain, stay on British soil, that was her narrow outlook. So they had come to this camp. Fair enough, they were going to live it up, he’d see to that. Live for today and forget tomorrow. He would come up with something when they got home, he always did, there was no need to worry about that now. He was a survivor, he wouldn’t be around now if he wasn’t.
Ruth was desperately worried, and not just about Gwyn. Nor Sarah. A fear that grew day by day, was such that she dreaded waking to a new morning. Like her husband, she would have preferred to remain in bed, lie there covered by the sheets and escape the bout of sickness which hit her the moment she rose. Instant nausea, she braced herself for it now, tried to reach the bathroom with as little unseemly haste as possible, prayed that it would not be occupied by Sarah. Then her stomach erupted, she retched and vomited, clutched at the old-fashioned cistern, held on to it in case she fainted. Once she had been sick, the feeling passed and did not trouble her for the remainder of the day. Classic signs, there could be no doubt. She had gone through it all whilst she was expecting Sarah. Oh, my God, I’m pregnant, I’ve been caught on the change!
The prospect of childbirth was terrifying, particularly at her age, 46. There would be all kinds of complications and, in any case, she did not want another baby. Not after all she had been through the first time; she would either lose the child or else die in childbirth. Retribution, the Lord was punishing her. For what? For sinning in a variety of ways, everybody sinned. She could not think of any particularly major transgression on her part; she made a rule of never thinking or saying evil of anybody, no matter how they had wronged her. She had never been unfaithful to her husband. God, no! Gwyn was bad enough, virtually demanding sex of her, sometimes twice weekly, when she would rather have let that side of their relationship die.
She told herself over and over again that she found no pleasure in sexual intercourse. Never had. It was something you did because it was a duty to your man, all part of a woman’s role. Without it the human species would be non-existent in under a century. Ruth accepted that some women actually enjoyed it. Fair enough, everybody was different. But for herself it was unnecessary, you could love somebody without copulating with them. An orgasm was still something of a mystery to her; in the early days sex was sometimes vaguely pleasurable but that was all. She had grown out of it over the years, and when she suddenly went into the change at 45 she wished that in some way she could have terminated intercourse. But, in fact, it became worse.
Gwyn had insisted that there was no longer any need for him to take precautions and for some months he became more lustful than he had been for the last ten years. God, she hated it now that he refused to wear a sheath, so messy! And now she was paying the penalty for spurning the chance of a sterilization operation fifteen years ago.
Her mother had talked her out of that. ‘The best form of contraception, my dear,’ her mother had stated in a haughty but embarrassed tone, ‘is not to do it at all. Your father never pestered me much after we had you, simply because we did not want any more children and he realized the futility and degradation of subjecting me to his infrequent desires. If you have this operation then it is merely giving Gwyn the green light to take you on a whim. You take my advice, discourage him now and he’ll find other things to occupy himself with.’
Ruth’s hands shook as she buttered the toast on the Formica working surface. It must have happened that night after the champagne party Gwyn had given to open his new offices. He was drunk that night and she had almost been in the mood herself. He had persuaded her to do some disgusting things, she would never ever feel clean again. Acts that were outside anything which a husband had a right to expect. And God had punished her for it! Now she had to face up to the risks of childbirth, the mental and physical agony, and even if nothing went wrong then she was back to night-time feeding, sleepless nights, nappy changing and washing. It made her want to scream, to give way to hysteria.
She had even considered an abortion, she would get one easily enough at her age. No, it was murder, the Lord would punish her again and much more severely this time. So she had to have the baby. A sudden desire to run from this chalet, to flee screaming. Which wouldn’t solve anything because the foetus would still be there in her womb.
‘Hi, Mum!’ The door crashed open and Sarah came in, a slim dark-haired girl with a strong facial likeness to her mother, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt. Ruth checked the impulse to reprimand her daughter for not wearing a bra; later perhaps. She looked provocative and that was how girls got themselves into trouble. If you gave men any encouragement they didn’t let up.
‘You don’t exactly look happy and that’s the understatement of the week. Cheer up, we’re on holiday, or had you forgotten?’
‘I’m all right. Your father’s not too good this morning, though.’ Pass the buck on to Gwyn, he deserved it. It was his fault.
‘Old misery guts. He’ll always have a long face if he can’t get up and go to work. Ignore him.’
‘Help yourself to toast,’ Ruth began loading a tray. ‘I’m giving Daddy his breakfast in bed.’
‘Trying to make him fat and lazy. He’s already fat so you’re half-way there, but God knows how you’ll ever make him lazy.’
‘Ssh! He’ll hear you.’
‘I don’t give a damn.’
‘Don’t swear please.’ A curt reprimand, then Ruth forced herself to change the subject. ‘I suppose you’re all bubbly because Norman’s coming tomorrow.’
‘Oh, him!’
Ruth stared in amazement, wondered if she had heard right. For months her daughter had talked of nothing but her boyfriend, it was quite worrying, and suddenly she was putting him down nonchalantly.
‘He’s getting to be a pain.’ Sarah bit into a slice of hard toast, crunched it noisily. ‘It’s like bringing coals to Newcastle having him here. There’s loads of fellers.’
‘Sarah!’ Better the devil you knew. At least she could keep an eye on the courting couple here, and Norman came from a respectable family. But she wasn’t having her daughter going off with the likes of holiday camp boys. That really was asking for trouble. You could end up like me! ‘Your father and I have gone to a lot of trouble and expense to arrange for you to have Norman here and we don’t want any nonsense to spoil our holiday. Understand?’
Sarah understood only too well. ‘All right. But I’m going out tonight, anyway.’
‘Where?’ A snapshot question loaded with suspicion and demanding an instant answer. The truth. Not that Sarah ever lied to them. Ruth was another shade paler and she felt sick again.
‘Just out.’ Sarah casually spooned marmalade out of the jar, spread it on the rest of her toast. ‘I’m not thirteen any longer, you know, Mother. I just want to go out on my own. Is there any harm in that?’
‘No-oo-oo,’ Ruth pursed her lips, her head was thrust forward. ‘Only that Daddy and I wanted to see the film at the cinema tonight. Crocodile Dundee.’
‘I saw it two years ago.’
‘Well, it wouldn’t hurt you to see it again. I expect by now you’ve forgotten most of it.’
‘Except that I don’t want to spend a lovely evening in a stuffy cinema like a thirteen-year-old being taken to the movies by her parents. I am seventeen and most seventeen-year-old girls go to discos on their own. You’re years behind the times Mother. And another thing, I’ve outgrown this “Mummy and Daddy” nonsense. Got it?’
‘Very well,’ Ruth picked up the tray, headed towards the bedroom door, ‘but don’t go getting into any mischief. Dad … your father is in no condition to stand trouble, he’s got enough business worries of his own.’
Sarah concentrated on eating her toast. It was time she made a stand and one thing was certain, they weren’t stopping her from going out tonight. She had a date and the thought sent a ripple of excitement all over her young body. She had been to the pool for a quick swim and it was on the way back that she had met this huge bronzed man, muscles rippling all over his body and a huge unkempt beard that made it impossible to judge his age. She thought he was probably in his mid-twenties. Holiday camps were the only places where you could strike up a chat as easily as that.
‘Hi!’ He had dropped into step with her. ‘Fancy an ice cream?’
She hadn’t at that hour of the morning but she had let him buy her one all the same. So mature, Norman seemed like a secondary school kid by comparison. Small talk, innuendoes that had made her laugh.
‘Doing anything tonight?’ They had reached the newsagent’s shop and Sarah did not particularly want him to walk her all the way back to her chalet. Where her parents were concerned one had to be diplomatic.
‘Not really.’ She was nervous, tense. ‘I’m with my folks.’
‘Well, why not leave them to do what they want to do, and I’ll take you for a row on the boating lake?’ He deftly rolled a cigarette, put it to his lips and struck a match. His dark eyes were watching her keenly.
‘All right.’ She fought off a pang of conscience. Blow her parents, and Norman. He wouldn’t be coming until tomorrow anyway. He didn’t own her.
‘Fine. About nine, then. What’s your name?’
‘Sarah.’
‘That’s nice. Mine’s Al.’
‘I’ll look forward to seeing you tonight then, Al.’ She wondered idly if it was Alan or Albert. Or something obscure. Not that it mattered.
Then she was gone, hurrying, euphoric. And now, within the space of twenty minutes, she had a date for tonight and had successfully extricated herself from a boring evening at the cinema with her folks. It was going to be a long day waiting for this evening.
‘Your father’s been pushing himself too hard.’ Ruth Mace came back into the kitchen, closed the door behind her and spoke to her daughter in a hushed voice. ‘He hasn’t looked well since the first evening we were here.’
‘You don’t look so good yourself, Mother,’ Sarah said. ‘You’re as white as a ghost. You haven’t got a tummy bug or anything?’
‘I’ve been sick,’ the other sank down into a chair, buried her face in her hands. ‘Oh, Sarah, I’ve been sick every morning.’ Sudden shame, she could no longer bear it on her own. Her secret dread had been this in reverse, her own daughter frantic because she feared that she was pregnant. Years of over-protectiveness, schooled by her own mother, playing down the delights of sex until you actually found no pleasure in the act. Psychosomatic. And now it had come to this.
‘Mother, you’re not …’ Sarah did not know whether to laugh or cry. It was ridiculous, unbelievable.
‘I am.’ Ruth Mace stared out of black-ringed eyes, clutched the arms of the chair in case she fainted. ‘It’s all your father’s fault, Sarah. He’s got me pregnant!’
Whilst in the bedroom Gwyn Mace was dressing. Gone was his depression, his fears, forcibly pushed into the furthest recesses of his mind. To hell with tomorrow, he was going to live for today. This was going to be the holiday of a lifetime and he didn’t want Ruth spoiling it all for him. If she didn’t want to let her hair down then he’d soon find himself a woman who would.



Chapter Ten
Professor Morton had spent the first hour of the morning alone in his office reading through the latest updates of the C-551 experiments. Hunched over his desk, he smoked rapidly, knocking his pipe out in the ash tray and refilling it without taking his eyes off the sheet of paper. Fascinating, absolutely fascinating.
The Evanses were still planning their trek south in search of a warmer climate but so far they had not ventured outside their chalet. It would be interesting to see if they ever did; they were a typical example of the unadventurous working class, he decided, afraid to break with routine. But surely their supplies would run out soon and then they would have to do something.
Alan Jay and his girlfriend had resorted to venturing out into the camp separately. Surreptitious excursions when one of them was asleep. But they always returned to number 24. Because it was the only place where they felt secure. Two lovers who had become strangers and yet did not desert each other. He had got rough with her on one occasion, they needed watching carefully. At the moment, though, they appeared to be tolerating each other. She was convinced she was a whore, he wasn’t really certain what he was. So long as he got his drugs he didn’t care.
Dolman was still nursing his injuries, smouldering with hate for capitalists. Plotting silently, the bugging devices couldn’t pick up his thoughts unfortunately. Smith, the groundsman, was hanging around, trying to make contact. When eventually they got together something would happen, Morton was sure of it.
The Maces; the first family experiment. Gwyn was a rogue, a financial twister. The Inland Revenue had been trying to catch him out for years, they probably never would. But, deprived of clear thinking, the man was beginning to panic. Like the office embezzler who fears to go on holiday in case he is found out in his absence. Bent on a good time, and to blazes with tomorrow.
Mace’s wife was beginning to fall apart. A life of repression, parental over-protectiveness and an obsession for respectability, she was convinced she was pregnant. A lurking fear over the years had come home to roost. She wasn’t pregnant, the professor was convinced of that, but how would she act now? Morton whetted his appetite with questions.
And their daughter: a girl who had been deprived of normal teenage life, she was going to make up for it. All three of them were going to go out into the camp and do something totally in contrast to their normal behaviour.
Tony Morton paused, knocked out his pipe again but did not refill it this time. For some moments he sat there just staring at the closed file. His self-satisfaction disappeared, his expression was one of puzzlement, slight annoyance. Then, in one lithe movement he rose to his feet, padded silently across the thick pile carpet. He eased open the door, just a couple of inches, looked out into the ante-office.
Ann Stackhouse was bent over the word processor, her back towards him. She was wearing a thin nylon blouse through which a scarlet bra strap stood out starkly. So beautiful, he experienced a moment of hurt. Regret that it had turned out this way. It was his own fault, an affair that never should have been, something which would be impossible to erase from his memories. Heady nights, passion that had clouded reason, the human factor which was so dangerous to experiments like C-551. Now it was all over, he had no doubts about that, would not try to retrieve what had been his for a short time.
In those few seconds during which he observed unseen, his trained mind underwent a change, slipped from a personal gear back into a professional one. His brain cleared and the slim sensuous body on the other side of the room became a working unit, one so vital to success.
‘Ann,’ he pushed the door wide, saw her start, turn. ‘If you could spare me a moment …’ A boss summoning his secretary for dictation, politely and yet commanding.
‘Oh, sure.’ She leaped from her seat just too quickly, enough to tell him that she was nervous, her conscience was troubling her. And that was bad for a set-up of this nature when the credibility of an elected government was at stake. When a weak link in any chain was detected it had to be either repaired or else removed and replaced with a stronger one. Personal feelings did not enter into it.
He was back seated behind his desk by the time she came into the office, filling his briar and taking his time lighting it. This was one meeting which could not be rushed. He motioned towards the chair on the opposite side of the desk, smiled. You never could tell with Tony; he was a past master at hiding his inner feelings, she thought.
‘On a personal note,’ his voice was even, the half-smile back again, ‘I suppose I’m correct in assuming that it’s all over between us?’
She swallowed, knew she was blushing; suddenly that chair was the most uncomfortable one in the world. She tried not to squirm in it.
‘Oh, no hard feelings.’ He waved a hand as though the matter of their recent affair was of no real importance. ‘I fully understand if it is. It’s just that I’d like to know. I’m sure you understand.’
‘Yes,’ she swallowed, there was a sinking sensation deep in her stomach. ‘I’m afraid it is all over. One of … those things.’
‘Somebody else?’
Again the question seemed casual. His gaze was averted, he was scanning the reports she had typed up yesterday. He might not even be interested in personal affairs.
‘Yes,’ a pause. ‘There is.’
‘Thank you for telling me.’ His tone never altered. ‘Now, I must compliment you on these reports. Concise and thorough. The experiments are shaping up nicely … with one exception!’
This time Ann Stackhouse did change her position, pushed back against the back rest of the chair, wished that it would drop right through the floor and out of this room. The other’s eyes were focused on her now, the glinting orbs of a hunting hawk that had just spotted a field mouse hiding in a tuft of grass below it.
‘Oh?’ Try to sound surprised. It came out as more of a guilty gasp.
‘Beebee!’ There was an edge to Morton’s voice now, a concealed anger. ‘I fail to understand why C-551 has not been administered to him. Or perhaps, for some reason,’ a hint of sarcasm, ‘the man is somehow immune to our hallucinatory drug!’
Ann was lost for words. If she had had an answer prepared in advance she knew that she would not have been able to lie convincingly. Damn it, the bastard knew!
‘Is he … so important?’ She steeled herself, was determined to make a fight of it.
‘Frankly, yes. We have here a young man of affluent parents who has chosen to follow a career in jobbing building when he has a degree in physics. A rebel, if you like. What makes him tick? There are an awful lot of things we wish to find out about him. But, of course, if his system is able to reject C-551 then that makes him all the more interesting. Why have you not administered it?’
She did not answer. A schoolgirlish reply like ‘I don’t know’ was on the tip of her tongue. It would have sounded foolish, put her even more at a disadvantage. She stared at the ashtray, a diagonal chunk of imitation cut-glass like an all-seeing eye attempting to hypnotize her. She shifted her gaze, felt a spark of anger somewhere inside her waiting to be fanned.
‘Well? Do you want me to tell you why you haven’t given Beebee the drug?’
‘Go on.’ Weak defiance. Sack me and free me.
‘You haven’t given it to him because you have become personally involved with him. You are having an affair with him. Which is of no consequence to me personally.’ It came out in a bitter hiss. It obviously was very important to Professor Morton. ‘But I must remind you that you have signed a number of documents upon commencing employment with our department. And your actions present a very serious threat to security, I hope I don’t need to remind you of that.’
‘I have not divulged any official secrets!’ The anger inside her was beginning to manifest itself. ‘I promise you that not one word of this has been leaked. Simply that I refuse to give him the drug.’
‘Oh, I see.’ He leaned back in his chair, took his time relighting his pipe. ‘So, carefully prepared dossiers and reports have to go by the board simply because you have decided to involve yourself in a romantic association with one of our … guinea pigs, you seem to like the word. You are, in fact, dictating to Her Majesty’s government whom they can and cannot experiment upon.’
‘I just want Jeff left alone.’
‘My dear girl,’ his tone was clipped now. ‘You have no say in the matter. Your actions so far have constituted a breach of regulations. You signed to the effect that you would obey orders without question and here you are contravening your pledge. As a result you have become a very serious security risk.’
‘Then sack me,’ she snapped. ‘Give me my cards and I’ll walk right out of here and you’ll never see me again.’
‘Unfortunately, for you, this isn’t just an ordinary job. If we just sacked disobedient employees then we should be releasing a host of spies bearing a grudge against us. You know full well the seriousness of this experiment, its consequences if it was made public.’
‘Then I’ll resign!’
‘Again, you can’t.’ He laughed, a sound which sent icy shivers up and down her spine. ‘We can’t let you go just like that, my girl!’
‘You’re threatening me.’ She was aware of how her heart was pounding, her pulses racing. She felt sick and slightly faint.
‘Shall we say, I’m attempting to persuade you to do the job you signed on to do.’
‘And if I refuse?’ Let’s all put our cards on the table so we know how we stand. She had begun to tremble slightly and she hoped the other did not notice.
‘Then we shall have to take the appropriate action.’ An ogre leering out of a cloud of tobacco smoke; something evil manifesting itself the way they did it with special effects in movies. She shuddered.
‘That’s a politician’s answer.’ At least she was angry, that was some consolation.
‘Well, I suppose, in a way, I am a politician,’ he spoke softly, almost a whisper. ‘I am a servant of the government, of Mankind, in fact. That is the magnitude of our task. We cannot fail over trivialities.’
‘It’s a case of human rights,’ she replied. ‘Come on, Professor, put it into words that I can understand and stop beating about the bush. Just what will you do if I refuse to obey orders?’
‘I’m afraid you will have to be … confined, for the sake of security.’ He spoke with a hint of regret but the threat was still there.
‘Locked up, eh? Put away in a mental hospital, like they do with dissidents in Russia?’
‘Broadly speaking, yes. We would have no alternative.’
‘I might go to the police.’
‘It seems I misjudged your intelligence.’ He leaned forward across the desk. ‘You don’t honestly think that would do you any good, do you?’
‘Oh, for Christ’s sake!’ She controlled a rising panic, an urge to leap up, to flee this room, the camp. ‘No, I guess it wouldn’t. Like I said, it stinks of Soviet methods. You’ve got the police where you want them, whatever I do you’ll use your powers to put me away. Or perhaps get me “taken out”. That’s the phrase they use these days, isn’t it?’
‘Let’s not go off at tangents.’ Morton stood up suddenly, walked across to the window and stood looking out across the main car park, hands thrust deep into his pockets. Unruffled, a man with some everyday problem that simply needed a little manipulation to sort it out. ‘Look, Ann, we don’t have to go to extremes. Either of us. You’ve worked well, I couldn’t have asked for more, and now you’re going to ruin a marvellous future with the department, all over nothing.’
‘Over nothing!’
‘Exactly.’ He turned to face her, an affable smiling man. ‘Look, Beebee won’t come to any harm, he will merely live out a few … fantasies. In all probability they are extremely harmless ones. A few days and he will revert to his normal self, totally unaware of what has happened. Or, if we choose, we can administer the antidote and return him within a matter of hours. So what is anybody going to lose? He certainly will not suffer any ill-effects. The only loser in this will be yourself if you refuse. At the very least you will be transferred to a routine job in some laboratory, we might even send you to the States. So you won’t be able to see Beebee anyway. He’ll find himself another girl and you’ll be left with nothing. Be reasonable, Ann. If you don’t give him the drug, then somebody else will. By your stubbornness you will have been punished but Beebee will be experimented upon anyway. So, wouldn’t it be better to slip him the drug and in a few days you will be able to carry on with your romance? Indeed, it might not even interrupt it. We don’t know. Come on, Ann, be sensible. I’m throwing you a lifeline. If this reached the ears of my superiors I don’t think you’d get a second chance. Even if it’s over between us, I want to do my best for you. But I have to have a definite answer, one way or the other. Now!’
She sunk her head. He spoke the truth, there was no getting away from that. Give Jeff C-551 or we will. He gets it anyway. And be punished for a futile refusal.
She said, ‘I hate this job and I hate you, Tony. But I guess I don’t have a choice.’
‘Good!’ He was stuffing long-stranded Cavendish tobacco into the bowl of his pipe, a sure sign that he was well pleased with the outcome. ‘I hadn’t misjudged you, after all. A little emotional hiccup, shall we say. Let’s forget that this conversation ever took place, and you give Beebee his pill tonight. Is it a deal?’
‘I guess so,’ she got up and hurried from the room.



Chapter Eleven
Al was somehow different from what she had imagined him to be this morning, Sarah Mace decided. Gone was the vivaciousness, the eagerness to chat and laugh. Not exactly reserved, more morose. As they wandered down to the lakeside jetty her own enthusiasm waned. Perhaps this date was not such a good idea after all. Her thoughts turned to her parents sitting in the Adelphi, the hot stuffy atmosphere, a video film which you had to strain your eyes and ears to follow; the contrast too dark, the sound distorted, children chattering, a baby crying somewhere. If this was to be a one-off date then it was a welcome interlude in a holiday with her folks, which really was not any different from being back home.
Most of the rowing boats were moored to the jetty. A young couple were obviously on their last lap, and some silly boys were trying to chase a pair of mallard and threatening to capsize their own craft; serve ’em right if they did, they certainly wouldn’t get near the ducks.
Al was untying one of the boats, letting the rope unfurl. A strong silent man whose only garment was a pair of ragged cords. Sarah followed his every supple movement, he goose pimpled her. The feeling that she wanted to be seen with him, the envy of other girls. She never felt that way with Norman, he was so ordinary.
Al inclined his head, held the boat steady for her to clamber aboard. A fear that she might slip and fall in; she could swim well but the water was dark and muddy, litter floating on it. Ugh! He pushed off, leaped over the stern, rocked the small craft. And still he made no conversation, taking the oars, slow rhythmic movements that propelled them away from the side.
The sun was just dipping below the western mountains and there was a soft welcoming breeze blowing in from the coast. Balmy, the kind of evening you could spend in a T-shirt and shorts right up until bedtime. Sarah tried to relax; she couldn’t, but it had been like this on her first date with Norman. If only Al would come up with some small talk.
‘It’s warm,’ she spoke at length because she could not stand the silence any longer.
He nodded, the only sign that he had heard. She began to fidget with her fingers.
‘Where are you from?’ She tried again.
‘No particular place.’ He looked up at her and she thought that his eyes seemed glazed as if he was troubled with cataracts. A vacant expression, his thoughts elsewhere. ‘I keep on the move, just holidaying here.’ He pulled the oars in, fished a polythene tobacco pouch out of his pocket and began to roll a cigarette. ‘Smoke?’ He offered her the makings.
‘No, thanks. I don’t smoke.’
‘You ought to,’ he smiled through his beard as he cupped his hands to shield the match. ‘Particularly these.’
‘Where are we going?’ It was more than just a casual question, he was rowing again, seemed to have a definite destination in mind.
‘We could take a walk on the island. More interesting than just rowing round in circles like everybody else does.’
She nodded. She didn’t have much choice and it seemed that everybody else had given up boating for the day. The ducks had finally flown off and those youths had lost interest. They were almost back at the jetty.
The water did not look at all appealing in the evening sunlight. A dank expanse, a man-made lake that was probably no more than five feet deep at the most but there was a stagnant scum round the edges. The island was roughly half an acre in size, a dense jungle of willows and conifers, interspersed with broom and wild willowherb. Clouds of midges hung in the sheltered places. Sarah did not relish going ashore; there were probably frogs and lizards and creepy insects underfoot. But Al was already beaching the boat, grabbing an overhanging bough to pull them ashore.
He reached out for her hand, helped her up on to the rough grassy bank, did not release her once they were on level ground. She was glad she was wearing sandals; Al might get bitten by all kinds of creatures going about barefooted like he was.
The foliage fell back into place behind them, a curtain to screen them from prying eyes on the shore a hundred yards away. Grass and pine needles, it was like walking on a carpet, soft and springy. Twilight would come early beneath the overhead branches.
He sat down on a strip of grass that grew on the fringe of some Scots pines where the sunlight was not shut out, pulled her down with him. Again there was an awkward silence.
‘It’s nice here.’ His arm came around her. ‘Kinda private. Like a world of your own, away from everybody. I don’t like people.’
‘Then why did you come to a holiday camp where there’s about five thousand people milling inside a hundred acres, twenty-four hours a day?’
He pursed his lips as if he was trying to find a reason, shaking his head and giving up. ‘I dunno why I came here. Funny, isn’t it?’ He laughed, a deep throaty sound. ‘But I got problems, you see.’
‘Oh?’ she said, and tensed. This date definitely had not been a good idea. But perhaps it was better to hear his problems, let him talk.
‘It’s this girl who’s following me around.’ He was speaking in a low voice, looking about him as though he expected to find the subject of his conversation lurking in the undergrowth, eavesdropping. ‘She’s a real pain, won’t let up.’
‘Can’t you get rid of her?’
‘It’s not as easy as that.’ He nipped the lighted end out of his cigarette. ‘You see, she’s settle herself in my digs and if I don’t keep her locked in there she’ll go screaming that I’ve raped her.’
Sarah sensed a sudden void in her stomach, felt herself begin to shake with fear. ‘But you haven’t, have you, Al?’
‘No,’ he shook his head. ‘You see, she’s a whore and she wants thirty quid for a screw. Get me?’
Sarah didn’t. She tried to edge away but he was holding her tightly. She relaxed, she didn’t want to struggle in case it angered him. He was a weirdo, there was no doubt about that.
‘So I’m stuck with her.’
‘Couldn’t you just leave?’
‘She’d put the pigs on to me, I know she would. She started threatening me the other day … at least, I think it was the other day, can’t seem to keep track of time lately. So I beat her up, worked her over. But I didn’t rape her.’
Oh, God! He was on drugs, she was sure of that. The whole story was some fabrication that was solely in his own mind. In all probability no such girl existed.
‘I wish she was like you.’ She smelled his breath, the stale odour of tobacco, felt the roughness of his beard as his lips went in search of her own. They found hers, began to kiss her fiercely. She tried to struggle but it was useless, he was so strong, seemed oblivious of her token resistance.
‘I said to myself when I saw you this morning,’ he drew back but he was still holding her firmly, ‘now, there’s a girl I could go for in a big way. Something about you, I couldn’t resist you. We could go a long way together, sweetheart.’
‘My parents are expecting me back at ten-thirty,’ Sarah was speaking rapidly, urgently. ‘They’re very protective, worry over nothing. If I haven’t turned up by quarter to eleven they’ll have half the camp and the police out looking for me.’
‘Oh, don’t worry,’ he patted her shoulder reassuringly, ‘they’ll never think of looking for us on the island.’ Strewth, he actually thinks I’m afraid that they might find me! ‘And my boyfriend’s arriving tomorrow?’
‘Boyfriend!’ Al’s mood changed instantly, his eyes narrowed, his lips tightened. ‘You didn’t tell me you’d got a feller.’
‘You didn't ask. Anyway, you didn’t tell me you’d got a girl living in your chalet until just now.’
‘Look,’ the glaze in his eyes cleared momentarily, ‘this is our chance. If we play our cards right we can ditch my girl and your bloke at the same time.’
‘How … how do you mean?’
‘Why, we can do a moonlight flit and leave ’em both kicking their heels. We could be miles away by morning.’
The trees around her seemed to tilt and spin, gyrate and then slow to a halt again. ‘I … I want to go back,’ she was on the verge of tears.
‘This boyfriend of yours,’ he appeared not to have heard her, ‘does he …’ Al’s fingers slid up her legs, tried to prise her tightly closed thighs apart.
‘No!’ It was the truth. ‘I’ve never let anybody do that!’
He was kissing her again, pinning her to the ground, his strong hand fumbling with her shorts, tearing them. She felt the material shred, begin to come away.
‘It’ll be special, then,’ he was breathing heavily, ‘just like you’d known all about me and were saving yourself for me.’
That was when she began to scream, her cries of sheer terror reverberating in the still night air.
‘Shut up, damn you!’ Al was angry now, his hand over her mouth, reducing her yells to gurgles. She was struggling, trying to kick, sinking her teeth into the fleshy part of his hand.
He cried out in pain, reared up and she almost slipped from beneath him. Almost. As she tore free he grabbed her by the hair with his other hand, dragged her back down, kneed her viciously in the stomach.
‘Bitch!’ He spat in her face. ‘You’re as bad as she is. Worse, in fact. You thought you could prick-tease me, didn’t you? What d’you think we came to this island for, eh?’
She tried to answer him but no words came, just a chattering of teeth, a wheezing of breath. And any moment she was going to throw up. Oh, Norm, I love you, I wish you were here. I wasn’t going to do anything bad with him, honest I wasn’t.
Al’s fist thudded into her face, she was aware of breaking teeth, splinters in her mouth, the taste of blood. Crying, pleading.
‘And you’ll go screaming to the pigs, won’t you?’ He lifted her up, threw her down again. ‘Maybe they’ve already heard you, you bloody fool, and are on their way here. A little game that went wrong for you. Lie your head off, tell ’em I raped you. Like Cindy’s goin’ to do if I let her out of the chalet …’
A sudden mind-reeling thought. Cindy! He had left her alone, she could walk out, go to the police. And it was all this wench’s fault; maybe a deliberate plot. A decoy!
His arms went back, he saw her throw up her hands in an attempt to protect herself but those frail limbs were no defence against his massive pile-driving fist. Bone on bone, something cracked loudly and she wasn’t screaming or crying anymore.
A frenzy of hate and fear, he lifted her up again, was oblivious of the way she hung limply in his grasp, a broken puppet held by the neck. Shaken, tossed to one side. And forgotten as he remembered the girl in the chalet and feared what she might do in his absence. Running for the boat, pushing it out into deep water and beginning to row with the strength of desperation.



Chapter Twelve
The dawn crowd which had gathered on the perimeter of Green Camp presumed that the armed men closing in on chalet 24 were police marksmen; there was no reason to think otherwise because it was police who kept the watchers at a safe distance. Three shadowy silhouettes in the grey gloom, two edging along the lower walkway, another on the balcony above. And doubtless there were more covering the rear.
A cordon of uniformed officers, patrol cars and a Land Rover with flashing blue lights. Without warning the sleeping holiday camp had been disturbed; knockings on doors, police officers urging the occupants of every chalet to grab their clothes and evacuate their digs.
‘Is it Chernobyl again?’ one woman asked.
‘Or a nuclear attack?’ Her bleary-eyed husband trembled as he pulled on his dressing gown. ‘What the hell’s going on?’
Only when everybody was out of the chalets did the explanation come over the megaphone. ‘There is a man, believed to be armed, holding a woman hostage in number 24. Please keep back, for your own safety.’ Alan Jay had fled the island in blind panic, rowed frantically back to the jetty and leaped ashore, leaving the boat to drift away slowly on the litter-strewn water. Pausing, having to remember which way to go in this artificial world of bright lights and ear-splitting music. A kaleidoscope of colours, the roller coaster a roaring snake-like monster of multi-coloured fire, crowds spilling out of the cinema and queuing at food stalls, jostling one another for fish and chips and fresh seafood. A hostile environment where nobody cared for anything except their own needs. Selfish enjoyment.
Like an escaped wild beast at bay he skirted the main camp, kept to the maze of chalets with their dimly-lit streets, bordered by vandalised rose gardens and sun-browned lawns. Slowing to a walk, trying to get his bearings.
Sarah was forgotten; she had flitted into his life and then disappeared like a night shadow with the coming of daylight. Only Cindy mattered; a seductive whore who taunted him, demanded payment for the use of her body and threatened him with the law. Perhaps he was too late and she had already gone, was even now urging the police to come and arrest the man who had kept her prisoner and raped her. Lies, all lies. But he would not be able to disprove them.
A primal urge in the very midst of his fears; in his mind he saw her lying naked, lewdly spread across the bed, a hand extended demanding money. Thirty quid and I’m yours.
He laughed. If she was still there then he would take her. She could struggle all she wanted but she wasn’t getting any money for it. He had nothing to lose, she would claim he had raped her whatever. And if he kept her prisoner she could not fetch the police. He wondered why he had not thought of it before. However you looked at it, Cindy was going to be the loser; better to be hanged for a sheep than a lamb, as the saying went.
He had found his bearings at last, moving fast and stealthily, checking the lower chalet numbers as he passed them. 75 … 68 … Running again, keeping to the shadows. Some of the windows were lighted, children complaining bitterly as parents demanded that they went to bed. People going out, others arriving back from their evening’s entertainment. Unlighted windows. 39 … 32 … 30.
Breathless, his chest tight and stretched as though it might split like a winter snake shedding its skin in the spring. A dull ache behind his eyes, his vision partially restricted so that he had to peer closely at each door number.
Number 24. He almost fell against it, pushed at it but it remained firm, resisted him. Only then did he remember that he needed a key to open it, panicking as he searched the pockets of his frayed shorts until he found it. Fingers that shook so that it took him several seconds to insert the key and turn it. The worn Yale lock clicked and the door creaked inwards.
The chalet was in darkness, an empty black pit that breathed stagnant despair at him. He stood there in the doorway, afraid to enter. He did not want to be confronted by the truth, his worst fears confirmed; better to live in uncertainty as he had done all his life.
Cindy was still here. She was in the bedroom just as he had left her earlier, asleep; naked, her legs splayed open, a hand stretched out on the coverlet in a mute demand for money. Thirty quid, no less. Take it or leave it.
Relief came first, a wave of weakness that had him leaning back against the wall fighting against nausea, every muscle in his powerful body trembling. His vision dulled, almost cut out. A lurch forward but he somehow saved himself from fainting and the sensation passed. Just a roaring in his ears whilst he waited for his system to readjust.
Alan tried to remember where he had been, how long he had been absent from the chalet, but his memory eluded him. It didn’t matter, he was back and Cindy was still here. His fears were unfounded.
He sat down on a chair, took his time rolling a cigarette and lighting it, inhaled the bitter smoke gratefully. That was better. Cindy still slept, almost like she was in a coma of some kind.
Funny thing, she no longer excited him. In a strange sort of way he despised her. A slut, an unnecessary encumbrance. He had to ditch her soon, maybe run out and leave her to it if he could not get rid of her any other way. As he watched her she stirred, stretched; her eyes flickered open. Looking at him but recognition was slow in coming. Bewilderment at first, then a nodding of the head. A smile that was no more than a stretching of the lips, an acknowledgment of his presence here. Her legs came together, the thighs pressed tightly; the hand outstretched still. Thirty quid or no go.
‘I wish you’d piss off,’ he said.
‘I wish I could but you’re keeping me prisoner here. Am I free to go then?’
He regarded her steadily. ‘So you can call the pigs?’
‘No, I’ll just go.’
‘You’re lying!’ A sudden change of mood, rising to his feet, advancing on her, stopping a yard from her. ‘You’re trying to trick me. It won’t work.’
‘Please yourself.’ A laugh, the thighs opening slightly. ‘But it’ll cost you if you want me.’
Alan drew himself up to his full height, closed his eyes and experienced that feeling of dizziness again. Something had happened. Something bad … he could not remember. Except that he was starting to get a familiar, pleasant feeling in his lower regions. He opened his eyes; Cindy was lying facing him, legs wide, knees drawn up. Laughing.
‘You cow!’ He spat but she didn’t flinch. ‘You’re going to get what you’re asking for. I …’
There seemed to be a lot of movement outside, doors opening and closing, people hurrying along the concrete walkway; children crying. The funfair was no longer blaring out its deafening music. A holiday camp was always on the move but suddenly there was an atmosphere of urgency. Alan shook his head, tried to clear it. A cold grey light was seeping in through the curtains; which was crazy because it could not be dawn yet. He drew a hand across his sweating forehead, time seemed to have stood still. His whole body ached as though he had been standing here for hours.
‘What’s going on?’ he muttered, experienced a feeling of foreboding.
Cindy was trying to say something but her words were drowned by a sudden hammering on the front door, a pounding that vibrated the woodwork, rattled the opaque glass. A shout from outside, a voice that was muffled yet commanding. ‘Open up. Armed police!’
Alan froze, turned, could make out a blurred outline through the door pane. Disbelief. Panic. Whirling, running through to the hall, stopping.
‘Fuck off!’ he screamed. ‘I’ve got a gun, too!’
The silhouette disappeared. Oh, Jesus Almighty, the bitch had called the police after all. They’d come armed. And they think I’ve got a gun!
He dashed through to the kitchen, was relieved that the curtains were still partly closed. On the table were the remains of a snatch meal, an empty can, part of a loaf. And the breadknife; he snatched it up, ran his thumb along the serrated blade, stared as blood dripped to the linoleum floor.
A weapon, he wielded it, slashed at the air, sprayed blood from his injured thumb up the wall, a scarlet spottling. Cursing, going back through to the bedroom. Cindy was grinning, still offering her body.
‘You called the cops, then!’ He stood over her. ‘I shouldn’t have left you, you filthy bitch!’
‘No,’ Her expression was serious now, a trace of fear as her lower lip trembled. ‘I didn’t call them, I swear it. Oh, my God, I didn’t, you’ve got to believe me!’
‘Well, I don’t. And they’re armed, too. Because I’m holding you hostage. Well, the fucking pigs can have you for all I care. Sell your filthy body to them!’
Outside they were using a megaphone, distorted words that might have been a fairground gimmick. He heard but didn’t catch what they said, probably something about giving himself up. In a minute, just give me a minute, I’ve something I’ve got to do first.
‘I should have screwed you, fucked the arse off you.’ He leaned across the girl on the bed who had drawn herself up into a frightened ball. ‘At least then I’d’ve had something to make it worthwhile.’
‘No, please.’ She was white and whispering, trying to edge away from him until the wall behind stopped her. ‘You can have me now. For free.’
‘Too late!’ He laughed, drew back his knife arm, plunged it down with every ounce of his exhausted body behind it.
She screamed as the blade sank into her throat, snapped off. Alan did not try to dodge the jetting arterial blood, stood there and let it spray on to him; watched as she writhed, tried to pull the broken blade free. Convulsing, her movements slowing, her blood saturating the bed and dripping steadily on to the floor.
He stood there and watched her die, wanted to mock her, to laugh aloud, but for some reason he didn’t. Numbed, not just because of what he had done but because he did not understand. All he knew was that out there police marksmen were waiting for him to give himself up. They could wait, he wasn’t ready yet. If only he could remember … something bad, but it was gone from him.
Outside it was getting lighter by the minute, streaking in through the carelessly pulled curtains and shafting on to a lifeless blood-washed corpse. Unrecognizable, the head twisted away at an angle from him, the legs drawn right up and closed tightly in a final refusal.
He said, ‘you bloody cow,’ and turned away, went back into the kitchen. A face peering in through the gap in the curtains was hastily withdrawn, they were shouting into the megaphone again.
After what seemed hours he heard them coming, the door crashing inwards under the force of some improvised battering ram, shards of glass tinkling on the hard rubber tiles. Two men, they came in fast, pistols at the ready.
Alan Jay stood there, still holding the snapped-off hilt of the breadknife. They didn’t look like police, something odd about them. Subconscious thinking, irrelevancies. The uniforms were dark grey not navy blue. Headgear like motor-bike crash helmets with the visors down so that the merciless grey eyes behind were magnified.
‘You cunt!’ the first one said and fired at point blank range.
A report that was no louder than that of an air pistol but the weapon bucked in the gloved hand. A force that threw Alan Jay back against the wall, bored a symmetrical bloody hole in the centre of his forehead. Instant death but somehow he kept his feet, leaning back against the wall, several seconds before his body began to slide, the knees buckling and lowering him slowly to the floor. He pitched sideways, rolled over and lay still.
The second man moved forward, slow deliberate movements, his hand going into his pocket and coming out with a shabby .38 revolver. He knelt down, opened up the inert fingers, slid the weapon into the hand, closed the fingers around it. Then he straightened up, nodded to his companion.
‘Good,’ the other grunted, permitted himself a humourless smile. ‘Let’s see what the Scene of Crime blokes make of that! Come on, let’s go.’
Together they filed out, nodded briefly to an inspector standing by a parked patrol car, hurried on towards an unmarked van at the rear.


‘So we cocked it up, good and proper.’ Professor Morton was seated behind the desk in his office, his expression indecipherable to all but the keenest observer. A dejection in the way his shoulders stooped, the lines on his face more prominent than usual. A trace of apprehension in those steely eyes which were fixed on the stocky balding man seated opposite him.
The man they called ‘Commander’. It might have been a rank or a name, none really knew. A shadowy figure who was reputedly their direct link with the prime minister. The top man. You only met him when there was trouble and even then you had to be high-ranking to be granted an audience. A bland face, rimless glasses, you could have picked out a dozen or more Commanders in the commuter rush hour; business executives, stockbrokers, financiers. You met him but when you tried to recall him in your mind all you saw was a silhouette. The art of human camouflage, one who faded into the background.
Only his personality lingered; you never forgot that. Softly spoken, it wasn’t just what he said but how he said it. A tongue lashing without raising his voice, emotionless, immovable. But his very presence commanded your respect, unearthed a secret dread. His orders were obeyed implicitly.
‘Merely a hitch, an airlock in a water system.’ Commander neither smoked nor fidgeted, no mannerisms by which you remembered him. ‘Unfortunate, certainly, but nothing to worry about unduly. It has all been taken care of. But it must not happen again. Tell me, Morton, why did it happen?’
‘A combination of C-551 and cannabis, I guess.’ The professor craved tobacco but it would have to wait. ‘We weren’t to know it was a deadly cocktail until it happened. He killed the Mace girl then returned and murdered his own girlfriend.’
‘Did nobody shadow him when he left his chalet?’ An unwavering stare from unblinking eyes.
‘That was Jameson’s job. He hadn’t figured on them going on to the island. He couldn’t follow them unseen on the lake so he stayed on the shore. Anywhere else he would have been right on their heels.’
‘And what of the Maces?’
‘We cannot tell them whilst they are under the influence of C-551. They either wouldn’t believe us or else it would be forgotten in a few minutes. The only alternative is to administer the antidote to bring them out of it.’
‘No, leave them. We don’t want to tamper with existing experiments. There’s plenty of time for them to be told afterwards.’
Morton nodded. ‘Morrison is frantic, thinks this will ruin his bookings for the rest of the season.’
‘On the contrary, he will be turning customers away. A double murder, the killer shot by trained police marksmen. They don’t come better on Bergerac. Never fear, everything will be covered up. Sure, the media will splash it on their front pages but a gun was planted on Jay so the inquest will be a formality. It will be forgotten in a week. All the same, we can do without publicity. Tell me, there are drugs being pushed on the camp and that can, as has already been proved, be detrimental to our project. We dare not risk another drug addict. Give me the details on this pusher.’
‘I have his file here.’ Morton slid some papers across the desk, watched uneasily as the other read through them.
‘Hmm.’ The squat head was raised but the eyes gave nothing away. ‘Paul McNee, two previous convictions. A police job, but I’m afraid we’ll have to step in. We can’t hang around, particularly as he obviously knows Jay and we don’t want any conflicting evidence, however insignificant, cropping up, do we?’
‘We don’t.’ Morton suppressed a shiver. So calculated, he preferred to stick to the scientific side of these experiments. ‘You want us to go ahead with others?’
‘But of course.’ There was no incredulity that the matter of abandoning the experiments should even have crossed the other’s mind. ‘We have but scratched the surface yet. Up until now everything has been just too straightforward, Morton. We are looking for more than eccentricities, which is why observation must be stepped up. Jay should have been taken out before he even touched the Mace girl. I think we’ll have Jameson transferred to other duties, subtly of course. A sideways move, a hint of promotion; he’s an excellent man otherwise. We are all allowed one slip-up, provided it is not too serious. The man I have in mind to replace him will be here by tomorrow. His first task is McNee. But don’t concern yourself with our side of it, you carry on with your excellent work. Count this as your slip-up, too. As I said, we are all allowed one, even if it isn’t your fault. That is the penalty you pay for taking on responsibilities, being in the hot seat, as they say.’
Anthony Morton was sweating long after Commander had left. Mingled praise and rebukes, the other left you to sort them out, interpret them as you would. No bollockings, he hit you harder than that. And the professor began to worry about Ann Stackhouse again; she had come mighty close to the brink, had taken him with her. He prayed that they had now stepped back to safety.



Chapter Thirteen
Muliman came to the Paradise Holiday Camp by public transport all the way from London. He had been instructed neither to hire a car nor take a taxi. Buses and trains, particularly during the tourist season, offered anonymity to the traveller. You lost yourself in the crowds, hunched in the corner of a packed carriage and nobody noticed you. You wore what Mr Average wore, you dined where he dined and ate what he ate. Conventional all the way and nobody gave you a second glance.
Muliman had served his basic apprenticeship long before the Department found him. Ten years ago he had been a mercenary in Angola, had been captured and faced the death sentence, against all odds he had escaped, drifted back to England and found life exceedingly dull. Until a couple of youths had tried to mug him in a subway; one had died instantly, he had had to administer the coup de grâce to the other. The police had arrested him, charged him with murder, but the Department had stepped in. An offer, an ultimatum; he either risked a life sentence or he served the Service. Either way he lost his freedom. Muliman opted for the job, served another long apprenticeship.
Now he had proved himself and he had an assignment. Speed and efficiency were of paramount importance. He had been briefed, knew what he had to do. McNee was his target, there must be no delay. It was a rushed job.
Muliman was 5ft 10 ins tall and had short-cropped light brown hair. Powerfully built, every movement was decisive, he never wasted energy. If you looked at him carefully you saw that he was slightly bow-legged. Sunburned, he had a quick smile when the occasion demanded, but was a man of few words as the harassed receptionist at the Paradise Camp discovered that humid afternoon.
‘Mr …?’ She smiled at the man wearing a short-sleeved checked shirt and carrying a worn brown leather jacket over his arm.
‘Thompson.’ Barely audible, he was bored after his long wait in the queue.
‘Have you got your booking forms?’
‘No.’
She was bewildered, everybody had their booking forms ready, proof of payment sent by post, the only way of matching them up with their chalets. Names meant nothing. ‘I’m afraid I can’t help you without …’
‘I don’t have any. I was booked in by phone. Check it.’ A curt order.
She made as if to argue, changed her mind when she saw the other’s expression, the kind you did not quarrel with. ‘You’ll have to wait a minute then.’ She slammed her till drawer, turned away. You came up against one, every day. Bloody rude!
Muliman unpacked his holdall, took a leisurely bath. Here he was just another camper, he would become one in mind and body until the job was done. Disguises weren’t about false beards and all that kind of crap, you became a nobody and didn’t get a second glance. And when you were gone they forgot all about you.
Holiday camps didn’t bore him; on the other hand they did not engender enthusiasm. This place was the setting for a job, he had to get to know it. Bathed and refreshed he began a tour of his new surroundings, had already committed the plan of the camp in the brochure to memory. He wandered in and out of the amusement arcade, played a couple of machines and lost 50p. The gunfighter was grating a challenge but he ignored the effigy; people gathered to watch those kind of games, they might remember him.
He sauntered round the indoor swimming pool, it was crowded and noisy, didn’t appeal to him. Across to the snooker hall; kids were queuing for the pool tables, a dozen or more games of table tennis in progress. Across to the boating lake. There was a large crowd lining the edge, all the boats were in use. Ghouls, some of them were even pointing across to the island; ‘that’s where that girl was murdered!’.
He bought some fish and chips, sat on the edge of the big playing field to eat them. A game of football was in progress; two teams, one in shirts of all colours, their opponents stripped to the waist. It was one way of differentiating between the sides. He stayed there until the referee blew the final whistle and the teams walked off arguing among themselves; they obviously took the game seriously, some kind of holiday competition. Then some children ran on and began kicking beach balls about. Muliman crumpled up his greasy papers, tossed them into a litter bin. It was time for business.
McNee was in the snooker hall, a dapper man with jet black hair greased right back, and a sallow face half hidden behind a large pair of dark glasses. Immaculately dressed in a striped shirt and dark trousers. He can play some, too, Muliman thought as he watched his man pot a black expertly.
A crowd of teenagers were gathered round Paul McNee, fawning on him, taking their turn to be defeated by this precise man who seldom missed a shot. Junkies, Muliman was certain of it, they paid over the odds for their fixes and suffered humiliation at the table as well. Hero worship in a masochistic sort of way.
Muliman found a cue, edged his way in among the others. Relaxed, leaning on the table; there was no hurry. He spotted an envelope changing hands under the pretence of emptying the pockets of multi-coloured balls. Two of the youths left; they had got what they had come for.
‘Game?’ McNee acted as though he had only just noticed the other, a man whose sole interest right now was in the snooker table.
‘If you like.’ Muliman smiled, seemed ill-at-ease. An introvert who had almost given up hope of finding a partner to play with.
McNee was determined to win, Muliman could see that from the outset, a suave over-confidence. He resisted the temptation to compete, he was playing for bigger stakes. Muffing easy shots, feigning a clumsiness that went against the grain. The audience had drifted away, they had no interest in a one-sided contest.
‘My game!’ There was a smug satisfaction, a boast in McNee’s voice as he dropped his cue on to the table. ‘Next time we’ll play for a quid. These tables need re-covering badly.’
‘I’m used to playing games on grass,’ Muliman spoke softly, meaningfully.
‘Grass, eh?’ McNee did not look up.
‘I heard you can get it?’
‘Maybe.’ Cautious. There was always the danger of a trap. ‘Who told you that?’
‘Alan Jay.’
The other’s mouth tightened. ‘You knew him, eh?’
‘Sure, I came up to meet him, only heard the news this afternoon. When he phoned me a few days ago he mentioned your name. So I brought some cash.’
Muliman saw that his long shot had scored a direct hit. McNee knew Jay, had been supplying him. The Department had done their homework well, a combination of guesswork and hearsay. But when you were on a time limit you took a chance.
‘All right. Later. It doesn’t come cheap, though.’
‘I didn’t expect it to.’
‘Good, we’ll meet up after dark. You know the camp?’
‘A little.’
‘See you in the menagerie about eleven. Officially, it’s closed but they don’t lock the gates. The warden sees to that when he comes back from the pub which is often around midnight. It’s not fully lighted, you don’t often find anybody in there. What’s your name?’
‘Brown. I have an affinity with pigs, we used to keep them when I was a boy. See you by the pig pen.’
‘Doubtless you’ll be in your element,’ McNee sneered, he seldom disguised his contempt for addicts. ‘Cannabis is all I do.’
‘That’s all I want.’
‘Good. Enjoy your conversation with the porkers, Mr Brown.’ The other sauntered over towards the booth to return his cue. Muliman watched him and those wide shoulders shrugged slightly. Pigs were ideal, he was looking forward to the meeting.


It was fully dark when Muliman arrived at the entrance to the menagerie. Situated on the coastal side of the camp, the twenty or so acres was fenced off with 10-metre high steel mesh, the top adorned with a length of barbed wire. An experiment, one which would expand if it was successful, it would be closed down if it wasn’t. He had read up its short history in the official brochure.
The aim was to provide a cross-section of domestic and ornamental animals and birdlife, nothing too exotic. A pair of peafowl were the most colourful inmates, the birds strutting across the lawn area outside the cafeteria by day and roosting on the roof of the goat shed at night. A small pool, maybe half an acre, incorporated semi-tame mallard, a pair of Indian black ducks and a solitary white call duck which quacked incessantly.
In the furthest corner stood a line of brick-built animal houses with adjoining enclosures. The goats occupied the end building, if you rose early enough you could watch them being milked, white Saanens who always did their utmost to kick the milking buckets over. Next door was a Jacob’s sheep, a lonely ram still waiting for a mate. A couple of calves that would go back to the farm in the autumn because they had outgrown their appeal. And then the pigsty.
Muliman heard them grunting as he approached; they probably relied on sightseers for scraps and their keen hearing had detected his soft footfalls. He glanced around him in the gloom; there was no sign of McNee. In all probability he would be late, that was predictable. Addicts were jumpy, their nerves shot through addiction. Let them shit their trousers, they’d pay up all the more readily when the pusher finally arrived. Muliman tensed, forced himself to relax. This had to be an impersonal meeting, you learned not to be influenced by your own feelings. Hate the bastards afterwards if it helped any.
He leaned on the wall of the pig enclosure and a snout came up to greet him. The boar was a big one, a Tamworth, a Sandyback. The sow was trying to nuzzle her mate out of the way. With a rush the litter came out of the house, he counted them. Five. Well-grown, early spring weaners who were already half the size of their parents. A cacophony of snorting and snuffling, pushing one another in a near-desperation to obtain an audience with their nocturnal human visitor. They were hungry. Muliman smiled to himself in the darkness.
Still there was no sign of McNee. He tried to listen but there was too much noise coming from the fairground and the amusement arcade. The pigs gave up, wandered away to their sleeping quarters. He continued to lean on the wall.
Muliman sensed the drug pusher before he heard or saw him. An instinct which he had cultivated long ago in foreign lands. Vibes on the night air, an awareness that he was no longer alone. But he gave no sign, even feigned a start when a voice close by asked, ‘Enjoying yourself with the pigs, Mr Brown?’
‘Oh, yeah. Sure.’ He fidgeted with his feet. ‘I just been talking to them.’
‘Enlightening, I’m sure. For you.’ Heavy contempt, the usual mode of approach. ‘I presume it is them I can smell, Mr Brown?’
Muliman had his hands in the pockets of his brown leather jacket, still leaned his body against the wall. ‘They’re pedigree Sandybacks, you know. That boar’s worth a good three hundred.’
‘I’m sure he is,’ the other answered. ‘How much cash have you brought with you?’
Muliman was searching his pockets, some paper rustled. Then his strong fingers closed over a short length of Bristol steel wire rope and he played with it lovingly. A fox snare, the free-running variety, they could be purchased from ironmongers or suppliers of gamekeeping requisites for £1.50. They came with a length of chain attached but Muliman had removed that. All he needed was the wire noose.
‘Hey, just look at that old boar. Randy sod!’
There was a grunting and squealing from within the enclosure. McNee jerked his head round, clicked his tongue in annoyance. ‘I’m really not interested in whether …’
Muliman moved in one perfectly co-ordinated synchronisation of mind and body. The hand came out of the pocket, the fingers running the noose to full stretch as it did so. A kind of lasso which dropped neatly over McNee’s head, settled around the neck and was pulled tight. Very tight.
One strangled cry that died away as Muliman jerked the loop downwards, his victim’s head coming back with it. Arms flailed wildly as McNee attempted to locate the wire which bit deeply into his neck but the flesh had already covered it. A gurgle, Muliman thought that the other was vomiting and that could only be good. Holding on, using his knee as a lever to bend the other back, impervious to threshing limbs because in a few seconds they would drop and twitch, hang feebly against the limp body. They did.
Muliman lowered the dead man gently to the ground, pushed against the swivel and felt the noose slacken. Deftly he retrieved the snare, pushed it back into his pocket; doubtless he would have need of it again on future assignments.
He worked quickly, demonstrated all the skills of a long-suffering wife accustomed to undressing her drunken husband at bedtime when he returned from the pub. He removed the corpse’s jacket and trousers, folded them expertly into a small neat pile. Shirt, tie, vest, underpants, socks and shoes followed. Again he delved into his pockets, withdrew a folded plastic sack, smoothed it out and began to load the clothing into it. Meticulous with every garment, utilising space, filling the bag and then folding the neck over.
He bent down and with an apparently effortless movement, lifted the dead man up, laid him on top of the pigsty wall. The pigs were back again, grunting loudly, ravenously, as though they understood. They probably did, Muliman smiled to himself in the darkness, for already they scented food.
He released his hold, heard McNee fall on the other side with a dull thump. A scurrying of animal feet, squealing and snorting, the pigs were fighting over their unexpected late-night repast.
Muliman resisted the temptation to stay and watch. He was a professional and his assignment was not yet finished. Lifting up the sack of clothing, he walked quickly, keeping to the shadows, his trained senses alert, only his breathing a trifle faster than usual. But that was only to be expected.


Muliman left the door of his chalet unlatched because he knew that the man who called himself Sanderson would arrive soon. Knocking was a formality that both of them could do without. Waiting, relaxed, making coffee and leaving a second mug on the table in case his expected visitor accepted his hospitality.
‘Okay?’ Sanderson was tall and rangy, wore the grubby overalls of a camp maintenance engineer. Grimed and bespectacled, he was probably on stand-by.
‘Sure.’ Muliman opened the lower kitchen unit cupboard, dragged out the sack. ‘All yours. Coffee?’
‘No thanks,’ the other shook his head. ‘Just got a call-out, there’s a burst boiler on Green Camp. Got to go.’ He picked up the sack, swung it to twist the neck. ‘Our friend?’
‘He likes pigs,’ Muliman laughed, ‘or, should I say, the pigs like him!’
‘Neat. Disappeared without trace. Take a breather, my son, you’ve earned it.’
‘Maybe I will,’ Muliman stretched himself, ‘for a day or two anyway, just to play the average camper. Then I’ll take myself off back down to the metropolis.’
‘No.’ Sanderson paused at the door, swung the bag of clothing up on to his back. ‘You’re posted here until further notice, friend. I got it official. There might be another job coming up.’
Muliman shrugged. It was all the same to him.



Chapter Fourteen
Ann Stackhouse had awoken with a headache that morning. She wondered if it might be the forerunner of a migraine; she had only had a migraine once in her life, when she was fourteen, the time she had gone into a supermarket with her mother and a section of strip lighting had been faulty, flickering. The pain had lasted a day and a night, she would never forget it.
She groaned, wished that she did not have to get up. She thought about going sick. If she didn’t turn up at the office Tony Morton would send someone to find out why. He wouldn’t come himself, not after yesterday. No, it wouldn’t work, he would see through her right away. ‘You stay in bed until you feel better, Ann. We’ll get somebody else to fix Beebee. No problem.’
If Jeff had to be drugged she preferred to do it herself. Treachery, but it was best that way. She’d see it through, she had no choice, keep an eye on him. She slid out of bed, felt dizzy, but dressed and after a cup of strong coffee let herself out of her chalet.
The professor wasn’t in his office. It was unusual for him to be late. There was still no sign of him by lunchtime when she donned her white overall and went across to the restaurant. In her pocket was the small grey tablet, it seemed to burn through the material and scorch her flesh.
She was apprehensive, kept watching the entrance door. Her headache was worse. Oh, Jeff, hurry up and let’s get it over!
By 2.30 when the waitresses began clearing the tables there was still no Beebee. Mixed relief troubled her; a kind of postponement, tonight he would surely dine here. That meant that she had to undergo this mental agony for another five or six hours.
Perhaps he had taken her earlier advice and checked out. Escaped. More anguish, but she knew it was not true. He would not leave without contacting her. The day passed slowly.
Shortly before seven she saw him. At first she scarcely recognised him, gone was the casual attire and in their place he wore a light blue summer suit. No tie, thank God, she hated ties, they were so damned starchy. He had obviously had his beard trimmed. Some kind of special occasion? Oh, Christ!
‘I hardly recognized you.’ She tried to make it appear that her winding course among the other diners had taken her to his table, she had paused for a brief word.
‘My birthday,’ he winked. ‘A closely guarded secret.’
‘You should have told me!’ Because I’ve got a dirty trick to play on you.
‘I wanted it to be a surprise. If you don’t want to be seen out with me in the camp, suppose we go into town tonight, do something different for a change?’
Her heart seemed to flip. ‘All right.’
‘Don’t sound so bloody enthusiastic!’ He looked at her in surprise.
‘I’m sorry, I’ve had a bad day.’ It sounded feeble. ‘Excuse me, there’s somebody over there I have to talk to. I’ll be right back.’
There was definitely something funny going on, Jeff thought. Ann was nearly frantic inside herself, he had to get to the bottom of it.
‘Would you like to order, sir?’ A young waitress interrupted his musings, made him start.
‘Oh, sure,’ glancing half-heartedly at the menu. He wasn’t hungry, it was too hot anyway. ‘Oh, I’ll have a fruit juice, grapefruit. And the chicken salad.’
He was halfway through his fruit juice when Ann returned, slid into the vacant chair on the other side of the table. He nodded to her and said, ‘By the way, I haven’t seen that boorish chap I got landed with the other night. Wasn’t he the clown who …’
‘Yes, a bit of a nuisance. I haven’t seen him since either.’ She spoke just too quickly and her attempt to change the subject was only too obvious. ‘I can recommend the shepherd’s pie tonight, Jeff.’
‘I’ve ordered,’ he was watching her closely. ‘Chicken salad. It’s too hot to eat anything cooked and, anyway, if we’re going into town later I thought perhaps we’d try a meal. There’s sure to be an Indian or a Chinese open late, especially holiday times.’
‘Oh!’ Thank God! Damn you!
‘That is, if you want to go into town.’
‘Oh, yes, that’d be fine.’
‘Good, that’s settled then.’ He saw how the colour drained from her features. Something was definitely worrying her; tonight he would drag it out of her. There was an undercurrent of unrest in the camp, you couldn’t fail to notice it. Maybe it was the murders, it couldn’t be anything else.
‘See you later then.’ She stood up, held on to the back of the chair for a moment.


It was half-past ten when Ann Stackhouse arrived at Jeff Beebee’s chalet, unusually early and he was barely ready. She saw that he had changed out of his blue suit into slacks and a shirt and cravat. She was tense, had a slight feeling of nausea. She had made up her mind to tell him tonight; not everything, she would honour her official secrets, but enough to persuade him to leave. If he left of his own accord then Tony couldn’t blame her for not slipping him the drug.
‘Hope the car still starts.’ He pulled the front door shut behind them, tested it. ‘Haven’t used it since I arrived. I was tempted to go for a run somewhere today but it’s not much fun on your own, is it? And, anyway, the roads are packed with tourists. One of the attractions for me coming to the camp was not having to drive. And talking of driving,’ he stole a glance at her, saw how pale she was in the artificial lighting of the camp, ‘there’s only just over a week of my holiday left. I go back a week tomorrow.’
‘Oh!’ He hoped it was disappointment, so expressionless as if her thoughts were elsewhere.
‘I was thinking,’ they were clear of the main camp now, just a warren of chalet streets, dark shadows in between the intermittent lamps; his hand felt hers, she was sweating. ‘As I said, I was thinking that maybe I could drive up here at weekends, book in as a weekender.’
‘No!’ She slowed her step, almost stopped. ‘No, Jeff, I don’t want you to do that.’
‘I see,’ suddenly there was a void in the pit of his stomach, ‘it’s just a holiday romance, all over on Saturday week, eh?’
‘No, Jeff, I don’t want it to end, please!’ She clutched at him, held on to him. ‘Whatever happens, I can’t bear the thought of not seeing you again.’
This was crazy, for a second he doubted his own sanity and hers. Then relief flooded back; whatever else, the most important thing to him was that she did not want their affair to end. ‘I think you’ve got some explaining to do,’ he spoke quietly, firmly.
‘Yes, but I can’t tell you everything. Not yet, anyway.’ She seemed to be dragging him along now, looking around as though she feared that somebody might be following them, eavesdropping on them. ‘But … Jeff, suppose we just got into your car and drove out of the camp, didn’t come back? Would you … do that?’
Christ, she was working herself up into a state, he had detected a trace of near-hysteria, desperation in her plea. ‘If you really wanted to, I would. But I’d have to pack first. I’m not leaving all my things behind. Look, let’s go and have a meal first, and perhaps I can persuade you to tell me what’s going on. Then, maybe tomorrow, if you’re still in the same mind, we’ll go. How’s that?’
A compromise was better than nothing. She relaxed a little. An hour or two away from this dreadful place was an appealing thought right now.
Below them was the car park, three acres of uneven ground outlined in the eerie half-light from the camp. Lines of vehicles, old bangers and new registrations, a caravanette in the centre towering above the rest. An empty attendant’s booth. If you wanted to take your car you drove to the main gates; there was a security man on duty 24 hours a day. He gave you a pass which you had to show upon your return. A sudden disturbing thought struck Ann as they descended the steep path down to the rough ground below. They would see her, maybe recognize her; there was no way of knowing what lengths Morton would go to. This was high-risk security, top level. The sinking feeling returned.
‘Jeff?’ She held on to him, pulled him back.
‘What is it?’ Christ, don’t say she’s changed her mind!
‘I … I don’t want to be seen at the camp checkpoint. Maybe if I could … lie on the floor at the back. Or something.’
‘If it’s that serious.’ He kept a hold on her, eased her gently down on to level ground. ‘I must say, though, I think you’re overreacting, whatever the problem is.’
They walked on, not talking. He had to stop and think just where his car was parked; third row along, right at the end. In the darkness his foot kicked against something which rolled and clinked; an empty drink can probably, untidy buggers! He sensed his companion’s start, thought he detected a tremble in the hand he held.
‘Here we are.’ He searched his pockets for the key, made out the squat shape of the old Maxi parked between two other cars. ‘She goes, that’s one thing in her favour. I have to run two vehicles, you see. A van for work.’ Embarrassed in case she had been expecting something better. Ann did not appear to notice.
He opened the driver’s door, reached across the seat and opened the passenger side for his companion. It felt strange to be sitting in a car again; he had just become accustomed to not having to rely on vehicular transport.
‘Let’s hope she starts.’ He turned the key. The engine spluttered, picked up, and he revved the throttle. ‘Well, the rest seems to have done her good.’
‘I think I should get in the back.’ Ann sounded nervous.
‘All right, just let me back out first then you can change over.’
He engaged reverse gear, let the clutch out, and the moment the car began to move he knew that something was wrong. He had to accelerate to turn the wheels and even then they seemed to move only with a tremendous effort. The car was sagging, resting on its chassis, a cringing dog shuffling backwards on its belly. The steering wheel would barely turn, they felt the unevenness of the ground underneath.
‘Christ, whatever’s the matter?’ The engine stalled, it was as though the wheels were bogged down, immovable. ‘Let’s have a look out there.’
Jeff grabbed a torch from the glovebox, climbed out. He had recognized the symptoms, come across them before, that feeling of frustration when the steering went heavy and the wheels pulled to one side. A puncture. But never so pronounced as this. He shone the torch, the dim beam confirmed his fears on the front offside wheel; the tyre was flat. And the one on the nearside front! He knew then before he checked that the back ones had suffered the same fate. Standing there in disbelief, staring at the car which gave the appearance of having sat down.
‘Jeff, what’s the matter?’ Ann had the door open, he saw her frightened features, the whiteness of her face, the terror in her eyes.
‘Flats.’ He tried to sound casual. ‘Four of ’em! Hey, wait a minute ...’ He dropped to his knees, checked a valve, then another, didn’t bother with the remaining two because they would be the same. ‘Not punctures, they’ve been let down. Deflated on purpose! Bloody vandals! Ah, well, that scotches our plans for tonight. I’ll have to borrow a footpump from somebody tomorrow, blow them up enough to get me up to the camp garage and then we’ll be operating normally again!’
‘Oh, no!’ She was close to tears.
There’s no accounting for women, he thought. First you’re not keen on going into town and now that you can’t go you’re upset. ‘I’ve still got a bottle of wine left,’ he tried to console her as he re-locked the car. ‘Guess we’ll have to make do with that. The seafood bar will still be open with a bit of luck and we can pick something up there on the way. Now, come on, we’ve got some talking to do. You did promise to fill me in on one or two things.’


They were like strangers tonight, Jeff thought, sitting on the same settee but all they had done so far was to hold hands. Frequent lapses in conversation, small talk for the sake of it. He refilled Ann’s glass; maybe soon the wine would start to relax her and then he would press her to talk.
‘I guess I’ll get an early night.’ She stared at the wall opposite. ‘I’d better go back to my place tonight, if you don’t mind, Jeff.’
‘Please yourself,’ he was tight-lipped, ‘but I think you owe me an explanation. You did give me a half-promise. Remember?’
She licked her lips nervously. ‘I can’t tell you, Jeff. Oh, I wish to God I could, but to stop you putting too much pressure on me, let me tell you I’m sworn to secrecy by the Official Secrets Act.’
‘The Official Secrets Act!’ He was incredulous. ‘But … but that’s for top-ranking civil servants!’
‘Which I am,’ she smiled wanly, ‘and please don’t ask me to enlighten you. Suffice to say that tonight if you had been willing I would have run away with you. I don’t think we would have got far, they would have had roadblocks and search parties out looking for us. It wasn’t vandals who let down your tyres, Jeff, it was … I can’t say, but they don’t mean you or I to leave the camp.’
‘Me! How do I figure in it? I suppose it’s because we’re having an affair.’
‘Partly true.’ She was looking down at her feet now, head bowed. ‘I did try and get you to check out a few days ago, Jeff. I guess that now it’s too late. We’re both caught up in this business and we’ll have to see it through. Pray God that we’re still together at the end of it.’
‘Okay, you can’t tell me,’ he was on his feet, pacing up and down the room, ‘but odd things have been happening, not to mention two murders and a police shooting. Some kind of spy ring, maybe. Or are they up to something, the people running the camp?’
She flinched and he knew that he was near the truth.
‘Don’t ask me, Jeff, please.’
‘I’m just talking to myself, hazarding guesses.’ And looking for reactions. ‘Some kind of unhealthy governmental experiment like dosing people with radiation to see how they react?’
‘Shut up!’ A near-hysterical scream and he knew he was very close to the truth.
He stepped forward, put an arm around her. ‘I’m sorry, I’ll keep my suspicions to myself. Now, I reckon you’d be better off staying the night here.’
‘No,’ she was adamant, ‘I must go back to my own chalet. They might check, particularly as they’ve gone so far as to stop us leaving the camp. I’d better go, Jeff.’
‘I’ll walk you back,’ he kissed her.
‘No, I’ll be all right. I think the less we’re seen together from now on, the better for both of us. Oh, Jeff, go before it’s too late. Get your tyres blown up in the morning and get away from here!’
‘No way,’ he squeezed her hand, ‘I’m sticking around now. Neither you nor them are going to drive me out. I’ll see you in the restaurant tomorrow.’
She let herself out into the night, streets of shadows where the lamplight did not penetrate, a holiday world that had become a place of terror. In her pocket she still had the tablet known as C-551. They had given her one last chance and she had spurned it. There wouldn’t be another and that was a very frightening prospect.
She walked quickly, frequently glancing behind her, peering into the doorways of deserted chalets whose occupants were out enjoying themselves; bingo, cinema, discos, life went on as normal in an abnormal camp.
Late evening desolation before the campers began returning to their digs. Empty streets, no drunken laughter. She would explain to Morton in the morning that Jeff Beebee had eaten salad that night, that there was no way she could have administered the drug. He wouldn’t believe her; she couldn’t blame him. Because when it came to the crunch I would have ducked out, I know I would.
Suddenly there was somebody in front of her on the walkway. A silhouette, featureless, stocky; it didn’t step out to bar her path, rather a materialisation as if it had sprung up out of the concrete surface. Legs apart, slightly bowed, head thrust forward threateningly.
Ann gave a gasp of surprise, cringed, somehow was unable to turn and run. A silent encounter, the other just watching her, face hidden in the shadows but she knew the expression was malevolent. Her legs felt incredibly weak, she wished she could faint, aware of how her heart had started to hammer. Knowing that this street of chalets was deserted apart from herself and this stranger, that was the worst part. A light here and there behind closed curtains and the music from the fairground seemed to increase, purposely to drown any cry for help she might give.
A metre, no more, separated them. The other was tensed, he might spring upon her at any second. Her brain was confused, trying to find a reason, a motive. A mugger; you can have my handbag, there’s nothing in it, anyway. A rapist; I’m not going to struggle if you promise not to kill me. No, it was neither of those, deep down she knew. This was the price of failure, of disobedience.
In one bound he had her, grabbed both her wrists in one hand, pulled them behind her back, arched her spine as he did so. She grunted with pain, looked up, but still his face was invisible; he had positioned himself perfectly with the nearest streetlamp at his back, knew exactly where to stand.
Calculated rather than vicious, he had rendered her powerless with one move and still had a free hand. Her instinct was to kick out, to aim for his groin, but she held back; she would have overbalanced and, more frighteningly, enraged him.
Sheer terror petrified her, robbed her of movement in every limb. She could not even plead with him. She wanted to yell, ‘I did my best but he ate cold food, it was no good.’ It would have been futile.
Then he struck her, not a short jab into the pit of her stomach, more a grinding of a bunched fist, boring deep into her. A human power drill pushing the breath out of her, would have doubled her up had she not been held at full stretch. Agonizing abdominal pain, throwing up as her intestines were distended, head to one side, afraid that she might drown in her own vomit. Thrown on her side but still held off the ground. The fist came out of her, she sensed a rush of air inside her as the vacuum was filled. And then he hit her.
A downward chopping blow with the flat of his hand, catching her across the side of the neck. More of a slap, and as he released her and she slumped to the ground she thought her neck was broken. Writhing, wanting to clutch herself, her stomach, her neck, but her hands would not move. Lying there like a cast-off soft toy, looking up and seeing that figure towering over her; it appeared to have grown to giant proportions, menacing because it made no threats. Flinching and anticipating a further assault, but none came.
He spoke for the first time, flat tones devoid of expression, a husky whisper. ‘That was just a warning.’
She tried to mouth a reply, an apology, an assurance, but none came. Her lips felt numbed the way they did after a dentist’s injection, she doubted whether they even moved.
So cold-blooded, no abuse, nothing personal, that was the terrifying part. A job that had to be done and he had done it, chosen his time and place and carried out his assignment with total efficiency. Ann wanted to cry but that would come later; she feared for her body, internal injuries, a dislocated neck, maybe whiplash. Paralysed, spending the rest of her life in a wheelchair, those few seconds a recurring nightmare for evermore.
Her attacker turned away, stopped and looked back as though an afterthought had occurred to him.
‘Next time they won’t recognize you when they find you,’ Muliman said and glided away into the darkness.



Chapter Fifteen
Ruth Mace had not slept all night. Gwyn was restless, too, and she had done her best not to disturb him, sneaking out of bed sometime around dawn and going through to the kitchen for some aspirin. If anything, the tablets made her worse.
She debated whether or not to confide in her husband. He certainly would not welcome the prospect of another child, he had made enough fuss when she was pregnant with Sarah. All this was bad enough and when she recalled something she had read in the papers, it must have been weeks ago. Doubtless, it had evoked a storm of protest from women everywhere although Ruth could not remember the outcome.
The government was concerned about the population explosion; the unemployment figures had topped four million and there was only one solution – no family was allowed more than one child! She felt herself starting to panic, wrung her hands together in despair. At the time it hadn’t worried her much, nobody concerned themselves with matters which did not affect them directly, did they? You had enough problems of your own without taking on anybody else’s. She and Gwyn wouldn’t be having any more family, anyway, so it didn’t matter to them.
Desperately she tried to remember what she had read. The details were hazy, she hadn’t taken it all in, just snatches of it, skimming through the long leader article. When had the birth limit become law? Surely it must be in force by now, or if not then it would be by the time she gave birth.
The media had made a comparison with China. A family was allowed only one child; there were innumerable methods of birth control so you didn’t have any excuse. The penalty was severe for parents contravening the new laws. Oh, God, it was all coming back to her now. A fine of £5,000 and/or a term of two years’ imprisonment for the offending mother and father. Ruth almost screamed her anguish aloud.
And that wasn’t all. She pushed her clenched fists up to her mouth, gnawed on the knuckles. The authorities had the power to remove a second child, take it away! Perhaps it was put into care; that wouldn’t solve the country’s problems, though, because in a few years’ time they would have a host of unlawful teenagers about to join the dole queue. The newspaper had been a bit vague about what happened to ‘confiscated’ offspring. They might be put down like an unwanted pet! Euthanasia!
Ruth flung the bedclothes back, swung her legs to the floor. And then the nausea hit her; no warning, a rush of bile from the stomach and she only just made it to the bathroom, heaving and retching. She was going to faint, down on her knees, head over the bowl, crying as she threw up. Then resting, holding on to the porcelain rim, waiting for the spasm to pass.
When she returned to the bedroom, white and shaking, Gwyn was sitting up in bed. He stared at her with red-ringed eyes, seemed to have difficulty in comprehending. He was confused again, unsure of his surroundings. He was certainly no comfort to her in her predicament.
‘Aren’t you well?’ he asked at length, a question that was devoid of sympathy, perhaps even a touch of annoyance because his wife was inconveniencing him, disturbing his rest.
‘I’ve been sick.’ She held on to the dressing table. ‘Like I have every morning for the past fortnight.’
‘It must be something you’re eating or drinking that doesn’t agree with you,’ squinting at her as though he could not focus properly. ‘I think it’s all that coffee you drink. They say caffeine is bad for you, why don’t you cut down or try drinking something else? Fruit juice or even water.’
‘You don’t understand,’ she snapped irritably. A sudden decision, she would have to tell him. Didn’t they say that a problem shared was a problem halved? Perhaps not in her husband’s case, the only problems he concerned himself with were financial ones. All the same, he’d have to know sooner or later. She could not remember whether or not she had told Sarah. Where was Sarah, anyway? It didn’t matter right now.
‘Maybe you’ve got one of these summer viruses,’ his speech was slurred. ‘There’s always something going about.’
‘No,’ she took a deep breath, had to force the words out, ‘I’m pregnant, Gwyn!’
He stared at her blankly. His eyes seemed glazed, a grey film that spread an opaque covering across the orbs, slowly rolling back, clearing. His lips moved, soundlessly at first, miming, and then he grunted, ‘You’re what?’
‘Pregnant. With child. In the club. Whichever crude expression you care to apply.’
Gwyn Mace’s complexion drained of its normal ruddy colour, his cheeks paled, his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. ‘That’s impossible!’ He was going to become angry, she knew the signs well enough. The doctor had said that he wasn’t to go working himself up but, blow him, she had pandered to him enough. He had to face up to the situation because she was going to need him.
‘It’s all your fault,’ she snapped. ‘I’m not bothered about sex these days but it’s you who keeps on wanting it, and I’ve let you have your way to keep you happy. Now you’ve got to pay for your fun. You insisted a condom wasn’t necessary so you’ve caught me on the change!’
‘My God!’ He lay back, stared up at the ceiling. ‘Still, we can always do something about it.’
‘Like what?’
‘You’ll get an abortion easily enough at your age.’
‘I don’t want an abortion, Gwyn. Furthermore, I’m not having one and you can’t make me.’
‘Jesus on a bike!’ Twin spots of red began to show on those white cheeks. ‘All right, if you insist on having it but don’t get involving me in it. You can get it fostered afterwards.’
‘You obviously aren’t familiar with the new laws on childbirth.’ She hated him more at that moment than she had done at any time during their marriage. A selfish pig who didn’t give a damn for anybody else.
‘I haven’t heard of any law,’ he answered.
‘No, I don’t expect you could be bothered unless there was a few quid in it for you.’ She felt an urge to slap him, right across the face. ‘They’re cutting down the population or else this planet will die of starvation, there won’t be enough food to go round and everybody will be out of work. No family can have more than one child. If you do, then they fine you and probably put you in prison as well. And they take the baby away and you never see it again. Probably they put it to sleep. Now, do you understand?
‘You’ll have to get it aborted then if you don’t want to go to jail?’
‘You bastard!’ She had never sworn in her life before, in times of excess provocation she had sometimes thought bad words, but he had pushed her right to the brink. ‘I’m not having an abortion and it’s you who’ll have to pay the fine because I don’t have any money. And both parents go to prison. Think about it.’
That shut him up. She watched him sinking further down the bed, clawing at the sheets, starting to pull them up. You can’t hide down the bed, Gwyn, you’ve got to face up to the fact we’ve got another baby on the way.
‘Where did you learn all this crap?’ Just his eyes were visible above the bedsheets.
‘I read it in the papers.’ Don’t ask me which one because I can’t remember. Or I might have seen it on the telly. I don’t know. All I know is that it’s true.
‘Where’s Sarah?’ he asked in a whisper as though seeking some kind of support from their teenage daughter. Handled right, Sarah sided with him. Many was the time that between them they had sent Ruth up to bed in tears.
‘I …’ Ruth closed her eyes, shook her head as though trying to clear it. ‘Yes, I remember. She’s gone away on holiday with Norman.’
‘What!’
‘You heard. We tried to talk her out of it but we didn’t get anywhere.’ Ruth drew a hand across her eyes. All they needed now was for Sarah to announce that she was in the family way and they were all in trouble. ‘I’m afraid we’ve got to face up to it, Gwyn, that this is the eighties, not the fifties, and we can’t keep our kids at home. We’d planned to come to this camp so that they could come with us, where we could keep an eye on them, but teenagers don’t go on holiday with their parents any longer. There’s just you and me here and we’ve got a problem.’
‘I see.’ His eyes were closed, he looked very tired. ‘But I’ve got to rest, Ruth. You know what the doctor said.’
‘You rest, sleep all you want.’ She began to dress, discreetly opening the wardrobe door and standing behind it so that he would not be able to see her as she pulled off her nightdress. ‘I’m going out, it’s a beautiful day and I’m going for a walk round the camp. If you want me I’ll be lunching in the restaurant around one. Ugh, I don’t think I can ever face food again!’
He pulled the sheet right up over his head, lay listening to her movements, the swish of clothing, brushing her teeth in the bathroom. Quick footsteps, the angry slamming of the front door. Then he was all alone.
This was all very confusing. And in the turmoil of his thoughts something else struck him, had him tensing and wincing in the gloom of a daytime bedroom. If Ruth was pregnant then perhaps the father of her unborn child was somebody else. Another man!
He sat up, threw the bedclothes back. He caught a glimpse of his reflection in the mirror on the open wardrobe door, a haggard face that was dark with sudden anger
‘You bitch!’ he shouted aloud. ‘You fucking bitch, you’ve been screwing around and now you’re trying to put the blame on to me! And I nearly fell for it. By Christ, you’ll rue the day you were born when I get hold of you!’
He got out of bed, swayed on his feet, fell back on to the mattress, sprawled there. It was frightening, he had not realized just how weak he was. And even as he lay there he heard the sharp rap of knuckles on the front door.
A sudden fear because there was somebody out there wanting to come in. A stranger, it couldn’t be Ruth because she had a key and there was nobody else. Scrabbling into his clothes, rumpled trousers with his shirt hanging out, hair awry. More knocking, insistent this time.
‘Bloody wait, will you?’ Who the Christ could it be?
He could not get his socks on properly, the heels would not slide into place. Shoving his feet into a pair of slip-on shoes with difficulty, slopping his way through to the hall. ‘I’m coming!’
It was a fresh-faced youth who stood on the threshold, an open-necked shirt tucked into washed jeans. A mass of freckles and twinkling blue eyes. Familiar. Gwyn vaguely recognised the other, had to think for a minute. Of course, Norman Tong, Sarah’s boyfriend! Now what the fuck did he want coming here?
‘Hallo, Mr Mace. I made it after all.’
‘I can see that!’ Gwyn kept his foot behind the door, he wasn’t having this layabout barging in here as if he had a right of entry. The lad was just too cheeky for Gwyn’s liking and, furthermore, he’d never done a stroke of work since the day he’d left school, gone straight on the dole and stayed there. Got his wits about him, though; marry the daughter of a well-off guy and let him support the pair of them. Clever, but it didn’t work where Gwyn Mace was concerned. No, sir!
The other was set to walk right in; Gwyn pushed the door another six inches forward. ‘It’s no good coming to try and sponge off me, mate.’
‘I …’ Norman Tong was visibly shocked, stepped back a pace, ‘Sarah …’
‘Look, pal,’ Gwyn thrust his face forward. ‘What you and my daughter get up to is your business. Apparently I can’t stop you in this day and age. But you’ve got to pay your own way, I’m not the fund-raiser. Get it? The wife and I have come here for a bit of peace and quiet. We need it. And the last thing we want is you two hanging around us. So you can just fuck off! And you can tell my daughter I said so.’
Gwyn slammed the door, turned away. What a bloody cheek! All that fuss they’d made about going away together just so that they could have a bit of dick without having to listen to see if we’ve come back earlier than expected, but now they’ve come up against the realities of life. You need money! No bother, we’ll go over to the camp, get a sub off Dad and when that’s run out we’ll go back for more. No way, not with me, you don’t. Go and screw to your hearts’ content but don’t expect me to finance it!
Gwyn felt dizzy, his vision was distorted. The hallway seemed to come up at him so that he was walking uphill back to the bedroom. He flung himself on to the bed. The upset wasn’t doing him any good; first Ruth and now that berk. A family was a waste of time, you were better off on your own.


Norman Tong backed away from the closed door in bewilderment, stood there staring at it, expecting it to open again at any second. Another torrent of abuse, doubtless. He flinched. But the door remained closed.
‘Bloody hell!’ He spoke aloud. ‘Old Gwyn’s finally flipped his top. It’s been on the cards for ages.’
He walked slowly away, undecided what to do. This holiday with the Maces was a disaster before it started, he had warned Sarah about that. It wouldn’t work, it was crazy. They had, reluctantly, booked him into a separate chalet so, in effect, he wasn’t part of the family holiday, just an accessory! They had agreed to him coming, under protest, because if they hadn’t he might have gone off somewhere else with their daughter and the two of them might have slept together! Some chance with Sarah! He loved her but she was too much influenced by her mother’s prim and proper ways and both of them were under the old man’s thumb.
But the fact remained that he was here and he was going to stay. In all probability Sarah had been taken off somewhere by her mother, maybe on purpose just to keep her away from Norman for another few hours. They were like that. But old Gwyn had finally cracked, that was an indisputable fact. Some holiday this is going to be, Norman thought.
He wasn’t going back to the Maces’ chalet. Sod ’em! Sarah knew where to find him, in chalet 13 on Pink Camp. She’d turn up eventually. So the best thing to do was to go back and wait there.
The day dragged. At one o’clock he went down to the fish and chip salon, bought a pie and chips and took it back to eat in the chalet. He couldn’t chance being away in case Sarah showed up.
Two o’clock and there was still no sign of her. There was no cause to worry. Ruth Mace had undoubtedly decided to take her daughter off for the day, they probably couldn’t stand Gwyn’s company and who could blame them for that? Maybe they had gone shopping to town or embarked upon a coach trip into the mountains. There were endless possibilities. He would wait.
The afternoon was unbearably hot and he fell asleep in the chair. When he awoke it was after six. Christ, they should be back by now! He resisted the temptation to go up to Red Camp and find out, he’d only be insulted again. No, let her come to him. But, in any case, he had a ticket to use the restaurant, to share the Maces’ table, so they’d meet up at dinner. They would surely put in an appearance there.
The restaurant was crowded. Norman stood just inside the door, looking about him uncertainly.
‘Can I help you, sir?’ A camp official wearing a yellow uniform approached him with a smile.
‘Er, yes,’ Norman held out his ticket, ‘I’m with the Maces, I’ve just arrived. Perhaps you could show me which is their table.’
‘Follow me, sir.’ The other threaded his way across the crowded room, pulled up before a table with four places laid on it. ‘There you are, sir. The waitress will be along in a moment.’
Norman pulled back a chair, sat down. A sudden feeling of desolation engulfed him, that nobody else was going to come. Which was ridiculous; Gwyn didn’t pay for meals and not eat them. The guy was a greedy bugger where food was concerned. They would all be along shortly, he kept telling himself.
‘Would you care to order, sir?’
Norman looked up, the young waitress was standing there with a notepad, an air of impatience about her. I’m busy, please don’t keep me waiting.
‘I’m expecting somebody to join me,’ he motioned to the three empty places. ‘I’d rather hang on, if you don’t mind.’
She turned away without a word. Typical holiday camps, he decided, always in a rush, nobody’s got a minute to live. He picked up the menu, toyed with it, bending over the edges but not reading it. Apprehensive, not hungry. Again the feeling that the Maces weren’t going to arrive. Perhaps Ruth and Sarah were pissed off with Gwyn so they had gone back home. It wasn’t likely, but if they had then surely they would have left a message in reception for him.
7.30. He turned towards the main entrance door every time it opened. Campers from all walks of life but no Ruth and Sarah. Fidgeting, resisting the urge to go and stand outside looking up and down for them; it wouldn’t make them come any sooner.
‘Good evening, sir.’
He started, had not heard the attractive dark-haired girl in the white overalls come up behind him. A supervisor, that was what it said on her lapel. She smiled, seated herself next to him, had a clipboard in her hand on which she wrote something. He noticed idly that there was a mark on her neck, it could have been either a bruise or a love bite, it was none of his concern. She stroked it, rubbed it, as though it was painful.
‘You must be Mr Tong.’ She glanced at him and he thought she seemed ill at ease.
‘Yes,’ he spoke quickly, his tone incorporating all his anxieties of the past few hours. ‘I’m with the Maces. I’ve seen Mr Mace but there’s no sign of the others.’
‘And how was Mr Mace?’ A direct question, more than just a casual enquiry.
‘He … he didn’t look very well.’
‘Hmm,’ she was looking at her clipboard. ‘I’m afraid he’s far from well, a kind of nervous breakdown, I understand. He needs to be kept very quiet.’
‘Then this is the last place he should be.’ Norman was watching her carefully. She seemed embarrassed as though she ought not to be discussing Gwyn Mace’s problems with himself.
‘On the contrary,’ she tried to smile reassuringly, ‘the camp can be one of the most relaxing holidays you can take. It all depends what you’re looking for. You don’t have to go to the fairground and play bingo. It isn’t obligatory!’ A kind of reprimand. ‘But, in any case, he was taken ill after he arrived.’
‘Well, I want to see Mrs Mace and Sarah.’ Norman was becoming stubborn, felt that the other was intent on putting obstacles in his way.
‘I don’t think that will be possible,’ Ann Stackhouse smiled sweetly, just too sweetly. ‘Mrs Mace is distraught with worry over her husband. She doesn’t come to the restaurant anymore. I believe the catering staff are serving them their meals in their chalet.’
Norman Tong’s expression tightened, there were tiny icy shivers running up and down his spine. ‘Then I’ll see Sarah. She’s my girlfriend. She’s the only reason I’ve come to the camp.’
‘I’m …’ the supervisor hesitated, glanced away. ‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible, either.’
‘Christ alive! Why ever not?’
‘Sarah has not been well, either, I’m surprised you haven’t had a message from Mrs Mace but I suppose she’s been too worried about her husband to let you know. Oh, nothing serious, don’t look so worried. Summer flu, I believe, but her mother decided to send Sarah away, it was just too much to cope with.’
‘This is crazy!’ Norman scraped his chair back. ‘I’m going to get to the bottom of this!’
‘Please, don’t go troubling Mrs Mace, she isn’t well, all this has been too much for her. I did speak to her yesterday and she told me that she had sent her daughter to stay with relatives until she and Mr Mace return home.’
‘Relatives! Which relative has Sarah gone to stay with?’
‘Oh, I wouldn’t know.’ Ann stood up then leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. ‘But, please don’t go troubling Mrs Mace. She’s … having problems. In fact, I think she might be on the edge of a breakdown, too, with all this worry. Sometimes she doesn’t know who she is or where she is. I don’t think you’d get much out of her, quite honestly.’
‘We’ll see about that.’ Norman shook off the other’s restraining hand.
‘Look, why don’t you sit down, order a meal and relax for the moment, get your thoughts together. I can recommend the hotpot tonight, it’s exceptional.’
‘I’m not hungry.’ He turned, strode towards the exit. There’s something funny going on. Oh, God, I have to find out if Sarah’s all right!
He stood outside in the bright early evening sunlight. All about him people were talking and laughing, a long queue forming for the first bingo session. The jukebox in the amusement arcade vied with the blare of music from the funfair. A multi-coloured noisy artificial jungle and suddenly Norman Tong was the hunted. Wanting to run but not knowing where to flee. Walking away, quickening his step, going nowhere in particular, his thoughts a jumble which he had to unravel.
Suddenly he slowed, stared. A figure ahead of him, he would have recognized that stiff posture anywhere, the straight back, the jerky movements, the short dark hair with streaks of grey in it.
‘Mrs Mace!’ Shouting as he hurried forward. Formal even in his astonishment, his relief, for once he had called her “Ruth” and been reprimanded severely for it. ‘Mrs Mace, wait for me!’
She was walking fast as though she was late for an appointment, hurrying but not relinquishing her dignity, her handbag on her arm, looking neither to the right nor the left.
He caught up with her, drew alongside her, looked up into the pallid features. Tight-lipped, staring straight ahead of her, oblivious of his presence. He gained a yard, drew ahead of her, called her again. Her eyes were fixed, she did not see him. A woman in a trance, a sleepwalker. Don’t wake her up, it could be dangerous.
Norman thrust himself in front of the other, barred her way. She made as if to swerve aside but he went with her. She bumped against him, stepped back. ‘Oh, I’m so terribly sorry, it was so clumsy of me.’
‘Mrs Mace. It’s me!’
She stared, saw him but there was no sign of recognition on those stoic features. A puzzled smile. ‘I’m sorry …’
‘Ruth, it’s me, Norman. Norman Tong!’
‘I think you must have made a mistake.’ She stepped to the left, swerved round him. And this time he let her go, stood watching her as the milling bingo crowd swallowed her up and hid her from his view.
He staggered to one side, out of the stream of constant pedestrian traffic, leaned up against a steel barrier. And for the first time in his life Norman began to doubt his own sanity.



Chapter Sixteen
The chapel was situated at the rear of the squash and badminton courts. A plain brick building, it had an almost apologetic air about it, as though it skulked here in hopeful anonymity, feared lest its presence might offend. A short flight of steps led up to an arched doorway with a crucifix inset above it, and there was no other proclamation of its purpose except a small noticeboard which announced that on Sundays communion was at 9 am and matins at 11.30.
On weekdays the door was left unlocked from 11 am - 9 pm for the convenience of any campers who felt that they needed the solace of its peaceful atmosphere. An additional service, one whose cost was negligible. The resident camp chaplain could be found most days in the indoor games room where he stressed it was important to maintain a relationship with modern youth who might one day see the Light.
The Reverend Willis relished the summer months; this was his third successive stint at the camp and he hoped for a fourth. So much more relaxing than assisting a vicar in a parish, your time was virtually your own and your problems were few. Campers were not, on average, regular churchgoers, the congregation rarely numbered more than thirty and he was seldom troubled during the week. A cushy job, he was the first to admit it. But somebody had to do it so why not himself?
At 33 he was putting on weight. He was more conscious of it during the hot weather, a reluctance to exert himself either mentally or physically, his most vigorous form of exercise these days was a game of table tennis.
The church services were becoming a bore, a repetition. He was sure his congregation felt the same about them. The only variations were the psalms and hymns, and his weekly address became shorter and shorter; nobody really listened, anyway, except perhaps that odd couple in the front pew who had been here for communion earlier. They had caught his eye last week, they were obviously at the camp for a full fortnight.
‘Let us pray.’ He glanced at them again through splayed fingers. ‘Let us pray for the sick and the needy, relatives and friends back at home.’ That covered a lot, they could either pray or kneel for a couple of minutes and let their thoughts wander. Surely they didn’t want to listen to him reading out of the prayer book.
The man was praying all right, eyes closed, lips moving as he mimed his innermost thoughts, whatever they were. Or it could just have been a façade which he had perfected to impress his fellow worshippers back home, the chaplain thought. Pathetically thin, the brown Sunday best suit hanging on him the way it did on the coat hanger in the wardrobe. Thinning, grey hair, sharp pointed features. Religious mania, perhaps, some off-beat sect obsessed with their own beliefs, a different interpretation of the Bible. Praying intensively, the words would have been a shout if they had not been mimed. Gave you the creeps.
The woman by his side kept glancing furtively at him, almost afraid. She was thin, too, but taller and a year or two younger, possibly still in her forties. The palms of her hands were pressed tightly together, the extended fingertips twitching with obvious anxiety. She wore a long black dress that showed signs of age, worn 52 times a year plus funerals. Long-suffering, afraid in case she offended her man but worried about him all the same.
The Reverend Willis glanced surreptitiously at his digital watch; give them another minute, use up the time. A sham but it was for their benefit. People interested him, always had. Out of all the millions in the world, no two were exactly the same either in looks or personality, which was the next greatest miracle to the creation of life itself. A game he played, guessing who did what for a living, a private mental dossier which was often never confirmed because usually he never saw them again after the service.
He heaved himself up on to his feet, experienced a wave of dizziness which was a matter for slight concern, he passed it off for now and blamed the heat. A nod to the organist; the Blessing, then the final hymn and all over for another Sunday.
‘May the peace of God, which passeth all understanding,’ that chap was still praying hard, thin lips moving incessantly, ‘keep your hearts and minds in the knowledge and love of God, now and forevermore … Now let us sing hymn number 247 …’
Willis did not join in the singing, it wasn’t his job; if anybody wanted to sing that was up to them. Mostly the congregation went through the verses in low embarrassed tones. The woman was on her feet, she had her hymn book open, was having trouble finding the right page. Her husband was still on his knees. She kept glancing down at him, an expression of concern on her bland features.
The chaplain shuffled his papers together, tucked them inside his prayer book and turned towards the plain wooden altar. A nod of respect, walking slowly in the direction of the vestry doorway, timing it so that he passed out of sight just as the hymn ended. A discreet wait and then he would disrobe himself, check that everybody had left, that nobody wanted to see him, and then make his way across to the Marine Bar. He always had a lager on a Sunday, a kind of perk, he did not drink otherwise.
Listening to the shuffling of receding feet, the door banging. It should have been wedged open, maybe somebody had nicked the stop. Another look at his watch. They should all be gone by now, he had better check just in case.
He did not acknowledge the altar this time because there should have been nobody there to see him. An almost impatient emergence back into the chapel, then stopping in surprise. That couple were still there, both of them praying now. The man had not moved, probably had not broken off from his original prayer. The woman was perched on the edge of her pew, leaning forward, face hidden in her cupped hands.
Willis halted, felt embarrassed. He thought about tiptoeing back into the vestry, leaving them to it. No, they might look up and see him. He was reluctant to disturb them, they obviously did not need him. They could stop here till nine o’clock tonight if they so wished, it was none of his business. He hesitated, decided to walk on past them, smile benignly if either of them looked up, go straight out through the door.
His footsteps clicked on the polished wooden floor, he winced at the noise, tried to walk on the balls of his feet but it made no difference.
‘Good morning, vicar.’ It was the woman who spoke, head uplifted, struggling to smile.
‘Good morning,’ actually I’m a curate not a vicar but thanks for the compliment. Slowing as he approached them, one of those situations where you wondered whether or not to engage in small talk. ‘I trust the service was to your satisfaction?’
The man’s eyes opened, he shook himself as if he had just awakened from a deep sleep. Orbs that took time to clear, eyes that were confused, trying to recollect where he was, glancing at his surroundings. Slow realisation, licking his lips.
‘God has been with us this morning, vicar,’ he spoke in a high-pitched voice.
‘God is always with us,’ Willis replied, wondered if it was too late to hurry on. He had been right, this guy was some kind of religious fanatic. Probably harmless enough.
‘He has spoken to me this morning.’ The other’s voice was a low monotone, barely audible. ‘We have work to do.’
‘Who?’ It sounded foolish. Humour the old fellow, it’s no good arguing.
‘You and I, and Margaret here!’ A snap answer; who d’you think I mean?
‘Oh, yes, of course,’ Willis swallowed.
‘This is a Godless place, a camp of iniquity.’ The head was thrust forward, the features screwed up, a mask of fanatical ferocity. ‘Three killings. Murders. Your church is empty because they have all deserted the Lord, preferring to sin. And what are you doing about it?’
The chaplain swallowed. ‘I … er, I’m doing my best.’ Which wasn’t true but you couldn’t go out there preaching, shoving religion down folks’ throats.
‘No, you’re not!’ A bony finger wagged, the man’s wife had hold of his arm as though she would have liked to pull her husband away but dared not. ‘You are not doing a thing about it. There is evil in this camp, an unrest which is going to develop into rioting, the likes of which we have seen in recent years in the streets of our major cities. The ungodly are plotting to overthrow law and order, to destroy God and everything he stands for.’
‘I’m sure it’s not quite as bad as that, Edward.’ The woman’s tone was shrill, frightened rather than reprimanding. ‘They will perish in their own cesspit of evil, we shall stand firm and be saved.’
‘Be quiet, Margaret.’ He shrugged her restraining hand off. ‘They will drag us down with them.’
‘Did God tell you all this?’ Willis asked and shuffled his feet with embarrassment.
‘I heard it from the mouth of one who is surely a disciple of Satan himself.’ A hushed voice, looking around as if he expected some manifestation of evil to rise up from the row of pews. ‘An employee of this very holiday camp, a groundsman embittered and soaked in evil. He is urging the so-called workers to revolt, to drench the camp in blood.’
‘That wasn’t what he said at all …’ Margaret interrupted.
‘You must interpret it how it is meant.’ A glare, then turning back to the clergyman. ‘The evil of communism, a Godless society, is being preached. People are listening to it just as they once listened to Hitler. The slumbering serpent has arisen.’
‘I’ll look into it,’ Willis began to edge away. ‘If what you say is true then we shall have to counter it, won’t we?’ God, let me get to the bar and mingle with sane people!
‘You have been warned,’ the voice followed him down the aisle, ‘prepare thyself now, before it is too late.’
Margaret Holman sighed, she was trembling as though with a sudden attack of the ague. Edward had finally gone over the top, he had been heading that way for months. Years, in fact. Church meetings three nights a week had got under his skin; hers, too, but she had not succumbed. If you listened to something for long enough you either believed it or rejected it totally. She and her husband had gone in opposite directions but she had not the courage to tell him. Yet. Deny yourself all the pleasures in life and be saved, was his motto. Life was a drudgery, you couldn’t even have a glass of shandy when you were on holiday. Well, if Edward wanted to immerse himself in religious fanaticism, that was up to him. She wouldn’t be able to talk him out of it. Damn that groundsman, collaring him like that last night, sitting down on their seat in the Recreation Garden and launching into a tirade of communistic ideas. Edward had sent him away with a flea in his ear, all right, but look what it had done to her husband. He’d been muttering to himself in his sleep all night and now he’d gone off at a tangent. Just like that other bloke had done at the Donkey Derby. People should keep their opinions to themselves, she had been doing that for the last twenty years!
‘He won’t do anything.’ Edward Holman jerked a thumb after the departing chaplain and picked his cap up off the pew. ‘Not interested, doesn’t believe me. And Margaret …’ pulling her close, mouthing in her ear, ‘it’s up to us now. We have to fight them.’
She nodded, again resisted the urge to argue. Edward was sick, he needed to see a psychiatrist. Maybe the doctor as well. She had put his nocturnal mutterings down to indigestion, he had rather made a pig of himself in the restaurant last night. The supervisor had visited their table to see if everything was all right and Edward had talked her into letting him have a second helping of that stodgy steak and kidney pie. That might have been a contributory factor but it wasn’t the root of the problem, just helped to highlight it.
‘Don’t you go getting up on a soapbox,’ she urged, rather nervously, as they stepped out into the hot sunlight and headed back towards their chalet. ‘You saw what happened to that fellow at the donkey race. Ended up in hospital, I don’t doubt. These camp policemen won’t stand for that sort of thing and who can blame them?’
‘We have to get the Word across.’ His speech was slightly slurred, he leaned against her. ‘They cannot suppress the Word of God. If they stone us then we must suffer as Christ suffered on the cross.’
And that was when Margaret Holman became very frightened.


‘Well, are you comin’ or aren’t you?’ Billy Evans stood by the door, overcoat buttoned, scarf wrapped around his neck and tied in a muffler knot, cap pulled down till the peak was almost hiding his eyes. His face was shiny with sweat, his galoshes squeaked on the floor as he fidgeted with his feet. ‘C’mon, Val, shake yerself!’
Valerie Evans started in the chair, sat up suddenly, instinctively groping for the carrier bags by her side, grabbing at them; after the food was gone there might not be any more.
‘Hang on, Billy.’ She sat upright, undecided. Afraid. ‘Another five minutes won’t make any difference. Put the kettle on and let’s ’ave a cuppa before we go.’
‘Bugger the tea,’ he snapped, ‘if it wasn’t for you I’d’ve been gone hours ago. Always the same, you are, fiddlin’ about over things that don’t matter at the last minute when we’re goin’ out. You was even late for our weddin’, remember?’
‘It’s a woman’s privilege to be late,’ she retorted. ‘Anyway, d’you think it’s a good idea to go?’
‘Whatever d’you mean?’ His features suffused with blood. Damn Val, she was always one for changing her mind at the last minute. But not this time!
‘I think we’re wastin’ our time.’ She was staring straight ahead of her. ‘I mean, if everybody’s going south then there won’t be any room for us. And if we couldn’t get on a ferry we’d be left stranded. I reckon we’re better off stayin’ put.’
‘You silly old cow!’ He rattled the doorknob but didn’t turn it. ‘If we stop ’ere, we’ll die. Starve. Freeze. ’Cause there ain’t no more food left and we won’t be able to keep warm. I’m already out of fifty pences for the meter but ’ow long before the electricity runs out for good? There aren’t any power workers left, they’ve gone south along with everybody else.’
‘All right,’ she sighed loudly. ‘Nip round to the garage then and fetch the car. I’ll be ready the moment you get back.’
‘You’re bloody thick!’ he snarled. ‘Fetch the bleedin’ car! The snow’s that deep I wouldn’t be able to get it out of the garage, and even if I could the roads are all drifted. Use yer brain, we’re goin’ on foot like everybody else.’
‘Oh!’ Her expression was vague, her memory seemed to be troubling her a lot these days. It was all because of Billy, he had turned her into a vegetable over the years. The sooner she was without him, the better. ‘Tell you what, Billy …’ She pursed her lips the way she always did when she was deep in thought. ‘Suppose you go on ahead. Then when you’ve found somewhere warmer for us to live you can send me a postcard and I’ll come on. How’s that?’
‘You’re nuts,’ he laughed, a hollow sound that echoed in the small room. ‘You’d die before the week was out for a start, like I’ve been tellin’ you. And even if you didn’t, there won’t be any postmen to deliver letters, so I couldn’t let you know. Now, come on, get up on yer feet and don’t let’s ’ave no more of these delayin’ tactics.’
‘I suppose so.’ She struggled up, felt dizzy and had to hold on to the edge of the table. ‘If you say so then I guess we’d better go.’
‘That’s more like it …’
As his fingers began to turn the Yale knob a sudden knocking shook the door, a frantic rapping on the opaque glass as though his fingers had triggered off some hidden device.
‘Bloody ’ellfire!’ Billy Evans recoiled, snatching his hand away. ‘Now who the bleedin’ ’ell’s this?’
‘Open the door and see,’ she snapped.
Nervously his fingers went back to the small knob, twisted it with some difficulty. It needed oiling, he’d have to see to it. No, he wouldn’t, because they were leaving and that would be a waste of time. He clicked the lock, let the door swing inwards, and saw a tall dark-haired woman standing on the walkway outside.
‘Christ!’ He threw up a hand to shield his eyes, squinting as he was dazzled by the bright sunlight. ‘Snow blindness, I should’ve had me sunglasses on! Hey, love, what’s this then? You’ll catch your death stood out there with nothin’ but a summer frock on. Come on in quick, and let’s shut the door.’
Their visitor stepped nervously into the room, looked around in puzzlement, jumped when the door slammed shut. ‘Oh, I’m awfully sorry,’ she made an attempt to straighten her windswept hair, ‘I seem to have come to the wrong place. I thought …’
‘There ain’t many right places left,’ Billy grimaced. ‘Everybody’s up and left.’
‘Oh!’ Dismay on the attractive features, a slim hand going up to her forehead as though she was suffering from a headache. ‘I didn’t know … you see, I’m not well and my husband’s ill. And I don’t know where my daughter is.’
‘Not surprisin’,’ He motioned her to the settee. ‘It’s the same for everybody. The big snow, the New Ice Age. People ’ave got split up, everybody’s going south, I tryin’ to get across to France or somewhere, anywhere where it’s warmer. Your husband and daughter ’ave probably gone on ahead of you.’
‘Yes.’ There was a vacant expression on her features, she looked very tired. ‘You’re probably right but I didn’t know about the snow. I didn’t think it was cold enough. I don’t seem to be able to think straight. It’s like my memory’s going.’
‘Same here.’ Valerie spoke for the first time. ‘I’m having trouble, lots of things I can’t remember. What’s your name, love? I’m Val, and this is Billy.’
She made as if to get up, to offer a handshake, but the effort was too much for her. ‘I’m …’ She had to think hard, wrinkled her forehead. ‘Ruth. That’s it, I’m sure it is.’
‘Don’t you worry, we’ll look after you.’ Billy eyed her up, noted the slim figure, wished that she would relax a little and not sit up so straight and proper. ‘You relax. It’s the cold that affects your memory, fogs yer brain. We’re both the same. D’you know, just before you arrived we were trying to remember where we lived before we moved ’ere and we still aren’t certain.’ He laughed again, a guffaw of relief because they had company.
‘I think I’d better put the kettle on,’ Valerie moved towards the working surface. ‘Ruth looks as though she really needs a cuppa.’
‘That would be lovely,’ Ruth sat with her hands clasped in her lap, twisting them together as if she was trying to lather soap in the wash basin. ‘But only if it’s not too much trouble, I don’t want to put you out.’
‘What’s another half hour?’ he glanced apprehensively at his wife but she did not appear to have heard. ‘Now, Ruth, let me put you in the picture concerning our plans. And I know Val has got a spare jumper and coat that’ll fit you. You’re goin’ to need ’em!’
The three of them sat there sipping hot tea, Billy slurping his the way he always did but Valerie did not appear to notice.
‘What’s your husband do for a living, love?’ Billy looked at Ruth. She didn’t look like a chain worker’s wife but you could never tell. Everybody round here was either working in the foundries or else on the dole.
She closed her eyes, furrowed her brow again. Concentrated thinking that wasn’t getting her anywhere. ‘I … I can’t remember,’ she was close to tears. ‘All I know is we had a row of some kind … I wish I knew where he was.’
‘Safe as ninepence, I’ll bet.’ Billy put his empty cup and saucer down on the table. ‘You’ll probably meet up with him on the way. Your daughter, too.’
‘I sincerely hope so.’
Valerie got up, began to rummage in wardrobe and drawers, pulled out a thick green hand-knitted sweater, a frayed pompom hat, and lifted a light coat from an array of hangers. ‘Here, see if these’ll fit you, Ruth.’
‘I really don’t think it’s all that cold.’ She let the Evanses help her into the garments. ‘In fact, I feel stifled.’
‘It’s through comin’ into the warm out of the freezin’ cold,’ Billy grunted. Christ, I hope you’re not running a temperature, the last thing we want is somebody sick slowing us up.
‘These will be fine,’ Ruth smiled in spite of the fact that her body was already beginning to perspire freely. She hoped she wouldn’t get BO because she didn’t have any deodorant with her. Perhaps these kind people had a canister or a rub-on. She could always ask them if she needed it.
‘You ain’t got any wellingtons!’ The awful realisation suddenly dawned on Billy Evans.
‘Oh, I’m sure they won’t be necessary,’ Ruth replied.
‘They bloody will.’ He stroked his chin. ‘Look, I’ve got an idea,’ he began to peel off his galoshes with some difficulty. ‘You put these on, I’ve got some strong work boots in the cupboard. Ain’t I, Val?’
‘Here they are.’ Valerie searched the bottom of the wardrobe, produced a pair of scuffed leather boots. ‘They’ll probably be better for you, Billy. You know how your feet sweat when you wear anything rubber. We don’t want you smelling, do we?’
‘Bugger the niff!’ He grabbed the boots, pushed his feet into them and began to struggle with the long laces. And stop giving my personal secrets away. Next you’ll be telling her that I sometimes fart in bed when I’ve been to the pub.
Ruth stood there stiffly, embarrassed, wished there was some way she could repay these kind people. They seemed to know all about what was going on and she was fortunate to have found them. Providence had, indeed, looked after her.
‘And ’ere’s me bleeding sunglasses!’ Billy reached on the table and held up a pair of Polaroids triumphantly. ‘I guess we’re all set now. Put yours on, too, Val. You got a pair, Ruth?’
‘Why, yes!’ She unbuttoned her topcoat, found her sunglasses in the pocket of her dress. She put them on just to please the others. They restricted her vision even more than they usually did, she could barely make out the various items of furniture in the room.
‘Right, let’s go!’ Billy Evans checked that his overcoat was buttoned right up to his muffler and opened the door. Jesus, it looked bad out there!



Chapter Seventeen
Norman tong walked past the Maces’ chalet shortly after breakfast the next morning. The curtains were closed, there was no sign of life; they might have packed and left for all he knew. He idled on the opposite side of the street, contemplated going and knocking on the door again. If Gwyn became abusive then there was really nothing lost. Sarah might be there, she had to be. No, she isn’t, and you damned well know it. You could sense it, empty vibes coming at you from the silent holiday dwelling. Then where was she? Just thinking about it brought back that feeling of frustration bordering on panic, a helplessness that made you want to beat your fists on the wall and curse without stopping. Which was totally useless.
He wandered on, past the restaurant. He wasn’t hungry, the thought of food brought on a feeling of nausea. A glance through the window, he couldn’t see that supervisor, perhaps she did not start work until later. She was a cool one, just too suave, he didn’t believe a word she said.
Norman went into the newsagent’s, a long narrow shop with racks of paperbacks, postcards, gaudy magazines. Browsing but not really seeing, flicking pages of magazines just for something to do with his hands. The floor space was crowded, a queue for newspapers, people chatting and laughing.
‘Can’t see anything about it in here.’ A man in a hooped shirt that served to accentuate his protruding stomach showered cigarette ash down his front as he obstructed the flow of customers, his newspaper at full spread. ‘You’d think it’d be in the Sun, they don’t miss much.’
‘It ain’t in the others, either,’ a youth with acne and a strong Midlands accent who might have been his son replied. ‘Funny, ain’t it? I s’pose it’s the old story of this being the forgotten land, north of Watford where they live in tents. Get a siege in London and it’s splashed over the front page of every daily rag. Not a mention of this one, we don’t even know where they came from.’
‘Or who they were.’ The older man tried to squeeze up against the counter to let an impatient woman pass through to the till. ‘Holidaymakers, like us. Campers. Jeez, Mike, we might’ve sat next to ’em in the sundae bar.’
‘Yeah.’ The other folded up a paper, tossed it back on to one of the piles. ‘A crazy guy kills a girl on the island, murders his own girlfriend and then the cops storm the chalets and shoot ’im. It stinks, like they’re tryin’ to cover sommat up. Because of the girl, maybe. I’d love to know who ’er was, Dad.’
Norman stiffened, a cold hand seemed to squeeze his heart, it missed a beat. A girl murdered … No, it couldn’t be or Gwyn would have said … Christ, Gwyn had been in a right state, Ruth was walking round in a daze. And there was no sign of Sarah! Oh, merciful God!
The panic which had been threatening since the previous evening hit him, had him pushing against the flow of customers, fighting his way to the door.
‘Oi, you, where the bloody ’ell d’you think you’re goin’?’
He ignored the angry comments, found himself back outside in the bright morning sunshine. A two-way stream of campers, one lot heading for the beach via the chair lift, the other hurrying to be in time for the early bingo session. The music was just starting up; he clasped his hands to his ears, tried to shut it out. What have you done to my girl, you bastards?
No, it couldn’t have been Sarah who had been murdered. Why not? Because it’s always somebody else, somebody you don’t know. It has to be somebody. He stopped outside the amusement arcade, leaned up against a stanchion. He had to think logically, determine a plan of action.
‘When I say “ draw”, draw. Or else get outta town.’
Norman wheeled round, caught a glimpse of a hard-bitten moustachioed face, eyes fixed on him. A killer who was all but real, a man whose profession was death. Norman flinched, felt his pulses step up a gear. Your nerves are shot, pull yourself together.
He wasn’t going to get anywhere mooching aimlessly. He needed to talk to somebody, to ask questions. Somebody had to know. An idea, a faint hope that filtered into his confused mind. The security office at the camp entrance, they would know, if anybody did. He remembered seeing a doorway with a sign above it that read ‘Enquiries’, which meant that they were there to answer questions. Well, he was going to ask a few.
He had to stop himself from breaking into a run. I just want to know the worst. No crap, the truth. If it was Sarah who had been murdered then he would have to face up to it. Threading his way through a crowd of campers walking in the opposite direction to himself, cursing them, hating them because they were carefree and laughing. They couldn’t give a shit who the murder victim was, provided it wasn’t one of them.
Norman stood on the wide tarmac looking across at the security block. There was something sinister about it; the uniformed man on duty in his box, the barriers across the road. A hut with barred windows where they kept the takings. A kind of Checkpoint Charlie. If your credentials aren’t in order you don’t come in or go out. And if you try to rush the barriers you’ll be mown down, there’s a machine gun in that window over there trained on you. You stupid bastard, it’s a computer!
He tried to walk normally across the open space, his legs felt weak and he was trembling, his mouth was dry. He knew when he tried to speak his lower lip would quiver and he would stammer.
He stood there trying to find the door marked ‘Enquiries’ which he had noticed on his way in yesterday. Unmarked doors, most of them closed. The guy on the barriers was watching him intently, checked some papers, nodded to a car driver to pass through. A lull in the traffic, turning towards Norman.
‘Can I help you, mate?’
‘Er … yes.’ It didn’t sound like his own voice, more of a rasping whisper as if he had a touch of tonsillitis. ‘I … I … where’s the enquiry office?’
‘That’s it, there!’ A sort of can’t-you-bloody-well-read voice, a finger pointing to a white board with red lettering on it. ENQUIRIES. Oh, shit! ‘Says so over the door.’
Norman nodded, shuffled towards the nissen-type hut. The building was elevated from the ground for some reason, like a caravan on blocks parked up. A short flight of steps led up to the door which stood ajar.
A man sat behind the counter-type desk, grey-haired, probably a part-time retirement job, Norman thought. Checking some tickets, sorting them as if it was a game of patience. Looking up, glancing back down again. You’ll have to wait, son, I’m busy. A cigarette drooped from the corner of his mouth, a trickle of smoke wisping up his nostrils and into his eyes but he seemed impervious to it. A rumbling bronchial cough that dislodged ash but he didn’t seem to notice that either. Meticulous, checking and re-checking, putting the counterfoils into a neat pile and banding them.
He looked up, a questioning expression but no words. ‘Can I help you?’ had obviously worn thin since the beginning of the holiday season.
‘I’m … looking for … somebody?’ It sounded foolish.
‘Missing child? What name, please?’
‘No, no. It’s my girlfriend.’
‘What name?’
‘Sarah. Sarah Mace.’
‘Chalet number?’
‘Thirty-seven. Yellow Camp. I’m thirteen.’
The other fixed him with a reproachful stare. A half-smirk. Who are you kidding, son? You don’t mean to tell me you’re sleeping in separate chalets?
The man began flicking through a register, found the page he was looking for, ran a pencil down the margin. With his other hand he squashed out the buttof his cigarette in a half-full ashtray, slid a pack out of his pocket and put a filter tip to his lips. A lighter was flicked, a cloud of smoke and the rumbling cough started up again. And throughout all this he had not taken his eyes off the book in front of him.
‘Thirty-seven. Jones. You must’ve made a mistake, laddie.’ Enjoying the other’s dismay; and don’t try to tell me my job, I’ve got the records to prove it.
‘There must be some mistake.’ Norman’s sweat had turned cold, he shivered. ‘I know because …’
‘There is a mistake,’ the official reached down another pile of those buff-coloured cards from a shelf behind him, slipped the band off them, ‘yours! Now, I’m busy, go and find out the number of your bird’s chalet and …’
‘The name’s Mace. M.A.C.E. Sarah.’
‘Names are no good to me, I only go by numbers. You asked about Yellow Camp, thirty-seven. I told you. Jones. That’s all I can tell you if you ask me a dozen times over.’
The floor beneath Norman’s feet seemed to move, like stepping on to a bus that was just in the process of pulling away. He clutched at the desk to steady himself and the sensation passed.
‘I want to see the boss.’ It was supposed to sound forceful, a demand, but it came over more as a plea.
‘Dawson’s head of security.’ A faint note of resentment. ‘It’s his day off. There’s only me, and Jepson on the gate. And he won’t be able to help you.’
‘I mean the camp boss.’
‘You mean the General Manager.’ He had already begun to sort out his new pile of cards. ‘His office is in the main reception building. But you won’t get to see him. He only sees people by appointment and not just willy-nilly. You have to have a good reason.’ His cough was escalating, vibrating the cigarette in his mouth, flecks of ash floated in the air like a gentle snow shower. Now piss off, will you.
Norman held on to the rail as he went back down the steps. Either he was mad or they were. Jesus, he knew the Maces were in 37, there was no disputing the fact. Except by a bad-tempered security official.
The youth was angry now, tight-lipped as he strode back across the tarmac, checked a signpost just to make sure; reception was down the street on his left, he could see the top of the building from here.
A huge hallway, he surveyed it with confusion. Two counter screens with a long queue at each; Bank and Post Office. A line of lettered racks, A-Z, with incoming mail sticking out of pigeon holes. Travel Enquiries, a young girl sat on a stool amid an array of colourful brochures; train or bus, like a day away from the camp on parole.
A dozen or more telephone booths, every one occupied. It’s great here at Paradise, wish you were here. Lifelines to sanity.
A television area, rows of easy chairs, people watching the morning programmes because they were fed up with everything else. A silent film, you couldn’t hear the sound because everybody was talking. Norman looked one way, then the other, saw a line of closed doors with a white plaque on each. Cashier … Maintenance … General Manager’s Secretary!
He approached the door, stood looking at it. Did you knock or did you walk right in? He decided to knock, two soft raps with his knuckles, stood back. Listening.
‘Come in.’ A female voice that sounded far away, disinterested.
He pressed the handle and the door moved silently inwards. A luxuriously fitted and carpeted office greeted him, a floor-to-ceiling window with a Venetian blind. A central desk, an attractive, slim dark-haired girl seated before a word-processor. She glanced up, smiled. ‘Close the door, please. You can’t hear a thing in here when the door’s open. Now, what can I do for you?’
‘I’d like to see the General Manager.’ Norman’s confidence was returning. At least this girl looked as though she wanted to help.
‘I’m afraid Mr Morrison’s rather busy at present.’
‘I don’t mind waiting.’ Stubborn. I’m not leaving here until I’ve seen him.
‘Oh!’ Perplexed, maybe campers went away more easily than this one. ‘Can you tell me what you want to see him about, Mr …’
‘Tong.’ Norman smiled, at least he meant to. ‘I’d prefer to tell him myself. It’s important. Urgent.’
‘Oh, I see.’ She hesitated, picked up an intercom and buzzed it three times. ‘There’s a Mr Tong wants to see you personally, Mr Morrison. He says it’s urgent, doesn’t mind waiting … I see, I’ll tell him.’
‘He might be some time.’ She replaced the receiver and turned back to her visitor, but the warmth seemed to have gone out of her smile. ‘If you want to wait perhaps you’d take a seat out in the main reception area. I’ll call you when the General Manager’s free.’
Norman took a seat in the big hall, found himself watching a cartoon on the television screen. Everybody around him was laughing but he couldn’t understand why. He looked at his watch. It was 10.40.


‘I really don’t think you’ve got anything to worry about, Mr Tong.’ Tim Morrison smiled, seemed perfectly at ease unless you noticed how he fidgeted with the penholder on his mahogany desk. ‘I must apologise for not having got in touch with you but this is a very big camp and we didn’t realise that you were connected with the Maces. Apparently Sarah has a touch of summer flu and has gone to stay with relatives. Mr Mace hasn’t been well and his wife decided that a holiday camp was really no place for him to recuperate. I understand that they both left early this morning. I’m afraid I can’t tell you any more than that. If guests decide to forego their holiday, that’s their business, you understand?’
Norman nodded. It tied in with what the supervisor had told him last night. But that did not mean it was true.
‘Our security officer was perfectly correct in what he told you, the Maces’ chalet has been relet. To the Jones family.’
‘I … I understand there has been some trouble in the camp.’ Norman was watching the other closely.
‘Trouble, Mr Tong?’
‘Two murders. A siege and a police shooting.’
Morrison licked his lips, he seemed to go a shade paler but it could have been a trick of the light through the large smoky glass window. ‘Yes, I’m afraid there was.’
‘Who was the girl who was murdered on the island?’
The other dropped his pen, it rolled to the edge of the desk but he caught it before it fell. ‘I’m afraid I can’t disclose her identity. The police are withholding it until relatives have been notified. That’s official, I can’t do anything about it.’
Relief followed by an uneasiness for Norman. Sarah missing, Gwyn flipping his lid, Ruth wandering round the camp in a kind of trance. His stomach tightened, he felt sick. But the man opposite him was smiling reassuringly.
‘Really, the best thing you could do is go and see the camp doctor, Mr Tong. You’re in a state of nervous tension, that’s obvious even to me.’
‘I … don’t … want … to … see … your … bloody … doctor!’ Norman straightened up, stood there angry and defiant, wanted to smash his fist into the other’s smiling face. ‘I think you’re lying. There’s something underhand going on here and I’m going to get to the bottom of it. It seems to me that the Maces have been very conveniently removed from the scene, for whatever reason suits you. Well, you’re not going to find me so easy. If you won’t tell me who the dead girl was, I’ll bloody well find out for myself!’
The pen had slipped from Morrison’s fingers again and this time he was not quick enough to catch it. It bounced on the carpet, rolled, was forgotten.
‘I’m a very busy man, Mr Tong.’ The General Manager buzzed the intercom on the desk. ‘Miss Hughes will show you out.’
‘All right.’ Norman was already on his way to the door. ‘I can see I’m wasting my time here. But I’m not leaving the camp, whether or not the Maces have gone home, and I don’t believe that they have. I’ll be around, you can bank on that, because there’s something fishy here and I’m going to find out what it is!’


*


Norman found himself down on the main camp car park, a subconscious instinct to flee this place of terror and lies. He had not been aware of his destination, had just walked away from the reception area, trying to collate his thoughts. Nothing made sense except that Sarah was missing and there had been a girl murdered here.
Following the rows of parked cars, a homing instinct that led him to where his blue Escort van stood, a V-registered vehicle which was slowly succumbing to corrosion. Another few thousand miles and it would be destined for the scrapyard. He stood there looking at it, toyed with the keys in his pocket. Provided it started, and that was always a gamble, he could be out of here in minutes, away from all this. No, he couldn’t escape, it had seeped into his system just like the rust was eating away the bodywork of the van. He could not leave until he knew, one way or the other.
‘Problems, mate?’
He started, had been unaware of the tall bearded man crouching by the side of the adjacent Maxi. Norman turned, saw that the car sagged on flat tyres. ‘Looks like you’re the one with problems.’ He forced himself to smile. ‘Run over a box of nails?’
‘I wish I had.’ The other had a worried expression on his face. ‘They’ve been let down.’
‘Vandals?’
‘Again I wish it was.’ Jeff Beebee leaned back against the car. ‘Sabotage, I’d say.’ He was puzzled when the youth nodded his agreement, no shocked surprise. It sent little icy tingles up and down his back. ‘You haven’t got a foot pump by any chance, I just want to blow these tyres up enough to get me up to the garage?’
‘Sure.’ Norman produced his keys, had to fiddle with the rear door lock of the van but eventually managed to prise it open. ‘It’s an old one but I think it’ll do the trick.’
‘Thanks.’ Jeff took the pump, began unscrewing the valve. ‘Bloody queer place this camp is.’ An urge to talk, to pour out his troubles to somebody; anybody, even a total stranger. ‘What’s your problem?’
‘My girl’s missing, so are her parents.’ Norman blurted it out in a rush. ‘There’s been murders. I think, and I hope to God I’m wrong, that she was killed on the island. It’s like everybody’s trying to cover up.’
‘You can say that again.’ Beebee began pumping with his foot, felt the air going into the tyre. ‘Tell you what, pal, let’s get these tyres blown up and then we’ll go somewhere and talk, eh?’
‘Fine.’ Sudden overwhelming relief in spite of his fears. ‘Come on, I’ll give you a hand.’
The Maxi started up, Norman climbed into the passenger seat, slammed the door, had to bang it a second time. Jeff reversed out into the stony aisle, began threading his way slowly towards the exit. Out on to the tarmac, over the bridge with the miniature railway below them, a circuitous route that would take them to the camp’s garage by the main entrance.
People thronged the road, were reluctant to move out of the way. Some youths were playing football with a brightly coloured beach ball, mothers pushing prams. A red-ringed sign said ‘Dead Slow’.
Jeff idled in bottom gear, wondered if he might stall. He was tempted to tap the horn but he decided against it. Nobody was in a hurry, least of all themselves. The crowd parted slowly to let them through. Just three people obstructing their path, the Maxi edged up behind the trio.
‘Bloody hell, look at that!’ Jeff pointed at the three figures who seemed oblivious of the fact that a car was within a couple of yards of them. ‘What the devil are they playing at, dressed up like that?’
A man in the lead, a thick dark overcoat buttoned up to a scarf which was wrapped around his neck, trousers tucked into his socks. Two women followed behind him, the one wearing sweaters and a light topcoat which fell below her wellington boots. The second woman walked stiffly, head erect, short steps because the rubber galoshes on her feet were several sizes too large for her. A thick knitted sweater with a raincoat over it. A kind of procession, looking neither to the right nor the left, hurrying. People were staring at them, pointing, laughing.
‘They gotta be screwy,’ Jeff Beebee grinned. ‘I guess in these holiday camps you meet the lot. Jeez, the sweat must be rolling off them!’
Suddenly Norman tensed, leaned forward. Something about the second woman was very familiar; her walk, so dignified in spite of the ludicrous situation, the way her arms hung by her side, the short dark hair streaked with grey that fell neatly below the coloured pompom hat. It couldn’t be … but it was!
‘What’s up?’ Jeff glanced at his passenger, noted how the colour had drained from the other’s freckled face. ‘You feeling okay?’
‘That … that woman in front of us,’ the finger that stabbed at the windscreen shook uncontrollably, he could barely get his words out, ‘she’s … there’s no doubt about it … that’s my girlfriend’s mother!’



Chapter Eighteen
Billy Evans closed the door after them, tested it with his shoulder. A feeling of sadness engulfed him, they were leaving their home, they might never see it again. The snowdrifts would bury it, it would be preserved for posterity. He turned to the other two, barely recognised them. Dark glasses, hats pulled down, coat collars turned up.
‘Right,’ he tried to sound confident for their benefit, ‘we’re off! You two stick close to me, we don’t want to get split up.’
‘Billy, are you sure you know where you’re going?’ Valerie asked as she trudged in his wake. ‘I mean, we won’t be able to recognise landmarks, will we? We could get lost, freeze to death overnight.’
‘I’ll keep an eye on the sun.’ He looked up, was dazzled even through his Polaroids. ‘Don’t you go worrying about that. Stick to the main roads, that’s the rule.’
He couldn’t see much in spite of the fact that it was bright sunshine all around. Snow-blindness, he decided. Keep your head down, don’t look up except when necessary.
‘There’s an awful lot of people about.’ Valerie had to shout to make herself heard. ‘I thought you said everybody had gone south.’
‘These are the stragglers,’ he called back. ‘Take no notice of ’em and don’t stop to talk to anybody. Some of ’em will be pretty near to starvation, if they suspect we’ve got food they’ll likely as not murder us for it. Now, save your breath, you’ll need every puff.’
She let him take the lead. Everywhere seemed misty and yet the sun was shining. The road beneath them felt hard enough, perhaps the wind had blown the snow off it, drifted it elsewhere. She wondered how far they were going to trek today, whether or not they would find shelter for the night. They certainly didn’t have enough food with them to last them throughout their journey, the carrier in her hand felt exceedingly light. She glanced sideways at her companion. Poor Ruth didn’t look well, she could not see her clearly but the other was fragile, wouldn’t stand up to a long walk. What if she collapsed? A terrible thought; they couldn’t just go and leave her.
‘Warm enough for yer?’ Valerie recoiled as the outline of a huge man loomed up, a coarse face leering within inches of her own. She clutched at Ruth’s arm, tried to drag her away. Hurry, let’s get away! Billy was right, these people could turn nasty. Ignore them, don’t argue with them.
‘Are you all right, Ruth?’ Valerie was breathless, afraid.
‘I’m fine,’ her companion answered. Unmoved, as though she did not understand. It was all the worry, not knowing where her husband and daughter were, they might even be dead. Valerie slipped an arm around her.
Ruth was sure she was dreaming, one of those nightmares like you got when you were ill, a kind of waking dream. This could not really be happening. She felt uncomfortably hot in her thick clothing, was longing to cast some of it off but she might offend the Evanses if she did. She would have to put up with it, she just hoped that she didn’t faint. They said there was deep snow but she couldn’t see any of it, not that she could see much at all, particularly in these sunglasses; the lenses were smeared and dirty, when they called a halt she would attempt to clean them.
‘I can hear a car, Billy!’ Valerie reached forward, tapped her husband on the shoulder.
‘Bloody fools!’ He grunted but did not turn his head. ‘There’s always some silly bleeder who has to try and make it in his car, whatever the conditions. That’s why main roads get blocked with abandoned vehicles. He won’t get far, a hundred yards maybe and he’ll be stuck for good, you see if I’m not right.’
The crowd was swelling, walking in the road ahead of them, holding them up, coming up from behind, lining the roadside to leer at them. It was very frightening. Valerie was tempted to tip out the bag of food, leave them to scavenge. Take our food, but please let us go on our way. As a last resort she would. Everybody seemed to be staring at them. Oh, God, it was awful!
Ruth could hear the car now, it sounded very close, right behind them. She dared not look, her blurred vision fixed straight ahead of her, focused on Billy’s back. An engine revved, she quickened her pace. Suppose the driver braked, skidded on the ice, he might mow them down.
‘Excuse me,’ addressed to Billy, watching Valerie out of the corner of her eye, ‘I think we should move over. Somebody wants to come by.’
‘Bugger ’im, let ’im wait, e’ll soon find out ’e can’t get far.’
‘Billy, be sensible, we don’t want to be run over!’ Valerie caught his sleeve, pulled him to one side. Ruth followed them, stubbed her toe against the kerb and only saved herself by grabbing her companion. The three of them lurched up on to the pavement. A mass of faces, everybody staring at them. Go away, for God’s sake leave us in peace!
The car moved forward, Ruth caught a glimpse of it; it seemed to be a squat model, dark brown in colour, a face pressed against the window on the passenger side. She stared at the features, thought that perhaps she ought to recognise whoever it was. No, that was impossible, she did not know anybody in these parts. She did not even know where she was.
The passenger was shouting something, winding the window down. A young man, his words were lost in the noise of the crowd. Just as well, she thought, he was probably yelling abuse at them like everybody else was doing. The car had slowed, almost stopped, there was barely a yard separating them. And still that young man was shouting.
Ruth turned her head away. She had never been one to engage in verbal exchanges and that was the last thing she needed right now. She thought she heard Billy Evans say something, preferred not to think what it might have been but it had the desired effect. The driver accelerated and the car moved on.
‘Pillock!’ Billy led them back into the road. ‘We’ll probably come across that twit again a bit further on, stuck up to his roof in a drift. You meet ’em!’
It seemed to Ruth that the whole world was on the move today. Men, women and children, some heading in the opposite direction; nobody really knew where they were going, it was a mass exodus. But she still couldn’t see any snow and it was becoming warmer all the time. Goodness, she’d give anything for a nice long drink of lime and lemon and a squirt of deodorant. There was definitely a smell of BO in the air and she knew only too well that she was sweating under her armpits.
‘Hold it!’ Billy pulled up suddenly and the two women bumped into him. People were pushing past them, elbowing them rudely out of the way.
‘What … is it?’ Valerie whispered, clutched Ruth’s hand.
‘Some sort of a roadblock.’ Billy was peering ahead, wished that he was wearing his long-distance specs. ‘Can’t be sure …’
‘Perhaps we ought to go back.’
‘Don’t be a twat! We’ve got to keep going, whatever. There’s a barrier across the road, I guess they’re stopping cars, turning ’em back because there’s no way through. This is a free country, they can’t stop you walking. Come on, let’s see what it’s all about.’
It was definitely some kind of checkpoint, Ruth would have hung back except that she did not want to risk being separated from the others. And if she did not keep up with them somebody might grab her. This crowd was in an ugly mood, she could still hear them catcalling.
A red and white pole was stretched across the road. Close to it was a hut that resembled a sentry box; all around there were low buildings with overlooking windows. Ruth’s heartbeat had speeded up, she was beginning to feel very frightened. Their followers were hanging back as though they, too, were scared to approach this sinister place.
Two men stood by the barrier, identically clothed in grey uniforms and wearing security helmets, the visors pulled down. Watching and waiting, their scrutiny singling out the advancing trio, ignoring everybody else. A ring of faces, the crowd behind had suddenly quietened.
‘I don’t like the look of this,’ Valerie whispered to Ruth, ‘those men look like police, but not ordinary police!’
Ruth stole a glance behind her, wondered if it was too late to run. The crowd had closed in as if to cut off her escape route. They would pull her down if she fled and the Lord only knew what they might do to her! If this is a dream then I want to wake up now. She didn’t, stood there feeling slightly sick and faint. Oh, where were Gwyn and Sarah? She knew she was going to break down before very long. And, God, I’ve just remembered – I’m pregnant!
Billy Evans walked forward, felt a myriad of hostile eyes focused on him. Self-conscious, afraid, he had always shunned the limelight, gone sick rather than appear in the school play when he was a boy. I can’t stand people looking at me. What d’you want? The two uniformed men had moved apart, one on either side of him. A door opened in one of the huts and another helmeted figure appeared.
‘Excuse me, sir, would you mind stepping into the office for a minute, the ladies with you?’ The nearest man spoke quietly as if he did not wish the gathered audience to hear him. Embarrassed but firm, trying to be tactful. We don’t want a scene, it’s bad publicity.
‘No, I wouldn’t like to step into your office,’ Billy Evans glared through grease-stained sunglasses, ‘and neither would my wife and her friend. Let us through, please!’
‘I’m afraid we can’t do that, sir.’ The third security man had moved in closer, the three of them had fanned out into a semicircle. ‘I’m afraid you can’t leave the camp,’ a whisper now that surely would not reach the watchers, ‘for your own good, sir.’
‘Camp! What camp?’
The uniformed men glanced at one another, stepped a pace closer.
‘The holiday camp, sir. The one where you’ve been staying.’
‘We ’aven’t been stayin’ at any bleedin’ holiday camp, you can cut that nonsense out.’ Billy was white beneath the sweat which streaked his features. Frightened, bluffing, trying to appear angry. Attack was the best form of defence, one of his favourite sayings, particularly at the Hawthorns when the Albion were playing that defensive rubbish. ‘Just let us through will you, mate?’
A hand closed over Billy Evans’s wrist, strong fingers that dug into his flesh, twisted it like a Chinese burn. ‘Just come with us, sir, and don’t let’s have any bother. Get it?’ The voice was menacing, the eyes behind the visor cold and merciless.
‘Just you let go of my husband!’ Valerie shouted. ‘Take your ’ands off’n ’im, d’you ’ear?’ She was lapsing into her local dialect as fear gripped her. These men were police, of a sort. Secret police. They had no right in Britain, the country was a democracy. Or rather, it had been. This was legal brutality. Her legs felt weak, they were so helpless and this crowd was just waiting to get hold of them. They might stone them, lynch them. One of the other policemen had her by the arm also, was pulling her along. She glanced behind her; the third one was holding on to Ruth who was not offering any resistance.
‘Are you arresting us?’ Valerie shouted and in the background she heard a burst of laughter. Bastards!
‘Just don’t make a fuss!’ her captor hissed threateningly in her ear. ‘We don’t want to hurt you.’ But we will if we have to.
‘Hey, what’s going on?’ A youth had burst out of the crowd, stumbling forward, his freckled face a mask of anger and disbelief. ‘What are you doing? Ruth!’
Ruth half-turned but the man holding her dragged her back. ‘Don’t you take no notice of ’im, missus.’
A face she half-recognized. It had been that man in the passenger seat of the car a few minutes, or was it hours, earlier. He seemed to know her. Maybe if she spoke to him …
‘Get back, laddie, this is none of your fucking business!’ The security man holding Ruth had half-drawn a truncheon from his back pocket.
‘It damned well is. I want to talk to that woman.’
‘Look,’ still walking as he talked, ‘these folks are sick. They’re out of their minds. Ill. Get it? They have to see a doctor and that’s where they’re going. Now, fuck off!’
Norman Tong stood there, frustrated and helpless. He tried to pick out Jeff Beebee in the crowd behind but could not see him.
And when he looked again Ruth and her two companions were being escorted into one of those drab buildings and the door was slammed shut behind them. They were gone, just spirited away. Lies again, pseudo explanations. Ruth was supposed to have gone home but she was still here, under some kind of arrest.
The crowd was beginning to break up, drifting away. A moment of entertainment, excitement; three nutters but they had been taken into care and it was all over. The bingo halls and the beaches were calling.
Norman heard the Maxi starting up, moving off. Jeff was going up to the garage to get his tyre pressures checked. So much for him and his offer of help! You couldn’t rely upon anybody except yourself.


Gwyn Mace had dosed fitfully most of the day. He would have slept soundly if it had not been for the worry. Consciousness was slipping nicely from him when suddenly he was jerked awake, time after time. Lying there in the semi-darkness of the bedroom trying to recall what it was that was troubling him. Each time it took several minutes for him to remember, his problems seeping back slowly, every muscle in his body tensing.
Robbing Peter to pay Paul, so to speak. Using the VAT money, fiddling the VAT book, skilful cover-ups. The cash was invested in Spanish securities, he would be ready to start on that holiday site next year with luck. In fact, it might be prudent to go to Spain and stay there before the Inland Revenue caught up with him over here. A big decision, there was Ruth and Sarah to think about. Or was there? Ruth wasn’t around, he seemed to remember her walking off in a huff. If she didn’t come back then that was one problem solved. Sarah was off somewhere with that layabout boyfriend of hers. What was his name? It didn’t matter. She was making her bed and she could damned well lie on it. All of which left the coast clear for himself.
Looking round at his surroundings. Utility furniture tarted up to look good, he winced. What the hell was this place and what was he doing here? He hadn’t been well, maybe it was some kind of a rest home. He didn’t feel good, that was why he was here. His head was aching, all he wanted to do was to sleep. If only he could get things clear in his mind then sleep would have been no problem.
Somebody was knocking on the door. He tensed and his pulses started to race again. Probably it was Ruth returned, forgotten to take her key with her, a memory like a colander. Or that youth who had come making a nuisance of himself earlier; or was that yesterday? Gwyn didn’t like callers; folks only called when they wanted something, usually money.
More knocking, heavier this time, the kind that wouldn’t go away if you left it unanswered. Sod ’em, he’d better see who it was. He swung his feet to the floor, had to wait whilst a wave of dizziness came and went.
‘All right, all right, I’m coming!’ Impatient bastards! He zipped up his trousers, pulled a dressing gown round himself and tied the cord. Slopping across the floor in his slippers, catching a glimpse of an outline beyond the opaque glass of the front door. Two of them, it was impossible to discern details.
He clicked the Yale, saw two men on the step wearing featureless grey uniforms, a van parked alongside the walkway. Gwyn read the large red lettering on the side of the vehicle – PARADISE HOLIDAY CAMP. He seemed to remember Ruth saying something about this being a holiday camp. Jesus Christ!
‘Mr Mace?’ It was made to sound like a question but only out of formality. The nearer of the two had surreptitiously pushed a foot against the door. ‘May we come in?’
‘What’s the problem?’ Gwyn was suspicious, slightly afraid. He did not like men who wore uniforms, particularly traffic wardens who watched from a vantage point and booked you for illegal parking the moment you had locked up your car and left it. Authority was a front for personal egotisms.
‘It’s your wife, I’m afraid, Mr Mace.’ They were inside the chalet now. ‘She’s rather poorly.’
‘Oh, dear.’ Surprise rather than anxiety, curiosity. ‘Not an accident, I hope?’
‘Oh, no, nothing like that,’ a pause, the two security men glanced at each other, ‘more of a … breakdown, I’d say. But she’s in good hands, it’s just that you ought to go and be with her. She’s asking for you.’
‘Give me a minute to get dressed properly.’ Gwyn heard them following him into the bedroom. Cheeky buggers! He didn’t like the way one of them stood in the doorway whilst the other lounged up against the window almost as though they half-expected him to make a run for it. He wondered what was up with Ruth, she had certainly been edgy earlier. Oh, Christ, he’d just remembered something else. She said she was pregnant! It had slipped his memory until now.
Outside and into the van. There was a folding seat in the back which made it like an estate car. He noted with slight concern that the rear windows were barred. Probably for security reasons like taking money to the bank.
A journey of five minutes or less, easing their way through the pedestrianized camp streets, pulling up in front of a low building constructed of breeze blocks covered by a thin coat of white roughcast. They helped him out, walked one on either side of him to the entrance door; the hands resting on his arms were, he hoped, gestures of friendliness and sympathy towards one whose wife was sick.
The heavy steel door slid closed behind them. Down a short corridor, pausing before another door. Something buzzed somewhere and the door slid back. Gwyn felt his escort pushing him from behind, virtually shoving him into the room.
‘Ruth!’ He called out her name, had to look closely to make sure that it was her. She had a woollen pompom hat on her head at a rakish angle, winter garments and outsize galoshes on her feet that gave her a Disneyish appearance. His first reaction was to laugh, to quip some sarcasm. And then he saw the rest of the room and suddenly nothing was funny anymore. Just sinister.
Plain concrete walls with just one window high up in the furthest corner, barred like the one in the van. A single fluorescent strip gave off a bright light that made you want to squint. A table in the centre with some empty mugs on it and just one other item of furniture, what appeared to be a bench out of a recreation park placed up against the wall. And on this sat Ruth, huddled with two other people whom Gwyn had never seen before in his life. A man and a woman, they had to be living saunas in all that clothing, dejectedly sitting with bowed head, hands folded in their laps.
Ruth looked up, met his gaze for a long time before recognition flickered in her eyes. A hint of a smile, her lips quivering as they stretched. She asked in a strangely vacant, expressionless voice, ‘Is it still snowing outside, Gwyn?’
‘Snowing!’ He looked at her closely. She’d cracked, there was no other answer. Women ran that risk when they got pregnant late in life, he’d read somewhere. ‘It’s bloody baking hot out there. What are you doing togged up like that? And who are these folks with you?’
No answer. Maybe she didn’t know. Gwyn looked behind him; the security men were standing in the doorway watching him. No expression on their faces, robots carrying out some task for which they had been programmed.
‘Would somebody like to tell me what the bloody hell this is all about?’ He whirled on them, noted how their hands dropped to their back pockets. He swallowed, he could make out the leather thongs of truncheons. ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t understand. My wife is obviously ill but why is she dressed up like a bloody Eskimo?’
‘Just cut out the wisecracks and stop asking damfool questions!’ The taller man’s voice was suddenly menacing; they had both stepped back out into the corridor. ‘You’re going to stop here, all of you. There’s a doctor on the way and he wants to examine you, whether you like it or not. If you feel like screaming and shouting, then feel free. This room is sound-proofed, you can yell yourselves hoarse!’
The door was sliding shut, a silent electric mechanism closing the gap. Gwyn leaped forward but he was too late, his outstretched hands met with cold smooth steel. A faint click and the two men were lost to view.
Utter despair enveloped him, just standing looking at the plain unending wall and knowing that there was no way out. None of them had any choice but to wait until the doctor arrived, and that in itself was a disconcerting prospect. Somebody was crying, Gwyn wasn’t sure whether it was Ruth or the other woman. He didn’t care.



Chapter Nineteen
Commander was back, or possibly he had never been away. Nobody had seen him around but that was not surprising; you could pass him in the street and not notice him. A nonentity, he blended into his surroundings whatever they were.
He regarded Professor Morton unblinkingly through his rimless glasses, sat awkwardly in the chair on the opposite side of the desk, a contrived posture of unease which might have lulled the unwary into a false sense of confidence. Tony Morton knew him better, felt the other’s presence like the threat of an electric storm on a humid evening.
‘It’s got out of control,’ Commander said, ‘gone haywire.’
‘You never know how experiments will turn out, which is why you have to experiment.’ The professor longed for his pipe but he never smoked in the chief’s presence, in deference to him because Commander was not a devotee of the weed. ‘It worked certainly, it has been an undisputed success. A few problems that can be ironed out.’
‘Let’s hope so.’ The chief was flicking through the lengthy report again, picking out passages at random. ‘I think we can safely say that the Jay case has been finalised. The police have co-operated admirably. But then we have these unfortunate … side-effects, shall we say. The Maces, for a start. When they return to normal they are going to dig the business up again. If they demand an enquiry then I have every confidence that we can present them with satisfactory findings. It is rather unfortunate that Mrs Mace has become involved with the Evanses. Personally, I think it was unwise to bring in her husband, stir up the mixture so to speak.’
‘We had no alternative. Tong is the fly in the ointment, we had overlooked him, we did not know that the Maces had booked their daughter’s boyfriend into a separate chalet. Administering the drug to him will be of no benefit to anybody, he is intent on stirring up trouble.’
Commander was writing something in the margin, brief notes indecipherable to anybody except himself. ‘We cannot allow him to continue but that is my problem. Leave that to me. Now, the Maces …’
‘We need to experiment with the antidote.’ Morton watched for a reaction. ‘As yet it is untried on human beings.’
‘Hmm, yes, but I would have thought that the Evanses were the most suitable ones to try it out on. No come-backs, they just won’t remember anything. But the Maces will cause trouble. I think that is another one for the Department. All right, go ahead and give the Evanses the antidote, see what happens. Instruct that the Maces are returned to their chalet for the time being, I’ll give it some thought. Now, what about Dolman?’
Morton averted his gaze, tried to speak evenly. ‘He’s disappeared!’
‘Disappeared!’
The professor swallowed, needed a few seconds in which to compose himself. ‘He can’t have gone far, he must be somewhere around the camp.’
‘Why must he?’
This was how the chief put you on the rack. He had his whiplash questions loaded up like a 20-rounds-a-second automatic pistol. ‘Our own men are on the checkpoint at the gate, as you know, sir.’ It was best to use ‘sir’ from here on. ‘They would not have missed him. Jepson is the best we have, as you know.’
‘He could have gone … over the wall.’
‘Yes, but I don’t think it’s likely. He’s intent on stirring up anarchy among the workers. The battleground is suited to his purpose. He’s around somewhere. We’re looking for him, I rather think Arthur Smith will be the key factor in locating Dolman.’
‘Keep me posted.’ It wasn’t a let-off, Morton knew that only too well. ‘Now the Holmans, interesting … we have a classic case of religion versus communism. Holman has already clashed with our communist agitator, it remains to be seen how far he takes it. Which is the most dangerous in society, religious fanaticism or the rule of the people? Two direct opposites. It is unfortunate that Dolman has gone missing but let’s hope that he turns up soon.’
‘I’m sure he will.’ Morton was not sure, he was trying to be optimistic for his own peace of mind. Muliman was working on it, he knew that much. The problem was that right now they could use half a dozen agents of Muliman’s calibre.
‘It’s this fellow Beebee who puzzles me.’ Commander was looking at him again, asking or accusing, you tried to work that one out for yourself. ‘Why is it that C-551 has had no effect on him. Is he unique?’
‘We’ve had problems with him.’ The professor could hear the distant clicking of Ann’s typewriter. ‘One of those whom it is difficult to snare. We set it up, and he orders a cold meal. The next day he doesn’t come in to eat at all.’
‘But he’s troublemaking?’ Damn the chief, he knew everything. You were scared to lie to him, just evaded an issue but he bided his time and pinned you down on it when he was ready. ‘I understand, also, that he has been having an affair with one of our own agents!’
Oh, Jesus, he knew! ‘I am satisfied that it was harmless enough. I have spoken to Stackhouse about it, apparently she struck up a relationship with him in order to try to rectify her routine failures.’
‘And failed again.’
‘She has not had any success so far.’
‘Then take her off Beebee, put somebody else on to him.’ A pause, he was writing something else on the report. ‘No, on second thoughts, don’t assign anybody else. We’ll take this one on.’
Morton blanched. Things looked bad for Ann, maybe the chief even knew about his own affair with her. ‘Perhaps we had better suspend all future experiments until we get all these loose ends tied up,’ he replied without conviction. Christ, let’s stop it all now before the whole show gets totally out of control.
‘Goodness me, no!’ This was one of the rare times he had known Commander to express surprise. ‘We have only just begun! Carry on, I’ll tell you when to stop.’ He straightened in his chair, a sure sign that the meeting was drawing to a close. ‘Now to recap … the antidote for the Evanses, no problem there. Get the Maces back to their chalet and we’ll take them over. Well see to Tong and Dolman, and we’ll assign somebody else on to Beebee. Monitor the Holmans carefully, that’s a fascinating one, it is well known that religion is a substitute for machine guns for keeping the masses under control. God versus atheism. I might have to draft some more men in, the way things are going. But, overall, C-551 has been an unqualified success, Tony. Well done, keep at it.’
Professor Morton sat at his desk for some time after Commander had left. It was when the other complimented you that you began to worry.


Gwyn was angry with Ruth but tried not to show it. Thanks to her they were now in what was virtually a prison cell, confined with a couple of headcases and being treated like convicts. Damned if he was going to join them on that bench, he preferred to stand even if he was feeling a bit shaky. Whatever had come over his wife? She was as cracked as they were, thinking it was bloody snowing outside!
He watched the two strangers intently. They still wore their winter clothing; at least Ruth had shed hers, apart from those ridiculous galoshes. They appeared to be asleep, leaning up against each other. At least that way he could ignore them.
‘Why didn’t you come home?’ He fired the question at his wife, saw how she winced. Her nerves were shot, all right. Like his own.
‘I … don’t … know.’ Ruth looked up. ‘I … I couldn’t find the way, couldn’t remember, and then these kind people took me in. They said the roads were blocked, the snow was drifting, and my only chance was to stick with them. My eyesight isn’t good, I couldn’t see properly whether it was snowing or not. I’ll have to go to the optician when we get home. Funny, I couldn’t feel the baby whilst I was away, but I can feel it again now. I must be further on than I thought, I think I can feel it kicking.’
‘It’s probably a phantom.’ His voice lacked conviction.
‘No, it isn’t!’ she snapped angrily. ‘It’s real and I’m going to have it, Gwyn, whatever you say!’
‘I think you’ve …’ He checked himself just in time, saw that the man on the end of the bench had opened his eyes. I think you’ve been having it off with somebody else, personally.
‘You think I’ve what, Gwyn?’
‘It doesn’t matter.’ He leaned against the table, his legs felt very weak. ‘I wish we’d got the time on us. They might have had the decency to put a clock in here. I wish this bloody doctor of theirs would get his finger out.’
‘Don’t swear, please, Gwyn.’
Same old Ruth, she hadn’t lost any of her starchiness in spite of all this.
‘We’ll be snowed in if they don’t get a move on,’ Billy Evans grunted. ‘It’ll be too deep even to walk through. They’ve no right keeping us here. The commies have taken over, that’s what’s happened. A breakdown of law and order because everybody’s gone south and these lefties who’ve been hiding in the shadows have seized their chance. They’ve taken the country over, these chaps in grey uniforms are their secret police, you mark my words.’
Gwyn shifted his position, turned his back towards the other. Ignore him, treat him with contempt. I haven’t got the energy to get involved in political arguments.
‘I think I can hear somebody coming,’ Ruth broke a long silence.
Footsteps outside, pausing outside the door. A faint click and they saw the grey steel door sliding smoothly open, the security men entering first, different ones this time, followed by a tall silver-haired man in a white coat. The latter was undoubtedly the long-awaited medic.
‘Ah, Mr and Mrs Mace,’ he smiled, came forward. ‘I’m sorry to hear you’ve had problems but I’m sure it’s nothing serious. Now, if I could just have a quick look at you,’ out of his breast pocket he produced two thermometers, ‘let me just check your temperatures.’
A bloody school medical, Gwyn thought, sitting there on the edge of the table with a thermometer stuck in his mouth like a cigarette. Humour them, they’ve got us by the short and curlies. Ruth had a slim glass cylinder in her mouth, too; she seemed to be taking it very seriously. But everything was serious where Ruth was concerned, she had no sense of humour.
‘That seems fine.’ Professor Morton noted the readings, wiped the thermometers on a piece of tissue and put them back in his pocket. ‘As I thought, nothing radically wrong with either of you. Stress is your problem, you need to rest, nothing more.’
‘Doctor,’ Ruth stood up, moved close to him, ‘tell me, I am pregnant, aren’t I?’
Morton was taken aback, eyes widening behind his glasses. ‘Mrs Mace, I really can’t tell you that. You’ll have to have a pregnancy test when you get home if you really think you are expecting a baby. Your own GP will advise you accordingly. I’m not here to examine you on that score, merely to ascertain that you are both well enough to travel.’
‘Travel!’ Gwyn Mace echoed. ‘Where are we travelling to?’
‘I’m recommending that you return home,’ the other spoke kindly, condescendingly. ‘Really, it’s the best place for you both, in your own surroundings, away from the hurly-burly of a camp like this. I had to make sure that you were capable of driving, though, Mr Mace. You do feel up to it, don’t you?’
‘Sure, I’ll be fine.’ Anything to get away from this bloody madhouse!
‘Good, that’s excellent. If you’d like to walk to the end of the corridor there’s a car waiting to take you back to your chalet. But I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until morning before leaving the camp, you’ve had a tiring experience, particularly your wife, and I think it would be unwise to travel until you’re both rested.’
‘All right,’ Gwyn agreed, another few hours were neither here nor there. ‘Come on, Ruth.’
Ruth glanced back at the Evanses, they looked so tired and dejected. ‘Goodbye.’ She extended a hand, dropped it back down, they weren’t interested, barely acknowledged her. ‘And thank you again for helping me. I don’t know how I would have managed without you.’
You patronising bitch, Gwyn strode on ahead of her, it’s a bloody wonder you don’t apologize to them for inconveniencing them, holding them up!
Behind him he heard the door sliding shut again.


‘Ah, Mr and Mrs Evans,’ Morton approached the couple seated on the bench against the wall, ‘I’m sorry to have kept you waiting, all this must have been very trying for you.’
‘You can say that again!’ Billy Evans was tight-lipped and angry. ‘You’ve no business holding us here like bloody prisoners. Let us go or I’ll have my lawyer on you.’
‘I won’t keep you long.’ Morton drew something out of his top pocket, shielded it with his hand so that the others were unable to see it. ‘You haven’t been well, you know. The weather, probably, the British climate is responsible for a host of illnesses.’
‘You’re not taking my temperature!’ Evans grunted, stood up. ‘I’m not a bloody schoolkid, you know, so you can put that away for a start!’
‘Billy,’ Valerie Evans shrieked, had craned her head so that she could see what the ‘doctor’ was holding, ‘it’s not a thermometer, it’s a syringe. He’s going to inject us!’
‘I assure you it’s perfectly harmless and you won’t feel a thing,’ Morton laughed, ‘just a little something to calm your nerves, and then you’re going to be taken back to your chalet, and in the morning you’ll feel as right as rain. I promise.’
‘Chalet! What bloody chalet? We’ve just come from our own house and you’re trying to stop us leaving like everybody else is. I was right, you lot ’ave taken the country over. You’re a bleedin’ commie like the rest of ’em!’
Morton sighed, turned to the two uniformed men who stood with their backs to the closed door. ‘Gentlemen, I should be grateful for your assistance. No more force than is necessary, though. Now, please, Mr and Mrs Evans …’
‘Don’t you dare touch us!’ Billy had his fists raised, pushed himself in front of his wife. ‘Try anything and you’ll get a fourpenny one. I’ll ’ave you lot for bloody assault and it’ll cost you …’
The uniformed men moved in with precision and speed. Not so much as a scuffle, and within a second the protesting couple were rendered helpless, held firmly but not painfully.
‘Good,’ Morton’s smile was one of satisfaction as he pulled up Billy’s sleeve, ‘you won’t feel more than the tiniest of pricks, I assure you. There!’
‘You …’ Billy’s eyes were already beginning to glaze over, his mouth moved mutely.
‘Just a sedative, nothing more,’ he moved towards the struggling woman, ‘and now you, Mrs Evans …’ Valerie was starting to scream hysterically, a screech that died away as quickly as it had begun. She went limp in the arms of her captor.
‘Lift them on to the table, please.’ Morton was curt now, as though his earlier self-confidence had been a front that was collapsing. A slight edginess, a man who doubted the results of his own experiments. C-551 had been a success, the antidote was still untried on a human brain.
He put the syringe back in its case, produced another one, held it up to the light to check the contents. A movement of his hand indicated to the watchers that they were required to move away. He bent over the inert bodies, searched carefully for a vein. Precise now, perhaps nervous, but his hand was steady.
‘Marvellous!’ He stood back, let out a small sigh. ‘I thought they might be troublesome. Now, after dark, return them to their chalet and put them to bed,’ he smiled, ‘undress them and tuck them up like tired little children who have stayed out too late and have fallen asleep on the way home. Understand?’
‘Yes, sir,’ the taller of the two men nodded. ‘We’ll attend to it. Nobody will see us.’
‘Excellent. And when they wake up in the morning they won’t remember a thing. They will just carry on with their annual working class holiday.’ He sniggered. ‘And, of course, it will have stopped snowing!’



Chapter Twenty
‘I thought you’d run out on me, Jeff.’ There was relief in Norman’s tone. They were sitting at the tables on the patio outside the fish and chip salon overlooking the boating lake. Norman Tong tried not to keep looking across towards the island, told himself that the murdered girl could not have been Sarah. A tiny stubborn voice inside him kept insisting that it was.
‘No, I wouldn’t do that.’ Jeff cut off a piece of battered fish with a plastic knife, forked it into his mouth. ‘I knew you’d do your own thing whether I was there or not. If those guys in grey were going to pull you in then there was no point in both of us losing our freedom, was there?’
‘You’re right.’ Norman screwed up his greasy papers, tossed them towards a litter bin. They hit the rim and bounced off. There was sense in what the other said. ‘But I can’t get over the state Ruth Mace was in, and, Christ, did you see how they were togged up?’
‘Some kind of winter hallucination,’ the other looked thoughtful, ‘which only goes to emphasise my suspicions. There’s some sort of experiment going on there which they’re trying to cover up. Ann, my girl, knows all about it. She’s terrified but she daren’t let on what she knows, even to me. In a way that gives me a free hand because I won’t involve her. But I’m frightened for her, she might just disappear. I’ve been thinking that if I could only get her away from the camp …’
‘You mean kidnap her?’
‘Nothing quite so melodramatic as that,’ Jeff smiled, ‘but she wants to leave. Last night she wanted me to drive her away, just like that. Maybe if we’d gone into town we wouldn’t have come back. We’ll never know because somebody was one step ahead of us and let my tyres down. Now I have to rethink my plans.’
‘You can count me in, whatever they are.’
‘Thanks, mate, you’ve no idea how I appreciate that. Between us we have to 1) find your girl 2) get mine clear of the camp. And, don’t forget, we don’t eat in that restaurant. My guess is that they’re slipping something into our food.’
‘But everybody else seems okay.’
‘Selected victims, it has to be that. Why they want me, I’ve no idea. But they obviously picked out your friends, the Maces. And that guy and his woman who got killed. Sarah could be somewhere, still alive and … quite safe.’
‘Let’s hope. But what’s our next move?’
‘Not easy.’ Jeffs crumpled papers landed in the bin. ‘With luck Ann will come round to my place tonight. Lateish, around ten-thirty to eleven. Maybe you’d like just to turn up. There’s safety in numbers!’ It was meant as a joke but it didn’t sound funny. ‘In the meantime I suggest we go our own separate ways. If this thing is really big, and I suspect it is judging by the methods they’re using, then we don’t want to be seen together. Nothing to be gained by both fish landing in the same net.’
Norman felt his flesh goose pimpling. What the other said was common sense. ‘So we just idle the rest of the day away separately.’
‘Something like that,’ Jeff Beebee eased himself out of his seat. ‘I might go for a swim or lie on the beach. You do whatever takes your fancy, Norm.’
Norman watched the other walk away, felt the loneliness seeping back. Together it didn’t seem as bad, now he was back to believing that Sarah really was the murder victim on that island across there.
He was restless, could not come to terms with the idea of lazing on a beach. He needed something to do, something to occupy his mind. As he walked away he saw in the distance the chairlift, a number of tiny cable cars jerking their way along a line that led towards the beach. Dots that were people in them, leaning over to look down, maybe enjoying a feeling of vertigo. It was better than sitting in a deckchair or just mooching aimlessly. And you could get off by the beach and come back on the miniature railway, take a tour of the camp that way.
Norman began to walk quickly in the direction of the chairlift starting point, a huge raised hanger-type building. There was a queue, he could see the tail end of it spilling out down as far as the junior scrambling area. It didn’t matter, he had all day and most of the evening to while away.
There were two sets of cable cars, going in opposite directions. A regular relay, you could ride them all day if you fancied, perhaps some people did. The queue moved, a batch was loaded up, two to a cab, children to be accompanied by an adult according to the prominent notice board. Norman joined the throng, leaned against the barrier.
The cars touched down, their passengers scrambled down on to terra firma. There was an attendant, a small man in jeans and a brown leather jacket with short cut hair. He appeared only just to have taken over, was giving the surprised youth who had done the morning shift a cigarette. The latter smiled, dashed away. He obviously had an unexpected afternoon off, Norman thought. This place had a high proportion of casual workers, a way of keeping the wages bill to a minimum; you couldn’t really blame the owners.
‘Right, everybody aboard,’ the supervisor had a soft voice, Norman doubted whether it could be heard above the chatter of excited holidaymakers, ‘two to a car, all children to be accompanied by an adult. Hurry along, please!’
Norman found himself a car, took the far seat, left the nearer one for somebody else. In spite of the number of travellers people seemed to be fussy about where they sat. A couple with a young teenager whose mother seemed over-protective; the boy made as if to join Norman but was roughly called back by the woman.
‘No, you don’t, Alan,’ she had a high-pitched voice, ‘I’m not ’avin you where we can’t look after you. You sit with me, your dad’ll go in there.’
‘But I want to sit there!’ Petulant, trying to squirm out of her grasp but she held him tightly.
‘No bloomin’ fear, you ain’t goin’ on yer own and that’s that. We know you, climbin’ all over the place, leanin’ out, acting the goat. Come ’ere and stop strugglin’, will yer? Jim, get in there and I’ll see to Alan.’
Her husband obeyed without question, hauled himself into the vacant seat, dropped the safety bar. He sat looking straight ahead of him, a long-suffering husband who took the line of least resistance.
‘Now, you come with me, you little bugger!’ The woman dragged her son back down the platform. ‘Thanks to your playin’ up we’ve lost those seats behind yer dad now. Hurry up, there’s two more down there.’ The supervisor ignored family squabbles, busied himself checking that all the safety bars were firmly in place, reached the end of the line and walked back, meticulously inspecting all the cable fasteners on each car. Pushing them, pulling them, swinging his full weight on some to ensure that they were fastened securely. He paused by Norman’s car, adjusted a nut with a spanner, moved on to the next one.
A brief hush from the passengers, for the first-timers it was a slightly apprehensive experience, like a virgin flight. The queue on the platform had swelled, pushed right up to the barrier in readiness for the next line of cars which would arrive in a few minutes.
The overseer was obviously satisfied, walked down to a set of controls at the far end, tugged a lever down. Norman felt the cars move, jerked, began to rock as they were pulled off the ground. A slight incline, swaying as they gained momentum, went out through the building and began to climb.
He found himself clutching the bar in front of him as the chairlift rose at an angle of 45°, a steep ascent before they joined the horizontal cable some fifty feet above the ground. A slight feeling of unease, like seasickness in a way, or going over humpback bridges in a car at speed, your stomach objecting.
Now the cars had settled to their altitude, the ascent was completed, it was a straight run from here down to the beach.
Swaying slightly, a stiff sea breeze catching them, but the swivels held them firmly on course. Norman risked a look down, caught his breath. Magnificent, the camp spread out below like an untidy toy town, parallel streets, the funfair a gaudy array of colours, people moving about like a restless colony of ants. Becoming smaller as the chairlift moved coastward.
A grassy landscape, browned in places by the recent drought, the riding paddock rutted by the constant trampling of horses, some sheep in the field adjoining. Rough wasteland, a few more sheep and a winding muddy stream.
The car jerked, checked, picked up speed again. Norman tensed, looked up. Cable joints, it seemed that the airborne vehicles bumped on each one like a car going over potholes in the road. Somewhere behind him a child was crying, its mother attempting to comfort it. Excited shrieks from a group of youths, they had spied the approach of the return chairlift which would pass within ten yards of the outgoing one. Cheers, shouts, exchanges between passengers as the line of the cars drew level, an instinctive desire to communicate, greetings and catcalls, waves and gestures.
The convoys went their opposite ways, juddering as they crossed more joints, swaying, steadying. A shrill whistle, a rush of wheels; Norman looked over the side, saw the miniature railway far below, a colourful model train on a winding track emerging out of the dunes. Beyond it the rocky outline of the coast, steep cliffs in places, a stretch of shingle leading down to the sand, still glistening wet from the outgoing tide. Bathers, kids playing ball, a lone fisherman on an exposed rock hoping to hook a mackerel. Gulls swooping and calling, wheeling. And far out towards the horizon he could just make out a boat, probably a trawler.
He looked at his companion. The other seemed completely unmoved by it all, a suburban father on holiday under sufferance, perhaps relieved that he was spared the company of his nagging wife and spoiled son for a short time. A blank expression, unappreciative of the scenery, impervious to the heady height, one who vegetated in his own way. Maybe he did not even have thoughts of his own, just switched off and lapsed into a kind of waking slumber. Norman ignored him, he had no wish to strike up a conversation with anybody.
From here one could see the queue waiting for the train, a line of beach-clad folk stretching fifty yards or more. A long wait. Norman thought that perhaps he would return on foot across the dunes or maybe linger on the beach. Jeff Beebee might be down there somewhere. He would decide when they alighted, which should not be long now. Already the cable was beginning to dip for the final run-in. He braced himself, had learned to spot the joints before they hit them, waited for the bump. One coming up now.
The car lurched, swung. Norman was gripping the safety bar, closed his eyes instinctively, a small boy on a funfair ghost train feeling the swish of a fake cobweb as it brushed him, sitting rigid and knowing that in a second or two it will have gone.
A grinding of metal, another lurch and a sensation of falling. Norman opened his eyes, heard his companion scream, clutch at him. The cab was tilted at a crazy angle, suspended so that they had an unrestricted view of the ground below them. Swinging, a pendulum going crazy, held aloft by a single wire strand.
‘The bloody cable’s snapped!’ The man was now lying across him, the two of them crushed into a corner of the gyrating car.
Norman struggled, tried to push the other away from him, managed to twist his head round and look up. Oh, my Christ, they were hanging by a single wire, the main cable bowing under the uneven strain. And behind them the following car was gaining speed on the sudden dip, hurtling down on to them!
People were screaming, Norman braced himself for the impact. Directly below he saw the edge of the steep cliff, a sheer drop down to the pebbled beach below, upturned faces, bathers panicking and fleeing. He experienced a kind of paralysis, a freezing of his limbs trapped beneath his shrieking companion. Mentally surrendering; knowing that he was helpless to take any evasive action, a victim of Fate. God would decree whether he lived or died, the state of his injuries. It was out of his hands.
The oncoming car hurtled at full speed, no sign of the occupants, they had thrown themselves down on to the floor. An approaching giant that hissed metallically, screamed its hate in a shower of sparks.
Metal crumpled against metal, steel wire snaked venomously as it snapped, a whiplash bent on destruction. Crushed cabs broke free of their moorings, somersaulted. Norman was aware that the other was still hanging on to him, tried to kick himself free but their bodies only flailed helplessly. Knowing that they were no longer in their vehicles, that they were plummeting downwards, free-fallers whose parachutes had failed to open.
Slowly at first, they seemed to float in the air, had an unrestricted view of the landscape below. Broken metal showering all around them but miraculously missing them, not that it would have made much difference to the ultimate outcome had it struck them.
Falling fast now. Faster and faster, seeming to veer from a direct downward course, the clifftop sucking at them with its cold salty breath. Aware that he was free of the other, twisting and turning, everything a blur so that he could no longer recognise his surroundings. A rush of shrieking icy wind that drowned the screaming. He closed his eyes, shut everything out, felt an impact that was an anaesthetic in itself, numbed him. And after that there was nothing.



Chapter Twenty-one
Ruth mace had been sick again that morning. The feeling of nausea had awoken her, had her dashing to the bathroom, aware that it was only just getting light. Oh, God, she felt terrible, usually the sickness did not hit her until she got up. As she leaned over the bowl, kneeling on the linoleum floor, she wondered how far advanced the baby was; more than she had at first thought, as soon as they got home she would go and see Doctor Davis.
She hoped that she had not woken Gwyn, not just because he needed all the sleep he could get but he would surely pour sarcasm on her. Well, whatever he said she wasn’t having an abortion.
She sank down on the floor, knew she had to wait. She would be all right in a few minutes. Of course, they were going home today, that was a relief. This holiday had turned out an unmitigated disaster. That business yesterday, she did not understand it. It had seemed so real at the time and she had fully believed the Evanses about the snow although it had not felt cold enough. A kind of nightmare that you went along with knowing that eventually you would wake up and everything would be all right. She wished that she could wake up from this one. Well, she would, in a way, when they got home. And Sarah … Ruth puckered her forehead, attempted to remember exactly what the arrangements were with Sarah and Norman. They’d wanted to go away on holiday, there had been a row, and it had been agreed that the young couple could come to the camp with them. A lot of ‘ifs’ and ‘buts’ and various provisos, Ruth had lost track of it all at the finish. But it seemed that their daughter and her boyfriend had not come with them after all. She must try and remember to ask Gwyn where it was they had gone.
Ruth began to feel better, let herself out of the bathroom. She peeped through into the bedroom; Gwyn was still asleep, he had rolled across into the middle of the bed and she would not be able to get back in without disturbing him. She realized that she no longer felt sleepy, in fact she felt more lively than she had done for a long time. Just the morning sickness, that was all that was troubling her.
She decided she had better start packing if they were going to get off to a prompt departure. For once packing-up to go home wasn’t a chore that she put off, she set about it with relish. The urge to get away from here; holiday camps were all right for folks with young children but they were no place for adults. It had been a crazy idea and the sooner they got it out of their system, the better.
She padded about in bare feet, eased drawers open as quietly as possible. Her brain wasn’t working too well, she decided, it was a job to think just where everything went. Did it really matter if she and Gwyn didn’t have separate suitcases? She would be unpacking at the other end anyway, she could put everything in its proper place then.
It was fully daylight and the sun was up, streaming in through the kitchen window. She put the kettle on; when it boiled she would take her husband a cup of tea, wake him up gradually. He must not be rushed, he needed every minute of rest he could get. She wondered if she ought to drive, she was never relaxed sitting in the passenger seat when Gwyn was at the wheel. Her husband couldn’t stand to see any vehicle in front of him, he relied on the Volvo’s acceleration to get him past in the face of oncoming traffic.
The kettle had just started to steam when she heard the kitchen door click open.
‘You’re up early.’ Gwyn stood in the doorway, wearing just his pyjama trousers, his stomach flopping over the elastic. She tried not to notice, lately he had become a revolting sight!
‘I’ve nearly finished packing.’ She began to fill the small aluminium teapot. ‘We can be away early. There isn’t any bread left so if you want breakfast it will have to be Ryvita.’
‘Are you feeling better?’ There was an undercurrent of nastiness in the way he asked, a leer on his ruddy features, his eyes fixed on her lower abdomen. ‘I’m all right, thank you, Gwyn.’
‘Apart from being bloody pregnant, that is. You’re beginning to look like you’re in the club these days!’
She flushed. ‘Well, it’s all your fault.’
‘Is it? How do I know?’
The innuendo wasn’t lost on her. The flush spread across her cheeks, she bit her lower lip. ‘Gwyn, how dare you! How could you think such a thing?’
‘A lot of wives do it when their husbands are at work,’ he laughed. ‘Christ, I’m not bothered about some other guy shagging you, just that I’m not going to fork out for the upkeep of his brat.’
She would have run through to the bedroom had he not been barring the door. She was trapped, humiliated, fighting against a flood of tears, wanting to retaliate but it wasn’t her nature. Turn the other cheek, as her mother always said, it’s best. Let them walk all over you. ‘There’s tea in the pot. Pour yourself a cup if you want one.’
‘Great.’ He shuffled into the room. ‘It’s a nice morning, and for your information it isn’t snowing outside!’
She ignored the jibe and said in a voice that faltered, ‘I’m worried about Sarah. Where d’you think she is, Gwyn?’
‘Like mother, like daughter.’ He was pouring tea with a hand that shook, spilling some of the steaming amber liquid on to the Formica. ‘I expect she’s having it away with that fellow, I’ve forgotten his name, in some dingy little holiday love nest. Right now they’ve probably just woken up and he’s fucking the arse off her.’
‘I hate you, Gwyn.’ She sank down into a chair by the table. ‘Sarah’s your daughter as well as mine. Insult me if you want but leave her out of it, please.’
‘I’d better go and fetch the car round.’ He sipped his tea, appeared to have forgotten the trend of the conversation. ‘The sooner we get away, the better.’
‘Perhaps I’d better drive.’
‘Christ, no, not if I’m on the verge of a nervous breakdown, as you imply!’
‘Thank you, Gwyn.’ She felt an urge to throw her tea in his face. ‘Fetch the car when you’re ready.’
She listened to him dressing in the bedroom, heard the creak of bedsprings as he overbalanced pulling on his trousers. He really was not fit to drive, but he would and that was that. You pig, I hate you!
Gwyn was a long time fetching the car. Ruth had piled all the luggage in the hallway in readiness, seated herself on one of the cases. She still felt unwell, put it down to her pregnancy. A sense of unreality, like watching your own actions from a distance, your astral body freed from your physical one. Lethargy, her memory was hazy, it was too much trouble to try to get to grips with it. Let it drift like a herd of cattle meandering over the horizon on a hot summer day. With a start she realized that a car had pulled up outside, perhaps Gwyn had not been as long as she had thought. It didn’t matter, anyway.
There was nobody else about in the street of chalets as they loaded up the car. It could not be more than seven o’clock, Ruth decided, but her watch was missing. She had probably lost it yesterday and she wasn’t going to go looking for it, reliving that nightmare all over again.
They didn’t speak, Gwyn seemed preoccupied with his thoughts which she had no wish to know. She climbed into the passenger seat, winced as the tyres spun when he let out the clutch. Down to the junction at the bottom, taking the corner too wide and throwing her against the door. Thank God it was too early for all the other campers to be up and about!
The main entrance gates loomed up ahead of them and Gwyn braked. Familiar surroundings, that awful drab building on the left where the security guards had taken her and the Evanses yesterday … well, one of the days. She wondered if they were still in there.
She pressed herself back into the seat as she saw a uniformed figure emerge from the box, wanted to hide on the floor. Come this way, please, we want to talk to you. No! Gwyn had his window down but the guard did not approach, stood there checking their registration number.
Then the other turned, pressed a lever and the red and white bar lifted slowly, jerkily. A wave of the hand – drive on!
Ruth was tense, clutching at her seatbelt. Please God he doesn’t change his mind, flag us down. He did not even ask to see their passes. A wave of relief as the Volvo moved forward, glided out through the wide gates with their mesh fence surrounds. Free!
She was sweating, glanced in the wing mirror but there was no sign of the guard, he had gone back into his box. A main road, leading away from here and not another vehicle in sight. She felt the car gathering speed, maybe her husband sensed the same elation, too.
A few miles further on the road narrowed, wound its way through scenic mountains, a steep climb, then going downhill again. Stone walls now instead of hedges, they gave Ruth a feeling of unease; a car could plough through a hedge, there was no hope for you if you hit a solid wall.
Gwyn had to cut in sharply to avoid an oncoming van. The driver flashed his headlights, shook a fist as they passed.
‘Gwyn, I think you should slow up a bit.’ God, the number of times she had said that over the years.
The answer was always the same. ‘I know what I’m doing.’
She closed her eyes, wished she could sleep; she envied passengers who managed to doze during a journey.
Machynlleth. Ruth could not believe that they were here already, it seemed like only half an hour since they had left the Paradise camp and it was sure to be sixty miles. She looked up at the clock tower in the main street, saw that it was 8.20. Turning sharp left, she was thrown up against the door once more but this time she said nothing.
A straight road again. She glanced surreptitiously at the speedometer, pursed her lips and let her fingers stray to the handgrip. 85 mph and still gathering speed. Gwyn blared his horn, had a couple of cyclists swerving into the side.
Ruth was feeling sick again, really sick. ‘Perhaps we could break somewhere for a coffee?’ A suggestion, a plea. Just stop and let me stand on firm ground for two minutes. Or else I’ll throw up all over your car, Gwyn.
‘We’ll keep going,’ he was straddling the white line again, ‘go straight through. Home for lunch.’
An awful thought had crossed Gwyn’s mind, was dominating his thoughts. Those grey uniformed guys, they were police of a sort. Specials … Inland Revenue police, secret police, call them what you will. It all figured, he should have realised it yesterday when they pulled him in. They were on to him; he glanced nervously in his rear mirror. A red car, about three hundred yards back, it looked like a Datsun, making no attempt to catch him up, nor dropping back. Level pegging; he looked down at the speedo. 85 mph. He accelerated.
‘Gwyn!’
‘Shut up, will you?’
‘I think I’m going to be sick.’
Serves you bloody well right for having a bit on the side. The Datsun was holding them; give me a straight stretch and he won’t see my arse for dust. They could be waiting at home, perhaps having searched the house already, found what they were looking for, whatever that was. They wouldn’t trip him up on the VAT book, and all the money was in a Spanish bank account.
Ruth had her hand pressed to her mouth; he deliberately ignored her. Throw up if you want but you can bloody well clean the car out when we get home. Oh, fuck it!
The Volvo came out of a left-hand bend on to a length of straight road, a couple of hundred yards, no more, and then there was another ‘bends for ¼ mile’ sign. Looming up before him Gwyn saw a tractor, its trailer piled precariously with bales of hay, taking up two-thirds of the carriageway. Lumbering, the driver totally unaware of any traffic behind him, not caring. If there’s anybody there you’ll have to bloody wait!
‘Cunt!’
‘Gwyn!’ Ruth’s hand came away from her mouth, went straight back again. She writhed in her seat, closed her eyes. No, you can’t overtake here, you can’t see. There’s a bend up ahead, there might be something coming!
The Volvo responded instantly, the speedo needle climbing. 90 mph. Gwyn felt the offside wheels bumping on the narrow grass verge, the stone wall was almost skimming the car’s bodywork. Past the trailer, level with the tractor and that bloody bumpkin hadn’t even noticed them. Move over, you bastard!
‘Gwyn!’ This time it was a scream from Ruth, followed by a jet of vomit which hit the windscreen. Twisting her body, spewing on the driver, frantic to escape as she saw the oncoming lorry, an artic swerving out into the road as it took the bend too fast. A scarlet dragon with a snaking tail, a grid of a mouth stretched wide in lust as it bore down on its prey. Tyres squealing, a stench of rubber, the tail jerking round; jack-knifing.
Gwyn Mace tried to duck, an instinctive reaction, tasted his wife’s vomit, felt it scalding his eyes. The Volvo seemed to disintegrate from the roof downwards, sheet metal going through a rolling mill. Glass flying, shards being ground to fine powder as the car went under the front of the lorry.
Somehow Ruth was still alive. Shocked beyond comprehension, she was aware of being trapped in a steel casket, the metal tight against her body, sharp edges cutting into her flesh. Semi-darkness, choking with the stench of burning rubber and vomit, too dazed to scream. A world of silence, everything had come to a standstill, she could not even remember where she was.
Something to do with the snow, where were the Evanses? They had to be around somewhere. She wanted to break the news to them, inform them that she was pregnant. This place wouldn’t do her any good in her condition, the wall was pressing down on her stomach and it might injure the foetus. If only she had the strength to shout to them.
They must have holed up for the night, found a place out of the snowdrifts. Beautifully warm but there wasn’t any space to move. Her legs were hurting now, they must be twisted beneath her, they felt all wet and sticky.
With a determined effort she managed to turn her head. Thank goodness, there was somebody here after all, lying right up against her, just this ragged metal wall separating them. If she stretched her neck up she might just be able to see over the top. Mr Evans would surely help to make her more comfortable, particularly when he knew that she was expecting a baby.
Her eyes were level with the twisted top of this metal partition, another inch and she would be able to look over the other side. Her neck hurt but she ignored the pain. So gloomy, it was probably nightfall.
An arm, it was splayed out as if the other was asleep, sprawled back. That polka-dot shirt, she would recognize it anywhere even if the sleeves were cut to ribbons. Gwyn! So he had come along with them after all, he hadn’t deserted her. A reconciliation, everything was going to be all right. They would be together, she would have her baby and if only they could find Sarah then life would be wonderful.
She peered, strained her aching eyes in the semi-darkness, searching for her husband’s face just to make sure that it really was him. The shoulders were hunched in an unnatural position, squashed up; he must be really uncomfortable sleeping like that. He would wake with a stiff neck in the morning, for sure.
Her gaze followed the shoulder along, found the neck. A ragged torn stump, awash with scarlet fluid. Blood. He had cut himself shaving again, he was always doing that. In too much of a hurry, that was his problem. Rushing to go to work as if he hadn’t got a minute to live. He’d be lying there now with his mouth wide open, snoring away. If only she could reach him she would shake him awake, make sure that it really was him. Trying to call him, but all she managed was a whisper and he wouldn’t hear that.
She attempted to work out where his face was in relation to those squashed shoulders. But it wasn’t there. His head was missing!
Sometime later, much later, she began to scream hysterically.



Chapter Twenty-two
Jeff Beebee had opted for the beach rather than the indoor swimming pool, it seemed a waste of a rare British heatwave to spend the rest of the day under a roof. His intention had been to travel down to the shore on the chairlift, but when he saw the queue stretching from the embarkation point down to the scrambling area he decided to walk. There was no hurry, his main objective today was to use up time.
The beach was crowded; when the tide receded and exposed the sand then people would spread out. At the moment everybody was crammed on to the shingle below the miniature railway platform, beach towels and blankets spread out in an attempt to soften the sharpness of the stones.
He took off his jeans, relieved to be rid of their suffocating grip on the lower half of his body, exposed a pair of blue bathing trunks. He might go for a swim later; it was supposed to be bad for the heart to swim immediately after eating.
He wished he had brought a towel to sit on, shingle was so damned uncomfortable. There was a smooth rock just above the tideline which nobody seemed to have noticed. He lowered himself down on to it, it was warm, he would remain here for a while. He lay back, closed his eyes, time was beginning to drag again. He heard the approaching train, its whistle sounding on the bends through the dunes. Slowing as it approached the beach platform. More shouting and squealing, another arrival of children to swell the already overcrowded bathing area. The train started off again; Jeff wondered how the drivers stuck it, to and fro all day, the same route, the same scenery.
Another sound, an unfamiliar one, a kind of distant squeaking and groaning. He opened his eyes, saw what looked like a flotilla of air balloons approaching, the cable cars moving jerkily, passengers pointing at anything that attracted their interest. Aloft above the camp and its surrounding scrubland, an exhilarating experience until the novelty wore off. Maybe he would go back to the camp that way if there was a chance of a seat without too long a wait. He would see. Later. He closed his eyes again; if he could manage to doze off it would help to pass the time.
And then the screaming began, a shriek from somewhere along the shoreline, taken up by others as though in a pre-arranged chorus, gathering in volume like a dam that had suddenly burst. A ripple of running bodies, bare feet on loose shale, kicking stones, avalanching them. A stampede towards the sea, parents dragging or carrying their children, pushing others in a desperation for self-survival. Cursing, somebody falling, being trodden on. And in the background a screeching and grinding of tortured metal.
Jeff Beebee jerked into full waking, froze in horror at what he saw. Crowds rushed past him, towels and clothing abandoned where they had been discarded, a sinister array of children’s beach toys scattered on the stones as the rush to the tideline gathered momentum. Human lemmings, blind terror on their faces, still screaming.
He looked up, saw and understood. Oh, my Christ! One of the car supports on the chairlift had broken, the cab hanging at full stretch, swinging and twisting; the car following it picking up speed on the tilted main cable, sliding fast towards it. A mid-air collision was inevitable. There was no sign of the passengers in the onrushing vehicle, they had either jumped or else were cowering on the floor. That single wire could not possibly stand the strain, it was already fraying, strands snapping.
Jeff remained where he was, he was a hundred yards or more away, there could not possibly be any danger to himself, there was no point in joining the panic-stricken rush. Staring upwards transfixed, forced to watch, a subconscious countdown to the moment of impact.
It was like the whole bizarre scene was being enacted in slow motion, a crazy mid-air stunt put on for the benefit of the spectators. Two guys hanging from the damaged cable car, their legs kicking frantically, under sentence of death, their gallows about to drop them down on the jagged rocks below.
A sudden hush, a moment of sinister silence, the crowd below, the passengers above, were all silent as though they had accepted the inevitable. Even the careering car ran smoothly, a final display of dignity. Until metal crunched and squealed, tore and buckled. A mass of unrecognisable useless scrap being wrenched from its moorings, bodies falling, being thrown, writhing in a macabre attempt by Mankind to master the elusive art of flying, clumsy wingless birds with arms and legs kicking.
The two in the leading car dropped first, debris showering all around them. The cabs spun crazily, first one way then the other, ejected their remaining screaming passengers; then the cable snapped, and the twisted vehicles plummeted earthwards. Four convulsing skydivers, a human avalanche; two of them hit the top of the cliff face, crunched, an instant scarlet morass, rolling, sliding. The others missed the rock by a yard at the most, a clear fall until they struck the beach below, pebbles flying and skimming, bouncing. That was when the screaming began again, parents trying to shield their children from the sight, somebody being sick.
Miraculously the following cable cars had come to a halt, a safety device on the joints guarding against such an accident. Marooned occupants leaning out trying to see what happened, somebody already shouting for help. But nobody down below moved, shying away, waiting for others to pluck up courage to go forward; it’s pointless, they’re all dead, it’s not our job, we wouldn’t be any use anyhow. Everybody standing back.
Jeff slid off the rock, felt how his legs shook beneath him. Nausea, he might throw up; who wouldn’t? A premonition, more than that, a half-suspicion that was only just beginning to register in his confused brain. One of those figures, one that had been hanging out of the first car … no, it was too far from here to be certain; a trick of the mind. But he had to know, to be sure. He began to pick his way across the beach, not hurrying because he didn’t really want to see, hoped that somebody else would get there ahead of him.
He heard people moving, the herd instinct, following after him. They needed a leader; they had one now.
One of the accident victims was still alive; a girl with long dark hair, she reminded Jeff of Ann and it hurt, had his heart flip at first but it was quite obvious the other was not his girlfriend, she was too short. Her features were a crimson mulch, her mouth was blowing blood bubbles. Moaning, quivering, she couldn’t writhe in agony because her back was undoubtedly broken. Naked except for a pair of torn briefs that hung from a knee, blood drenched. Blinded but still conscious, a pet run over in the road, surrounded by helpless onlookers waiting for a vet to come and put it down.
Jeff thought the one lying by her side was female, too. A couple of girls holidaying together and it had ended in sudden violent death. This one was undoubtedly dead, she was lucky. A huddle of bloody flesh, her clothes ripped from one side, a couple of broken rib bones protruding. He jerked his head away, saw the man.
The latter was miraculously unmarked, no trace of blood unless he was lying on his wounds. But very dead, there was no doubt about that. Arms by his sides, legs just slightly apart, clothing soiled and scuffed but otherwise intact. The undertakers might already have been and laid him out, he looked so serene.
The last one was Norman, Jeff had braced himself for that, knew it even before he looked. The other’s face was battered, an eye gone and a strip of flesh dangling from a torn cheek. Lying with his legs crunched up, arms splayed, one eye still open and staring sightlessly at the cloudless blue sky up above. Still bleeding, scarlet rivulets trickling over the shingle and disappearing somewhere.
Up above, the passengers trapped on the chairlift were still screaming. A woman was hysterical and yelling something incoherent, probably the dead man’s wife. Jeff heard people coming up behind him, bare feet scraping on stones, hanging back. Ghouls who wanted to look but were afraid to come too close.
‘That girl over there’s still alive,’ somebody muttered.
Jeff Beebee turned. Three white-faced men and a woman, everybody else was keeping their distance. ‘Get some towels, do your best to make her comfortable.’ They needed somebody to tell them what to do, not that it would do any good. You went through the motions because it was your moral duty. ‘Don’t move her, though.’
The woman looked like she might be sick. One of the men turned away, stooped to pick up a discarded beach towel, stood there holding it. ‘Come on,’ he spoke to his companions. ‘We got to do something.’
‘How long before the ambulance gets here?’ the woman asked in a whisper. Nobody answered her and she followed in the wake of the men.
Jeff stood there looking down on Norman Tong. An hour ago the youth had been alive, frantic about his missing girl. Now it didn’t matter anymore and Jeff knew without any doubt that the girl murdered on the island had been named Sarah. He knew that just as surely as he knew that they had got Norman. An ‘accident’, probably so expertly engineered that a dozen enquiries would not reveal sabotage. Diabolically clever, no traces; the fact that they had killed three other innocent people as well was of no consequence. Norman had been too persistent, wouldn’t give up and go away. Like himself.
Jeff felt naked, exposed, a roebuck standing on open ground sensing the presence of the stalker with his high-powered rifle but unable to do anything about it. He turned, scanned the faces of the crowd, watchers who had moved in for a closer look. Holidaymakers, looking at himself because he had been the first to go near, grudgingly admiring him. Maybe a hundred in all, and any one of them could have been lusting for his blood. You’re next, Beebee. It’ll be an accident, just like this one. He shivered in the warm sunshine.
A long-wheel base Land Rover with the Paradise emblem on its doors had arrived at the railway platform. Men in grey uniforms were disembarking, hurrying down the steep narrow path. Security. Bastards, murderers! Jeff tensed, had an urge to flee, before it was too late, shrugged it off and stood his ground. They wouldn’t touch him now, there were too many people about. In the distance he heard the wail of a siren, growing louder by the second. They hadn’t wasted any time, just like they had been on standby, expecting this. Which was nonsense, he told himself. A hit man, maybe a couple, that was all it needed. Oh, Jesus, they were bloody clever!
He turned, began to walk away, expected to be called back but nobody shouted at him. They were all too busy looking at the dead and the injured girl. In all probability she was dead, too, by now. He hoped she was, for her sake.
Jeff headed for the dunes, kept away from the miniature railway track. Over to his left the occupants of the chairlift were still shouting and screaming. In due course they would be rescued. The corpses would be removed, the wreckage cleared, and by tomorrow everything would be back to normal.
Wandering aimlessly, a fugitive standing watching the Canada geese on the boating lake. There was barely a soul in sight, he reflected, everybody’s gone to gawp. This was one of those times when you found yourself despising the rest of the human race, wished that you were no part of it; a bird or an animal, anything.
He found himself walking in the direction of the main car park. Hurrying now, afraid of what he might find when he reached the end of the third row. Norman’s van, rusting, standing there waiting for somebody to come and take it away. He sensed the loneliness, the desolation that emanated from the ageing vehicle, a heap of scrap that knew its owner wasn’t coming back.
The Maxi was still there, parked next to the van. He walked round it, scrutinising it, eyeing the tyres; they were still inflated. Looking for any visible signs of vandalism; there were none. He unlocked the driver’s door with a hand that shook, slid in behind the wheel, hesitated with the ignition key. It might be booby-trapped! No, they were too subtle for that, their weapons were ‘accidents’ not cold-blooded undisputed murder. The engine fired, he let it tick over, checked the gears, backed the car out, parked it again and switched off. He was sweating, he felt sick.
Start it up again, drive away, don’t stop. Get away now! Only one thing stopped him – Ann Stackhouse!
Otherwise he would have gone, gate-crashed his way out of the main entrance if he’d had to. They wouldn’t dare to try anything in broad daylight with crowds of campers about, he was sure of that. But it didn’t matter because he wasn’t going anywhere. Except back to his chalet. If he fled from here then Ann went with him, there was no alternative.
He got out, locked the car up again, not that locks were any safeguard against this organisation. Tonight Ann would come to his chalet, he’d persuade her to go into town with him, deceive her if necessary. And once he got the car through those gates nothing was going to stop them; neither of them would be coming back. A glimmer of hope amid the bloody death, an escape route. His feeling of nausea receded but he was still tense. It was like a film he’d seen once about some POW’s who had dug a tunnel to escape from their prison camp. The waiting was the worst part of all.
The moment Jeff let himself into his chalet he knew that they had been there. No outward signs, no drawers tipped out, not so much as a wardrobe door left ajar. Everything, as far as he could tell, was exactly as he had left it that morning. Icy trickles up and down his back, his skin goose pimpling, checking everywhere in case the intruder might still be there hiding. Searching, looking for he knew not what. They were too clever for that, if there was a hidden device he would not find it. They had been checking on him. They had got Norman, he was next on their ruthless hitlist!
God Almighty, he couldn’t stop in here, not now. He changed out of his trunks, his clothes were still down on the beach, found a clean shirt. Get out there where there are people, ordinary holidaymakers. Safety in numbers, stick with them, play the machines in the amusement arcade or something. Don’t risk any rides or anything where they might engineer another catastrophe. Just concentrate on staying alive.
He didn’t know why they wanted him so badly but now they had an additional reason, he had been a buddy of Norman’s. He didn’t know anything, but he guessed, and that in itself was dangerous. He might ask questions, alert the media. Dead he was no threat to them. Christ, every minute was going to seem like an hour until tonight and he found himself dreading the darkness.
It was a game of waiting again, wishing your life away if you looked at it logically. He spent half an hour watching a game of football on the sports field, the semi-finals of the chalet competitions, he overheard a spectator remark; Yellow Camp versus Green Camp. Rough and tumble, the score was 5-4 at half-time to the shirtless Yellows. Jeff moved away, went on up to the outdoor paddling pool, a shallow rectangle where you could take your kids in safety, model colourful elephants to squirt you with their trunks; children were squealing with delight. A façade, he thought, you would never guess what was going on here if you didn’t know. And he didn’t know for sure. Only that they took you out like killing an annoying bluebottle if you got in their way.
He stayed there until six o’clock, the spray from the novelty fountains refreshing when the wind drifted it your way. People were beginning to get dressed under the cover of capacious towels, children being changed by their mothers. The day was drawing to a close, adults were relishing the nightlife. The cinema, perhaps, and then with the kids in bed and the convenience of a camp babysitting service, there was a late-night cabaret. Or you could go to one of the bars where there was a permanent extension of licensing hours.
Jeff noticed that the wine bar was open, it was as good a place as any to kill an hour or two; they offered a variety of bar meals, seafood salads, caviar and chips or just a baked potato with a choice of fillings. If you didn’t mind paying over the odds it was a civilised place in which to eat.
He ordered prawn salad and a glass of Morgon red. Maybe he should get drunk like an awful lot of people did here. No, he needed a clear head if he was to stay alive. Ann, too.
A sprinkling of early drinkers, they came from the luxury chalets, casual dress but you could picture them in dinner jackets eating at expensive restaurants and trying to get a deal through. Executives, property owners, it was anybody’s guess what they did. Jeff felt the odd one out, a self-employed jobbing builder. But, ladies and gentlemen, I did go to a public school. Wrekin College, if you want to check. Sod you!
His breathing was shallow as he walked back to his chalet. 9.30 and deep dusk, the street lamps were lit, shadows that could have hid an army. Or just one hitman. Looking about him, keeping to the tarmac, avoiding the walkways. Having to search for his own digs, they all looked alike. There was a roaring in his ears, the key in his hand didn’t slide into the lock as easily as it usually did.
Throwing the door right back, reaching round to find the light switch, ready to leap back outside if there was anybody there. There wasn’t. He let out his pent-up breath in a rush, left the front door ajar whilst he checked all the rooms, the wardrobe. They hadn’t been back, he didn’t think so anyway, but their ‘scent’ still lingered from earlier. A kind of tension in the atmosphere which you sensed, had you closing all the curtains.
Ann might come early, she had done before. He clung to that hope. No preliminaries, we’re going into town for a meal. Pray God they don’t try to stop us at the main entrance. Would they forestall him again, sabotage the car? Unable to sit down, pacing, wishing there was some routine chore that would occupy him, make the time go faster. But there wasn’t, not even a rack of washing-up.
10.30; there was still plenty of time. He need not start worrying for another half hour; he had been anxious all day, an adolescent relishing a first date, wondering if his girl would be late or maybe stand him up. Christ, I’ll go mad if she doesn’t come soon!
He was worried by eleven when there was no tap on the door, nearly frantic by 11.10. A feeling of futility, an emptiness that was already manifesting itself. She isn’t going to come.
Damn it, he would go and find her. He knew her chalet, the last-but-one in the residential staff row. A dilemma, suppose she had already started out and they missed each other on the way. He mapped out her route in his mind; down by the Caribbean Bar, along the main thoroughfare past the bingo halls and the amusement arcade, left by the Marine Bar. A maze of camp streets, she would surely take the shortest route. Even so they could easily pass in the late night crowds, the cinemagoers lingering to buy food, eating in the streets.
11.20 and he knew he had to go. He found a scrap of paper, scribbled on it in untidy capitals, BACK SOON, found a stone in the litter-strewn border and weighted it by the door. Leave the lights on, a curtain not properly closed so I can peep in when I get back. Just to be on the safe side. His mouth was dry, he remembered how Norman and those other three had looked down on the beach. He might end up the same, Ann with him.
He walked fast, this time ignoring the shadows and dark places, scrutinising every female he passed. He knew he would recognize Ann’s walk from a distance, her posture. Hoping; hopes being dashed a score of times.
Glancing into late-night shops as he came to the brightly-lit area, not expecting to see her there but taking no chances. It would be easy to miss her now the crowds were swelling.
The staff quarters were at the rear of the main reception area, no different from the rest of the accommodation, only the occasional one lighted. Which figured; if you worked here you spent as little time as possible in your digs apart from sleeping. So you were either in bed, at work or out enjoying yourself.
Jeff could see the outline of Ann’s chalet, increased his step. No lights! A sinking feeling, nausea again, wanting to break into a run, hammer on the front door, shout her name. All of which would be a waste of time because she wasn’t there.
Christ, I must have missed her on the way, I’d better hurry back! Which was optimistic thinking. He tried the door, it was locked, rapped on it but he knew there would be no answer. Simply because the chalet was empty.
And then he got that same feeling that he’d had earlier in the day in his own accommodation. Vibes that came out of the deserted building like bad breath, mocking him silently, creating a void in his stomach. A kind of presence that remained after they had been and gone, you picked it up as a creeping feeling, tried to shrug it off but it would not go away.
You recoiled from it, peered about you, cringed, wanted to run. A forerunner of panic but you wouldn’t find anything. You wouldn’t see or hear anything, you just knew, and your nerves were shot.
A combination of fear and frustration, a dead weight pulling you down to the deep bottom of despair.
Jeff Beebee stood there in the darkness of a deserted holiday camp street and he knew that they had beaten him, they had snatched Ann from his grasp. And it was only a matter of time now before they got him. He was demoralized, there for the taking.



Chapter Twenty-three
‘This place is like a bloody shithouse,’ David A Dolman snarled in a vicious, slurred voice. ‘Worse, in fact.’
Arthur Smith shifted uncomfortably, was already regretting his association with this man. In the beginning it had been a case of shared grievances, bitter diatribes about society, the government. Now it was like fetching a puppy from the dog’s home which at the outset had been playful and harmless, but had turned into a vicious animal that was likely to sink its fangs into you. There was just one difference; with a dog you could always have it destroyed, Dolman was dangerous in a different way, you couldn’t get rid of him. He was a fanatic, more than a militant – an anarchist!
‘You’re lucky,’ the groundsman mumbled. ‘Every chalet on the camp booked except this one. It’s empty because that damp which got in after the big thunderstorm last week has made it uninhabitable. They put the job on to our lot to get it put right, and because of you I’ve made a meal of it. Christ, if I’d wanted, I could’ve dried it out, patched up the decorations and had it ready for the end of last week. I don’t know how much longer they’ll stand for me dallying about. I told the boss that it’ll take a fortnight to dry out before we can do anything. Let’s hope they don’t come down to check for themselves. They only want to find you hiding in here and I’m for the chop!’
‘They won’t find me.’ Dolman was confident, arrogant. He looked round the chalet again; a large patch of damp stained the gable end brickwork, visible where workmen had scraped off the cheap flowery wallpaper. Chairs stacked on the table in the corner, drawers pulled out, cupboards open and empty. A dead electric meter. Just his own suitcase the only sign of habitation. A hideout, the temporary lair of a man on the run, filled with the sharp odour of disinfectant. ‘But you’ve got to admit, things are going well.’ He stood up, hobbled on an ankle which was still heavily bandaged.
Arthur Smith nodded, tried to look enthusiastic. Too bloody well! Strewth, after that business on the donkey field he’d hoped that would be the end of it, trying to incite the masses from a bloody soapbox. Security wouldn’t stand for that kind of thing; they hadn’t. They’d duffed Dolman up, dumped him back in his digs. And fucking well stay there until you’re able to walk again and by that time you’ll be on your way home!
Dave Dolman had limped back into action. This time he was more cunning, he’d moved about the camp, was an expert at sussing out the guys he needed, he could bleedin’ well smell ’em! Arthur had helped him, hidden him, but now things were starting to get out of hand. Dolman hadn’t gone for your average working man, he’d found kids, teenagers on the dole who didn’t want to work, anyway. Fired ’em up, got ’em so that they’d go on the rampage at a second’s notice. Football hooligans, muggers, skinheads, they were all here if you looked for them. Quiet enough on their own, they’d come to Paradise for the booze and the birds, but band them together and you had a formidable army. No mass meetings, talking to them in the bars, putting them in touch with others. Arthur Smith was sweating at the enormity of it all. Dave had fifty or sixty of them just waiting for the signal and Jesus only knew what he had planned! A riot of some sort undoubtedly.
‘We have to fight the enemy in the streets.’ Dolman had a glazed expression on his face, a recitation that poured from his thin lips. ‘The days of freedom of speech are over, this bloody lot have seen to that. Put the cops in in full riot gear, use plastic bullets. But once the war gets a hold it’ll be difficult to stop. They can break up meetings but a mob on the rampage is a different kettle of fish. And we’re almost ready, Arthur, within a day, or two days at the most.’
‘What … what are you planning?’ He didn’t really want to know. Going on an all-out strike was one thing, a bit of subtle sabotage was all in the game, but this time folks were going to get hurt. He wondered about shopping this loony. He’d left it too late, those kids were all psyched up to riot and they’d have their day, Dolman or no Dolman.
‘Ah, wait and see!’ An expression of cunning, suspicion. You aren’t getting cold feet, are you, Arthur? ‘The lads know what they have to do, they’ve all been briefed. They can’t wait to get their own back on society for what it’s done to them. You stick around, Arthur, you’ve never seen anything like this. Those city riots over the last few years will look like disturbances at a garden fete compared with what’s going to happen here, you mark my words!’
Smith’s mouth was dry, he could have used a pint but Dolman didn’t meet him in the bars anymore. I’ve served my purpose, without me they’d’ve chucked you out, booted your arse through the gates last week.
‘I’ll be movin’ out of this pigsty,’ Dolman laughed, an unpleasant sound. ‘Tomorrow, probably.’
‘What!’ A surge of relief, the onus wouldn’t be on the groundsman then, they could finish drying this chalet out and nobody would be any the wiser. ‘They’ll be lookin’ for you, Dave, there’s nowhere else on the camp you can hide.’ Sod it, I shouldn’t have said that, the bugger might decide to stay now.
‘Isn’t there?’ The cunning look was back. ‘You leave that to me, I’ve got a place lined up. But don’t go running off ’cause I shall need you. I want a key to the barrier padlocks.’
‘I only ’ave one, me own,’ Smith whined. The barriers were kept locked to stop holidaymakers from bringing their vehicles into the camp. There would be a full scale investigation if they were found unlocked. The authorities would soon discover who was responsible and, anyway, he needed his key for getting the big mowers to and from the playing field.
‘Get me a duplicate cut.’ Dolman held out a pound coin. ‘There’s that place next to the souvenir shop that does it, where they cut replacement keys for idiots who have lost their chalet keys. Let me have it in the morning, I’ll be needing it.’
The other took the coin, dropped it into his pocket. I’m taking orders like a schoolboy, doing his fetching and carrying; food, drink, papers and all I get is a few pence change out of it. But Dolman had an hypnotic influence, Smith was only too well aware of that. You found yourself obeying him, telling yourself that this was the last time, but you did it again and again. Those bums on the donkey field would have listened to him if the security men hadn’t intervened. ‘All right, I’ll see what I can do.’
‘You won’t have any problems, you’re the head groundsman. If they won’t cut a spare key for you, they won’t cut one for anybody.’ Which was true.
‘Be here early tomorrow.’ Dolman moved towards the bedroom, a sign that this meeting was at an end. ‘Like I said, I’ll be moving out after that and you might not find it easy to get hold of me.’
Arthur Smith let himself out into the half-lit street. He had difficulty in straightening up, thought that maybe another bout of back trouble was imminent. I’ll go sick, not come in tomorrow. But he knew he’d come into work, no matter what. Because he was scared, frightened of a small man with a sprained ankle and a virulent tongue. And after the killings and then that chairlift accident, anything might happen. You got to believing that there was some kind of hoodoo on the camp.


Commander surveyed the small man with short-cut fair hair who sat opposite him in his temporary office. Rarely did he converse with agents direct but Muliman was an exception; the other fitted no pattern, showed neither respect nor fear. Infuriating at times when he did his own thing, but that thing was usually the right one so you made allowances. And when everything was beginning to go wrong, Muliman was the man to put them right.
‘You’ve done well.’ Compliment him, even if it bounces off let him know that you’re pleased with him. Watching for a flicker of a smile, but there was none. Stoic, waiting for the next order, Muliman was like that. ‘I read in the midday edition of the Mail that the Maces were involved in a serious head-on going home. He was killed instantly, she’s critical and not expected to live. Unfortunate, speeding I expect.’ A hint of a smile that faded. ‘McNee has vanished into thin air, nobody has even missed him. That chairlift disaster, I understand that Tong was one of the victims. Our troublemakers seem to be disappearing from the scene.’ Again there was no reaction.
Commander cleared his throat. Now came the reprimand, a slight change of tone. ‘But where the hell is Dolman?’
‘He’s hiding out in a chalet that had to be discontinued temporarily due to damp,’ Muliman replied evenly, no hint of gloating because the chief had failed to score against him. ‘He’s been there two days.’
‘Then why haven’t you done something about him?’
‘I needed to discover the extent of his contacts. You could bring him in and give him the antidote.’
‘I’ll do things my way. He’s a threat to society, with or without C-551. Take him out.’
‘Okay.’
‘And Beebee?’
‘He’s wise to the fact that there’s some kind of experiment going on, avoiding the restaurant like the plague. You’ll either have to abandon him or …’
‘Normally that would be the easiest course of action. Not now. He’s talked to Tong, he may tie up the boy’s death with the Maces’ car crash, we daren’t risk it. And, in any case, Stackhouse must’ve tipped him off, he wouldn’t have got wind of it from anywhere else. She’ll have to be questioned, and I think Morton has to be looked into, too. Bloody fool, a man in his position playing about with a wench in the Service. He could have found himself a woman with no risk but the man has to go and get involved!’ A hint of the chiefs underlying anger. Things were going very wrong and those responsible must be punished.
‘I’ll take Beebee.’ Muliman eased himself out of his chair, reminded Commander of a hunting tiger emerging from a daytime snooze with the onset of nightfall.
‘No, Dolman first! He’s stirred up a lot of trouble, got a bunch of ultra right-wing activists behind him. We know now what happens to militants when they go over the top, they’re thirsting for power. The experiment has served its purpose and we don’t want any more publicity. The media are having a field day, calling it the “Camp of Death”. If anything else happens we’ll have to call everything off and I don’t like unwinding projects, such a waste of all the work that has gone before.’
‘No problem, I’ll take Dolman tonight. He’ll just vanish, no need to worry. Maybe Beebee, too.’
‘Afterwards. Play it carefully. Then I think we’ll have to review the situation.’
Muliman was almost at the door when Commander called him back; a rare trace of hesitancy in the chiefs voice, an afterthought.
‘Yes?’ Muliman never used ‘sir’, he worked for you but he was not subservient. Commander reflected that he probably would not have been their top agent if he was.
‘I’m worried about Morton,’ confiding, perhaps for once wanting to share a worry.
‘I’ll check on him for you,’ Muliman replied and went outside.
And when the agent was gone, Commander found himself thinking, you wondered if he had ever really been here at all. A man who covered all his tracks, you half-wondered if the meeting had been in your own imagination. A marshland will-o’-the-wisp that had evaporated and even the memory of it was hazy.



Chapter Twenty-four
‘Hey, wake up!’
Valerie Evans stirred, felt her shoulder being shaken. She groaned her protest, tried to go back to sleep but the fingers roughly gripping her shoulder would not let her. So warm and comfortable, it couldn’t possibly be time to get up yet. Aware that it was still dark, her thoughts a jumble. Billy was ready for work, well, he did not need her. His sandwiches were all ready in the fridge, all he had to do was to fill his flask. He was quite capable of making his own breakfast, he had done it for the past thirty years.
‘Val, wake up!’
‘Uh?’ She opened her eyes again, could just make out his silhouette in the semi-darkness of the bedroom, saw that he was wearing his overcoat and muffler, had his cap on. ‘Off you go then, Billy …’ It all started to come back, the trek in the snow, the way those ‘policemen’ had virtually arrested them. And where was Ruth? Valerie sat up. ‘What’s … happening?’
‘They brought us ’ome.’ She could tell he was angry and he had every right to be. ‘They’ve cordoned off the estate, we’ll ’ave to try again, love.’
‘Oh!’ A sense of despair, the ignominy of yesterday, the jeering crowds, that doctor fellow. ‘It won’t be any use, Billy, and they might get nasty with us next time.’
‘Well, we can’t stop ’ere.’ He was stubborn, had looked out her clothes. ‘We’d better not put the light on, the less folks see, the better. It’s snowing hard.’
‘You’ve checked?’
‘Don’t need to, it’s that bleedin’ cold it can’t be doin’ anythin’ else. Now, hurry up and get dressed, we want to be off the Estate before it gets light. Otherwise they’ll spot us.’
‘They’ll still have the roadblock set up.’ She was shivering, pulling on her clothes as fast as she could, still felt a little dizzy. ‘We won’t get through. I tell you, we’re wasting our time, Billy.’
‘We won’t stick to the road.’ He grinned in the darkness. ‘They’ll be on the lookout for folks there. We’ll go across the fields, but we’ll ’ave to go carefully to avoid the deep drifts. Take our time and we’ll be all right.’
She finished dressing, had some difficulty in finding her wellington boots, eventually located them stuffed in a drawer. Now who the hell had put them there, like they weren’t supposed to be used again? Funny, she couldn’t remember coming back home, the last thing she recalled was that doctor injecting her. He must have put them out, he didn’t have any right to do that without a patient’s consent.
‘Come on,’ Billy was already at the door, impatient to be gone.
‘Where’s our food gone?’ Peering round the room, searching for that carrier bag containing their supplies.
‘I expect they took it,’ he clicked the latch, ‘but we’ll starve anyway if we stop ’ere. We’ll ’ave to chance finding some grub on the way.’
It was dark and cold outside. She clung to Billy’s arm, wondered again about Ruth, presumed that they had taken her back to her home also, wherever that was.
Deserted streets, they kept to the shadows, slunk along, Billy stopping to listen every so often but there was no sound apart from the soughing of the wind. The snow did not appear to be particularly deep here, probably blown off by the wind and drifted elsewhere.
‘Look!’ She tugged her husband’s arm, pointed with her other hand. ‘There’s a light on over there.’
‘Looks like a chapel,’ he muttered. ‘Come on, we’ve got to keep going.’
‘Billy?’
‘What?’ He clicked his tongue with impatience.
‘I’d like to … to go inside that chapel. Just for a minute or two.’
‘Whatever for?’ Incredulity, staring in disbelief at her. ‘You ain’t bin in a chapel since the day we was married!’
‘I know,’ she was embarrassed but determined, ‘I’d like to now. It’d … make me feel easier, Billy.’
He hesitated, sighed. ‘Oh, all right.’ What was a few minutes when they were already hours behind schedule? They might be days too late, there was no guarantee that they were even going to get off this bloody estate.
The chapel door creaked open and they tiptoed inside. A single light was burning at the far end; silence and yet there was an atmosphere of disquiet where there should have been peace. They squinted in the brightness, made out the figure of a man standing, head bowed, before the altar steps. So painfully thin, Valerie thought, and so scantily clothed. He could not have weighed more than seven or eight stones at the most. A victim of the cold and starvation, doubtless, one who had got left behind in the rush for a warmer climate. Like themselves.
She started. There was somebody else here, too, a woman in the front pew; not sitting, slumped, head lolled to one side. So still, she had to be ill or even …
The man heard them, turned slowly round. A pinched face, eyes that saw and yet took time in comprehending. His lips moved but it was a few seconds before the words came. ‘Welcome to the House of God.’ He rubbed his bony hands together, was obviously agitated. ‘I am glad you have come, perhaps you would be kind enough to help me.’
A nutter, Billy Evans thought, and we don’t have the time.
‘Of course,’ Valerie smiled. They had helped Ruth, now it was the turn of this man. ‘What can we do for you, Mr …’
‘Holman,’ he gestured towards the slumped figure in the pew. ‘My wife … I am afraid that God has called her …’
Bloody hell, Billy took a step backwards, she’s dead!Let’s get out of here, I don’t like being shut in with a bloomin’ corpse.
‘Perhaps,’ Edward Holman took a faltering step towards them, ‘you could give me a hand to lift her. In view of the circumstances I think it would be both wise and reverent to lay her behind the altar. Out of sight and close to God, if you see what I mean.’
Billy paled but Valerie was already walking forward. He shuffled behind her, his working boots scraping on the polished floor as though in protest. Valerie always got involved, that was her trouble. She had been the instigator in taking Ruth along with them, maybe that was why the police pulled them in, because of Ruth. They hadn’t released her, he was sure of that, otherwise she would have come back to them. They wanted her for something. Trust Valerie, and now she was at it again!
Rigor mortis had not yet set in and the dead woman slumped when they began to move her. Billy jumped, almost dropped her. A heavy weight, he took her feet, Valerie and Holman the arms and shoulders. Staggering, grunting, straining as they negotiated the altar steps. Billy thought it would have been easier to drag her but he refrained from saying so. This fellow didn’t look particularly upset, was very philosophical about his bereavement.
‘That will do nicely.’ Holman straightened up, crossed himself. ‘May the Lord look after her.’
There was a space behind the plain wooden altar, a kind of alcove, enough room for them to lay the body at full stretch, pull the arms down by her side, feet together. Billy looked around for something to cover her with but there was nothing.
‘Thank you so much,’ Holman dropped to his knees in front of the altar, ‘it was most kind of you. Perhaps you would care to join me in a little prayer of thanksgiving for her life. She was a good woman and a faithful wife.’
‘Er … thanks, but we’d better be going.’ Billy had a firm hold on Valerie’s wrist, they weren’t stopping here a moment longer. ‘The snow’s getting deep.’
‘Oh? Yes, of course.’ A flicker of surprise on the other’s sharp features then it was gone. ‘Oh, Lord, we thank you for the life of Margaret, a good and faithful servant, now departed …’
‘Phew!’ Billy was sweating by the time they got outside. ‘That’s enough for me. Now, let’s think, if we leave the road here and cut across towards that fence, maybe we can get out that way.’
It was beginning to get light, a cold grey dawn that had buildings and trees standing out starkly like forbidding sentries.
‘I think I can hear somebody coming!’ Valerie caught her husband’s arm, pulled him back. ‘Look, over there, a crowd of people!’ Alarmed as she remembered their last attempt, how the crowd had closed in on them, shouted and jeered.
‘Ignore them.’ Billy walked on, dragging her with him. ‘Looks like a bunch of kids to me. Probably scavenging for food, looting the deserted houses. Don’t look at ’em.’
She couldn’t see them properly, a blur of outlines, bunching; threatening. ‘I don’t like the look of them, Billy. I’m frightened.’
He felt a tightness in his chest, a pounding. The others were approaching, fanning out into a semicircle. Youths, close-cropped heads; skinheads. Jeans and braces, oversize boots. Like the ones who caused trouble at the Wolves and the Albion, fighting running battles, clashing with shoppers before and after matches. It was time they brought the birch back, conscription too, it would put a stop to all this. Jesus, these yobs had to be thick, everybody fighting for survival and they were intent on causing trouble.
‘Just look at these creeps!’ The one who appeared to be the leader was barring the Evans’s path. ‘Got their winter woollies on to keep out the cold. Got your long johns on, Grandpa?’ Guffaws, jeers. ‘Let’s ’ave a look, then.’
‘Let us through, please!’ Billy tried to sound firm, it came out shaky. He pushed himself in front of Valerie. It was no good telling her to run because there was nowhere to run to. They had to bluff it out, defuse the situation.
‘You ain’t goin’ nowhere,’ the youth drew himself up to his full height. ‘Like I said, we want to see your long johns. And your wide-legged knickers, missus!’
They laughed again, closed in another yard.
‘And we got sommat to show you, ain’t we, fellers?’
A rustling and clinking as hands delved into pockets, came out again and held up an array of weaponry; spiked knuckle-dusters, bicycle chains, hobby knives with the blades protruding, a ball with nails sticking out of it, empty beer bottles held by the necks.
Valerie felt herself go weak. A gang on the rampage who meant them harm. Where were those police, the ones in grey uniforms? Even they would be welcome right now.
‘Get yer things off and let’s ’ave a look at this fancy underwear!’ A husky voice that grated menacingly ‘Both of you, jump to it!’
‘We’ll have to do as he says, Billy,’ Valerie whispered. ‘Not that either of us have got what they think. Perhaps if we show them they’ll go away.’
Billy Evans began unbuttoning his coat, fumbled with his belt. Old fashioned fly-buttons, he did not believe in new-fangled zips, they were always jamming. He felt his trousers slacken, let them go, sliding all the way down to his ankles. Icy wind gusted up his pants, flapped the legs.
Laughter, vicious and humourless, faces pushed forward to view the underwear. ‘E’s with-it.’ The tall youth pointed with the blade of his knife. ‘Long-legged ’uns but they ain’t long johns! Hold it right there, mister, and now let’s ’ave a butcher at yer missus, see what she’s wearing down under.’
Valerie opened her topcoat, pulled up her dress. There, look at that, you dirty buggers! Panties like teenage girls wear. Satisfied?
They weren’t. ‘Drop ’em, missus. You, too, Grandpa!’
Oh, God, she wanted to faint, didn’t care if she dropped dead this very minute. Clutching at the elastic of her underwear. I’m not going to show you that!
Billy had dropped his pants. His shirt flapped up in the breeze, heads were thrust forward, the onlookers hustling one another for a view. A mocking gasp in unison, somebody said, ‘Jeez, look at that, just like a bleedin’ donkey’s!’
Billy’s hands were clasped over his crotch in embarrassment. You bastards!
‘Now, missus, drop ’em!’
Valerie backed away, edged behind her husband. ‘No, I won’t. I’ll … scream.’
Three of the skinheads came forward, stood there, eyes fixed unwaveringly on the cowering couple. The big one held out a length of chain, let it swing, a pendulum that everybody was suddenly watching; fascinated, almost hypnotised. It gained momentum, a half-circle, now a full one. Faster, going still faster until it was a blur that flashed ominously in the dawn light. A rush of air. A threat.
Valerie shook violently, stepped aside from Billy and with quivering fingers began to push her underwear downwards. The garment caught on her knees, she tugged at it, kicked so that it slid down where it became caught on the rim of her green wellingtons. She closed her eyes as she flapped her coat wide, held up the hem of her dress to waist height. Legs apart, eyes closed. Oh, the degradation, it would haunt her for the rest of her days. I’m not going to watch. Just look and get it over with.
She was aware of them crowding in on her, exaggerated intakes of breath, low whistles, mutterings. One of them grunted. ‘It’s like the mat we used to have outside the back door until my mum threw it out!’ Laughter. Another voice, ‘You can’t see the lawn for grass!’
‘What we gonna do wiv ’em, Stink?’
A long pause during which Valerie kept her eyes tightly closed. A dreadful moment of waiting, a prisoner in the dock holding his breath, the judge taking his time over announcing the sentence. Fearing the worst. Billy, do something!
‘I reckon they’d better get them winter clothes off before they suffocate themselves,’ the leader announced at last. ‘You hear me? Strip!’
Valerie’s mind spun. No, not naked! ‘We’ll freeze to death. Worse than that, we’ll …’
‘You goin’ to get your togs off or do we ’ave to cut ’em off n you?’ A clicking noise, it was the blade of the hobby knife being flicked in and out of its shield.
‘We’d better do as they say.’ She sensed Billy starting to unfasten his shirt buttons. Nobody spoke, the audience at this early morning striptease were awaiting the finale.
Valerie turned her head away, still kept her eyes shut. She shrugged out of her coat, dropped it on the ground, began tugging her sweater over her head. Her blouse next, perhaps they would allow her to leave her bra on. Her wellingtons were a problem, she nearly overbalanced. So bitterly cold, she would die of pneumonia. Suddenly death did not seem such a dreadful prospect. Oblivion, the end of a struggle to survive, no more humiliation.
She shivered, that was the lot. And pray God they don’t touch me.
‘Your bra!’
She nodded, had difficulty in unclasping it. It fell away, lay on the ground. Peeping from beneath lowered eyelids, seeing a ring of leering faces, looking to Billy. Oh, God, he looked a sight, even here she wanted to laugh. His pot belly sticking out, flabby bottom quivering.
‘Good.’ The one called Stink nodded to the youth next to him. ‘Pick up all them clothes.’
‘I don’t ’ave no gloves, Stink!’
‘You can disinfect your ’ands later.’ Shrieks of laughter.
The other began picking up the fallen garments, stood there with an armful, asked, ‘What we goin’ to do wiv ’em?’
‘We’ll find somewhere to dump ’em.’
‘These creeps, I mean. Can’t say I fancy ‘er, saggin’ tits and a wrinkled belly.’
Valerie’s temples were pounding wildly. Insult me all you like but please don’t touch me. I’m glad you don’t fancy me.
‘Aw, let ’em go, they’re ’armless. Give the campers a laugh, if any of the lazy fuckers are up yet.’
Sheer relief, she almost fainted. The judge had pronounced his findings. Not guilty, you’re free to go.
There were just the two of them standing there, herself and Billy, shivering and trying not to look at each other. There was no sign of the youths, not so much as a receding footfall. They had gone.
‘Billy, whatever are we going to do now?’ Strangely the tears did not come, just utter despair. I’ve given up.
‘We’d better go back.’ He turned away dejectedly, left her to follow him if she wanted. He didn’t care if she stayed. They were beaten, nothing else mattered.
Padding aimlessly along concrete pathways, so tired that she had difficulty keeping up with him. She could not remember where their house was, didn’t care. They were only going back there to die, better to end it all out here. She envied that woman in the chapel, for her it was all over.
‘Billy?’
‘What?’ He did not slow his shuffling pace, did not turn his head.
‘Can you remember the way back to the chapel?’
‘Why?’
‘I thought it might be a nice place to go to die.’
Billy did not reply, kept on going.
‘Billy?’ She stopped, listened.
‘What is it now?’
‘I can hear somebody coming.’
Approaching footsteps from behind that had them cowering, afraid to turn and look. The gang had followed them, played with them as a cat tortures a mouse for hours on end; you’re free, no you’re not, I’ve changed my mind. We want you after all, missus, even with your sagging tits and your wrinkled belly.
‘Hold it!’ The voice was commanding, the hand that seized her arm was not lusting for her flesh. Frightening in a different way; she gave a cry.
‘Jeez, it’s them two again!’
Valerie stared at the grey uniformed men, both with visors pulled down, visibly taken aback. Her stomach heaved; oh, no, not that awful room again being held down whilst the doctor injected them.
‘Well, they certainly believe in extremes,’ the second man laughed. ‘First it’s winter woollies, now it’s romping round in the all-together!’
‘We were … mugged,’ Billy said.
‘Mugged! You don’t look like you’ve been roughed up to me. What’d they take … your clothes?’
‘Yes.’ Valerie knew they would not believe her wished that her hands were free so that she could clasp them over her breasts. These two were as bad as that other lot, looking where they had no right to look. Voyeurism in its most seedy form.
‘I see.’ One of them was holding her, the other had Billy’s arm twisted behind his back. ‘All right, well you’d better come with us and then you can make your complaint and we’ll see what we can do about finding these guys. We can’t have that sort of thing going on in the camp, can we? Neither can we have a couple walking about in the nude, some folks might complain. We’ll find you some clothes and maybe some breakfast as well.’
Condescending, talking to us like a couple of naughty children, Valerie made no attempt to struggle. If these men had made up their minds to take Billy and herself back to that awful cell-like room then there was nothing they could do about it. Her head dropped on to her chest and she let the tears come.
‘Jeez, Mike,’ the taller of the two security men spoke in a low voice to his companion, ‘the chiefs in for a bloody shock and I wouldn’t like to be the one to tell him. This pair should be just about coming out of it by now, forgotten all about what happened. Instead, they’ve gone bleedin’ screwier than they were before! The fucking antidote doesn’t work!’



Chapter Twenty-five
Ann was astounded to find Professor Morton standing in the hallway of her chalet; she had not heard him knock, either she had left the door unlocked or else he had used a staff master key. Her stomach churned, the floor seemed to tilt, came up at her. She waited until it steadied.
‘Tony!’ Shocked surprise.
‘I have to talk to you, Ann.’
There was definitely something amiss. No longer was he the suave silver-haired professor who delegated, had his staff looking to him with respect and underlying fear. Gone was the expensive suit beneath the white coat, the commanding manner. His hair was awry as though he had suddenly been summoned from his bed, tie hastily knotted and slewed to one side; a woollen waistcoat, unbuttoned, and a pair of creased grey slacks. More pallid than she had ever known him, his expression one of urgency, even anguish.
‘Go ahead, then, I’m listening.’ No deals, this is my place and I’m off duty. A servant of the Department is never off duty. Say what you have to and go.
‘We have to get away from here, Ann. You and I. Now!’ He was chewing on the stem of an unlit pipe, grinding his teeth on the nylon mouthpiece.
‘I thought we were forbidden to leave the camp?’
‘Everything’s gone wrong!’ He spread his hands. ‘The whole experiment is out of control. They’re …’ he looked behind him as if to check that the front door was properly closed, ‘they’re murdering innocent people and it’s my fault.’
‘Who have they murdered?’ Her breathing was suddenly too fast, her tongue had gone dry. ‘They shot Jane the girl, McNee; he got what he deserved. Who else?’
‘They’ve killed the Maces!’ A whispered scream his features contorted. ‘They sent them out in their car on to the roads. They might as well have put a drunk behind the wheel. It’s in the papers, on the television news. Tong, because he started asking questions, and three innocent holidaymakers with him just because they happened to be riding on the same chairlift. Get rid of ’em, destroy the evidence. I’m to blame, I formulated the drug. And there is no antidote!’
‘But you said …’
‘Sure, I lied. It might have worked, it did on the animals and I was convinced it would on the human brain, but there was no way I could try it until I had to and I prayed that that occasion would never arise. C-551 should have worn off after a few days, anyway, but it hasn’t! I checked on the Evanses whilst they were unconscious, took blood tests. I knew then that it was a failure. Oh, God, what’s going to happen to everybody? I’ll tell you, there’ll be “accident” after “accident”, that fiend Muliman turned loose to do what he loves doing most of all – legalised murder!’
‘My God!’ If there had been a chair handy she would have slumped down on to it but the hallway was unfurnished.
‘He’ll hunt us down, too, you and me.’ Morton clasped a hand to his head. ‘Wipe the slate clean and call it a day. A disaster but nobody will ever know. We’ve got to leave, Ann.’
It could have been a trick, she did not rule out that possibility. Morton was an actor, she had seen that more than once in the past but he had never lost his composure before. Up against the wall now, a firing squad cocking their rifles and he was starting to plead for mercy. She felt both contempt and pity for him; in the Department you made your bed and you lay on it. Once you signed on the dotted line you committed your life, your soul, to them and they held you to it. He had reminded her of that only the other day, now he had discovered the implications for himself.
‘I told you it was all over between us, Tony,’ she spoke coldly, saw how her words hit him, the turmoil of mental agony that was seething like a cauldron in that brilliant brain.
‘Okay, that’s fair enough.’ Subdued tones, the bitter disappointment of a vanquished last hope. ‘I accept that, but I owe it to you to save you. We can get away if we go now, before they suspect.’
‘Sorry, I’m not leaving,’ she said.
‘Because of Beebee?’
You bastard, you’re trying to salvage something for yourself out of this! ‘Perhaps.’
‘They’ll get him, anyway. You’ll die with him if you stay in the camp.’
‘And in the meantime you’ll save your own skin and leave us to our fate, throw us to the lions!’ Her contempt was unveiled, the time for deceit was over.
‘I want you, Ann.’ He took a step forward and she backed away. ‘You’re all I ever wanted.’
‘Don’t you dare touch me, Tony.’
‘All right, let’s talk. But not here, it’s too dangerous, they know all about your relationship with Beebee.’
‘So you did tell them?’
‘No, I swear to you. I tried to cover, but it’s no good where they’re concerned. Walls, literally, have ears. Commander knows.’
‘He told you?’
‘He didn’t need to. I just know that he knows. Ann, please, let’s talk. Back at my place, if you won’t leave with me now.’
‘All right.’ She had to play for time, he was desperate. He only had to summon Security, shop her. It would give him breathing space as well as revenge. The borderline between genius and insanity was dangerously narrow and she knew that Tony Morton was hovering on the brink. ‘We’ll talk but I don’t promise anything.’
He nodded, seemed relieved. She picked up her handbag and followed him out through the door.


There was an atmosphere of unease in the luxury apartment, Ann sensed it the moment they entered. The comfortable love nest of a short time ago had become sinister, a place of disquiet.
‘Drink?’ He opened the door of the cocktail cabinet.
‘I’d prefer coffee, I think it would be better for both of us. I’ll make it.’
She went into the small kitchen, more familiar surroundings, and switched the kettle on. She heard the squeak of springs as he sank into an armchair in the adjoining lounge; a brief respite. She was trembling, was anxious about Jeff. By now he would be frantic, he would surely come searching for her. What would he do when he discovered her chalet empty? That was the worrying part. Flee, Jeff, whilst you still can. She knew he wouldn’t.
She filled two cups, added milk, hesitated. A dilemma, the most traumatic of her life, thrust upon her without warning. Her fingers shook as she unclipped the clasp on her handbag, a click that echoed like the cocking of a revolver. Fumbling inside, scrabbling until she found what she was looking for. Afraid and desperate, not just for herself but for Jeff.
Ann knew that she had no alternative.


‘Where are you thinking we might go?’ Ann handed him a cup of coffee, noted how he slopped some in the saucer.
‘Abroad.’ There was an unmistakable note of hope in his reply and he gave her a surprised look. ‘Switzerland, I think. I’ve got a villa in France but they know about that. We might be safe in Switzerland, though. I’ve got some money in a bank account in Geneva so we’d be all right. We’d have to cover our tracks pretty thoroughly. Time isn’t on our side.’
‘I see.’
‘You’ve decided to come with me, then?’
‘I’m thinking about it. I’d need to collect some things together.’
‘There’ll be no time for that. Just our passports, I’ve got enough money to get us to Switzerland. But we’ll have to get a move on. As soon as they realise, they’ll notify Interpol, we’ll be arrested on some trumped-up charge and that’ll be the last anybody’ll ever hear of us. The Service has worldwide contacts, there is a squad of cosmopolitan Mulimans. We’ll be on the run, in hiding.’
‘For the rest of our lives?’
‘Yes.’
‘But you’ve nothing to run for, Tony. Stay here and they’ll look after you. The fact that the antidote doesn’t work is mere supposition on your part.’
‘It hadn’t worked on the Evanses when I checked them,’ he replied. ‘It should have shown signs even though it might take several days to become fully effective. My tests showed that their system was rejecting it. It’s like candling an egg out of an incubator, you know if there’s an embryo there, if there isn’t it won’t hatch if you leave it there for evermore. I know, I worked on the bloody formula.’
‘Even if it doesn’t work they’ll hardly put you up against a wall.’
‘It’s me, not them, I’m thinking about,’ he snapped. ‘People are going to die needlessly, already have. Without me there would be no C-551, nobody would ever have thought of it. I discovered it accidentally, it escalated from there. Those who have died are already on my conscience, there will be many more.’
‘I never guessed you had a conscience.’ She was watching him closely.
‘I didn’t have, until … until that chairlift killing. Two girls, a young father, nothing to do with the experiment at all. They just got caught up in it. Tong poked his nose in, paid the penalty. We’ve been playing around with human emotions, that was permissible in my book, but not lives. Commander doesn’t see it that way, though. He’s a machine, the engine that drives the Department. You wouldn’t think a government could do this to its electorate, would you? I mean, those who got killed probably helped to, vote them into power. Sort of suicide, vote for death. And this bloody party will probably get voted in for a second term of office. So cynical. I don’t want to be part of it any longer. I’ve done my share of the damage. Like the guy who discovered myxomatosis, he cracked under the strain and went into a monastery. You don’t realize until it’s too late.’
She almost pitied him. He sat there, holding an empty cup, staring straight ahead of him, immersed in his own thoughts. She waited. His eyes closed for a second or two, opened again. He looked very tired.
‘They … mustn’t find us,’ he spoke after some considerable time and her pulses raced at the sound of his slurring speech. Barely detectable but it was there. It might just have been tiredness.
‘Who?’ Ann held her breath.
He seemed to be struggling, wrestling with his own mind, like waking from a deep sleep and trying to remember recent events. ‘Your husband …’A vacant expression. ‘I mean, we don’t want a scandal, do we? A dirty weekend’s fine until you get found out.’ Morton laughed, it sounded hollow.
‘They won’t find us here,’ she assured him, took his empty cup and saucer. ‘You just relax, Tony. Everything’s fine. Are you going to divorce your wife?’
He pursed his lips. ‘I don’t know.’
‘You did promise. After all, we’re supposed to be getting married when everything’s sorted itself out.’
‘Yes, yes, of course.’ A hurried assurance, he was very confused, playing for time. ‘I do love you … Ann?’ As though he wasn’t sure of her name.
She pretended not to notice, fought to keep the elation out of her voice. ‘I know you do, Tony, but all this has been a tremendous strain on you. Affairs always are. Now, you’re nice and safe here, nobody knows where we are. Suppose you go and get into bed and I’ll join you in a few minutes.’
‘Yes.’ He was looking at her, eyes that lusted for her body through the film that covered them. ‘I’ll do that. Don’t be long.’
‘I won’t.’ She stood back, saw how he walked uncertainly towards the bedroom door, was unsure of his surroundings. She stood there listening, heard the rustle of clothing, the creak of bedsprings.
Euphoria, she felt quite dizzy. It was an unbelievable situation; a short time ago Morton had become a fugitive from the organization which he served; now, in his own mind, he was an adulterous lover in fear of a jealous husband. Ann laughed, was still shaking, trying to comprehend. She had clutched at an escape route and suddenly it was open to her. C-551. Professor Morton’s own twisted contribution to society, had claimed him for its latest victim.
A sobering thought, one that brought back the tight feeling in her stomach, her intestines squeezed in the grip of an icy hand. They were on the run, whichever way they looked at it; the Service would seek retribution and out there in the artificial world of a holiday camp lurked Muliman, the hunter.
It was at that very moment that a thunderous knocking shook the front door.



Chapter Twenty-six
Dolman had an uneasy feeling the moment he pushed the chapel door open, a premonition. He stood there, waited for his eyesight to become accustomed to the half-light, the reflection of the orange glow from the streetlamp outside. Places of worship troubled him and they should not have done because he was an atheist. He did not believe in any supernatural being, neither good nor evil; he kept telling himself that but he was not entirely convinced. A kind of fear of dark places, something which he had never been able to rid himself of entirely.
There was definitely somebody in here, he could tell. He listened and after a few seconds he picked up the sound of breathing, an asthmatic possibly, a faint wheezing. It was coming from the far end of the building. He peered but there was nobody in sight; rows of pews, a lectern, the altar itself. If they were anywhere then they had to be behind the altar. He was angry, they had no right in here. The chapel was locked up at nine o’clock, he only had access because Arthur Smith had given him a duplicate key. Then what were they doing in here, whoever they were?
There was only one way to find out. He moved silently on the balls of his feet, following the narrow strip of carpet down the aisle and up the altar steps. Halting, listening again. There was definitely somebody hiding behind the wooden structure with its crucifix; a drunk, probably, who had been in here several hours sleeping off his binge. It was bloody infuriating, Dolman decided he would have to get rid of the fellow, drag him outside, dump him on the tarmac, leave him there for somebody else to find. At all costs David Dolman had to have the chapel to himself, his hideaway whilst the flames he had fanned elsewhere burned up into an inferno that would destroy this capitalist stronghold which exploited the working man. The Revolution of Britain would begin right here!
A figure emerged from behind the altar structure, a lean stooped shape with a pallid sharp-featured face like some spiritual manifestation. Skeletal hands raised, thin lips moving, struggling to find words and when they came they were a whispered incantation. ‘Welcome to the House of …’
‘Fucking hell!’ Dolman recoiled, almost lost his balance.
‘You!’ The other threw up an arm as if to ward off an expected blow. ‘An unbeliever blaspheming in the House of God with vile profanities.’
‘Bugger me if it isn’t the sky pilot!’ Dolman experienced a surge of relief. Annoyance but the problem could be overcome. The last thing he wanted now was to engage in an argument over the existence or otherwise of God. ‘Christ, you gave me a scare.’
‘Kindly refrain from taking the name of the Lord thy God in vain.’ Edward Holman scrutinised this unexpected visitor carefully. The fact that the atheist had entered this chapel was a good sign; perhaps their earlier heated argument had had some effect after all and Dolman had seen the Light. It was a distinct possibility and it had to be explored, encouraged with some degree of tact. ‘I am delighted to see you, my friend, even though it has to be on a sad occasion.’
‘Eh?’ He had to get rid of this guy, persuasion rather than force. The silly old bugger was stubborn, there was no time for a confrontation except as a last resort. ‘Why’s that, mate?’
‘My wife has passed away. But who am I to question the will of the Lord?’
‘I’m … sorry to hear that.’
‘Thank you, kind sir. You have arrived just in time for the funeral ceremony.’
Jesus! The little man had gone right over the top. Humour him, but not for too long, I can’t have him hanging about here.
‘I’m sorry, but … I’ve got work to do,’ Davie Dolman grunted. ‘I’m the cleaner, I’ve got to get this chapel swept out.’ His shrewd thinking had come to hit rescue on more than one occasion in the past. It sounded feasible.
‘I don’t think that will be necessary.’ Edward Holman crooked a finger. ‘Come with me, please.’
Dolman followed as the other turned, motioned to the rear of the altar. A kind of alcove, Dolman craned his head, made out what appeared to be a heap of kindling wood, broken chairs, some crumpled newspapers. Like a bonfire ready for the match, and something lying beneath it – feet protruding, he could make out an arm, further along a still white face with closed eyes. Oh, Holy Christ, there’s a body under that!’
‘My wife,’ Holman smiled, pride replacing grief, ‘as I told you, she has had the call. Her wish was to be cremated, we disagreed many times over that but I cannot go against her wishes, can I? So, I am going to hold a brief service and then I shall cremate her!’
‘You can’t do that!’ David Dolman backed off, in all probability the silly old bleeder had murdered his wife, was attempting to cover up the crime. Nutty as a peanut bar. ‘You’ll burn the chapel down!’
‘Regrettably so,’ the other rubbed his hands together, ‘but in this instance I think it is justified. Fire is the greatest cleanser of all and this chapel is but a mockery in a place of iniquity. I have God’s blessing, I am sure of that. And, of course, I shall accompany my dear departed wife upon her journey to a higher plane. That, too, is permissible. Now, if you will excuse me, I will fetch a prayer book. I think it is best if we hold the service on the other side of the altar, don’t you? Face God rather than conduct behind his back, if you see what I mean.’
Dolman stepped back to allow the other through. This lunacy had to be stopped, the last place he could afford to lose was the chapel. One who was on his way to meet him here might be arriving at any second and, apart from that, he could not risk the intrusion of the security forces. Acting on impulse he stooped down, grasped a length of wood, a broken chair leg, held it behind his body. He waited, heard his companion’s returning shuffling footsteps.
‘Perhaps you would be kind enough to come and kneel with me before the altar.’ Holman was rustling pages, searching for the service he needed, pushing his spectacles up on to his forehead. ‘Ah, here we are. I must say, I am delighted that you have seen the wisdom and rejected atheism, my friend. I’m afraid I didn’t get your name.’
‘Dolman.’ He stood back, the small man was already on his knees, his head bowed.
‘Dolman and Holman, ha, ha. Fitting. Nevertheless, let us proceed …’
That was when David Dolman hit him, a vicious downward blow that jarred his arm right up to his elbow. The head seemed to cave in, a huge gash which was oozing blood even as Edward Holman fell forward. No cry of pain or fear, dead instantly, rolling over and lying still, face downward.
Dolman stared, realization that in a matter of a second he had become a murderer. An unnerving thought, he had instigated violence before but had never killed personally. There had been an unfortunate death on a picket line, a policeman, but it had never troubled his conscience. Because somebody else had struck the blow. Now it was an awesome thought, his hand shook and the splintered cudgel dropped from his fingers, bounced on the floor. The silly old bugger had murdered his missus, he’d’ve done the same to me if I hadn’t hit him. Self-defence. But he might never need to plead, this camp was going to erupt into a volcano of bloodshed before long.
Dolman checked his rising panic, began to drag the limp form round behind the altar. Holman was surprisingly heavy for one of such slight build. A blood-smeared trail across the floor, the militant’s foot skidded on it, nearly threw him. With a supreme effort he hoisted up the corpse, managed to sprawl it across the pile of broken wood. A steady drip of blood began to saturate the crumpled newspapers. It only needed a match. All in good time. And even as he went through to the front of the altar he heard the chapel door click open and a furtive figure eased through the gap, closed it behind him.
John Smith might have been the young man’s real name, particularly as he claimed to be a nephew of Arthur Smith, the head groundsman. Smartly dressed in a light blue suit, a white shirt and tie carefully knotted, the newcomer gave the appearance of a clerk; banking or insurance, or perhaps an accountant or lawyer’s junior clerk, it did not matter which. Neat short hair, glasses. An habitual nod of his head as though he was accustomed to receiving orders and carrying them out willingly and efficiently. Mild-mannered, not yet mature enough for promotion. The epitome of respectability amid decadent youth and rising unemployment.
A split personality, Dolman regarded the other with awe. Twice the young man had been in court charged with GBH; bound over to keep the peace, he got off the second time on a legal technicality. A nonentity in the clerical world, he was a general where rioting was concerned, his targets the football grounds of Britain and the Continent. Smith claimed to have been one of the organizers of the Heysel stadium riot in 1985; he might well have been, there was nobody to disprove that claim. A cult figure amid the mindless who thrived on bloodshed, he planned each battle with precision; maps, timetables, billets in ‘away’ towns for his troops in order to beat police roadblocks. An armourer, he had caches of weapons in different parts of the country ranging from knuckledusters to crossbows and catapults. A messiah to the restless mobs, he organized them, appointed ‘captains’ and observed from a safe distance. Now there was an eagerness in his expression, a decisiveness about his movements. This was something special.
‘Just a little interruption.’ Dolman saw that his visitor had noticed the trail of blood across the floor. ‘Nothing to worry us.’
‘Nothing worries me,’ self-assurance rather than a vain boast, ‘the lads are ready, I can’t hold them back any longer.’
‘Tomorrow night …’
‘Tonight!’ Smith smiled grimly, ‘within the hour. They won’t wait any longer.’
‘But we have to unlock the barriers …’
‘Done!’ The younger man held up a key and laughed. ‘I persuaded Uncle Arthur to get his finger out. The lads have been stockpiling their weapons all day. The bloke at the garage has made a fortune out of moped riders with jerrycans and most of the empty bottles from behind the restaurant have been nicked. Crates of ’em and nobody saw ’em go, or if they did they didn’t latch on. Crossbows, catapults, nail bombs, Jesus it’s going to be a party when it gets into full swing!’
Dolman tried to hide his unease. Suddenly everything was going too fast for him. There was resentment in his expression as he looked at the other; this kid was trying to steal his thunder, it would go down as a Group 748 riot. It was not the working man who was rebelling, it was kids, yobs who had never worked and didn’t want to. Anarchy of a different kind.
‘I shall make a call to Fleet Street tomorrow,’ it was as if Smith could read his thoughts, had David Dolman shuddering, ‘just in case they jump to conclusions. You know, blame the National Front, I’m getting sick of that. This is our show and there’s going to be a lot of folks hurt, a few killed with a bit of luck. And with an even bigger bit of luck there’s going to be a few dead pigs in amongst them.’ There was a fanaticism in the voice now, an escalating shrillness. ‘You already made a start, I see.’ John Smith had followed the blood streaks on the polished wooden floor, stood looking behind the altar. ‘Two of ’em! What you goin’ to do incinerate ’em?’
Sod it, I can’t go into details. ‘No, I just stuck ’em with the rubbish for now. I’ll think what to do with ’em later.’
‘Easy.’ As if by sleight of hand a cheap throwaway lighter appeared in his fingers, he flicked the flame extinguished it. ‘There’s goin’ to be fires all over the place tonight.’
‘Hold it, we haven’t started yet.’
‘This place would make a good beacon, the signal to the lads.’ Smith flicked his lighter again. ‘I like fires.’
They both turned instinctively, knew that they were not alone although they had not heard the door open. The newcomer had got as far as the bottom of the altar steps, stood there with his hands in the pockets of a brown leather jacket, was positioned so that his face was in shadow. An outline, short-cropped hair, the whiteness of his teeth showing as he smiled.
‘Who the fuck are you?’ John Smith asked.
There was no reply, just a rustle of leather as a hand was withdrawn and Dolman’s stomach churned as he recognised the outline of an automatic pistol, the barrel trained unwaveringly on himself.
A phut, like an uncouth adolescent spitting in the street. John Smith thought that his companion’s head had exploded, a cerebral attack that split the forehead splattered blood down the lean features. He watched fixedly as Dolman swayed and then, without warning, everything went out for him, too.
Muliman dropped the pistol back into his pocket and walked forward. Smith and Dolman lay sprawled together, a kind of macabre embrace as though even in death they clung to each other. Using the toe of his suede shoe he parted them, began to drag the younger man first, following that blood trail up to the altar and around it.
He glanced at the corpses in the alcove, added a third, went back for the fourth. This place is like a bloody mortuary, he thought. No, correction, a crematorium. These crazy campers made it easy for you.
He paused, surveyed his handiwork, a pile of bodies, the funeral pyre waiting to be lit. Dolman had been no problem, he could have taken him earlier but he had bided his time and it had paid off. The police had been trying to pin John Smith down for a long time, now he would just disappear from the scene.
Muliman struck a match, held it against the paper, savoured the moment, the finishing touch that was always so satisfactory to the true professional. He turned, walked towards the door, already channelling his thoughts on Beebee. In the morning he would go and see Commander, report that the assignments were all completed. There would be another, there always was.
As he stepped outside he heard the shouting and screaming, the fiery explosion of the first petrol bomb illuminating the night sky. He pressed himself back into the shadows, felt the blood begin to course hotly through his veins. His nostrils flared; the killing machine was revving up into top gear, that brief period of self-satisfaction was gone. This had the promise of a night of nights, action such as he had not seen since his days in Angola.
Then the darkness swallowed Muliman up as he headed in the direction of the rioting.



Chapter Twenty-seven
Ann Stackhouse recoiled from the expression on Jeff Beebee’s face rather than the shock of finding him standing outside the door of Morton’s chalet. Gone was the geniality, the kindness, and in their place a hardness, an anger. Tight-lipped, eyes that narrowed and smouldered as hurt fuelled the fires of hate within him.
‘Jeff!’ It couldn’t be, he wouldn’t know where to find her. Another place, another time, but not here right now.
‘I’m a sucker,’ his foot was against the door, his knee pushing it slowly inward, ‘twice in a fortnight and that takes some beating! The hanger-on, the second string, the guy who’s there as a stand-in when lovers have a tiff.’
‘You don’t understand.’ He didn’t, he never would, it was futile to try and make him. ‘I can explain everything …’
‘Sure, you can.’ He squeezed through the gap, she let go of the door and it bounced back against the wall. ‘I’ve got a copy of the script. You’re having it off with the boss man, and he’s too good a thing to let go of. But you want to have your cake and eat it so you need a younger guy in tow. But it’s all fallen apart.’
‘How did you find me?’ It didn’t really matter because he had.
‘Elementary, my dear Watson,’ he sneered, kicked the door closed. ‘You weren’t at home so you had to be with the boss, and where else to find the boss except in the luxury chalets reserved for camp personnel? Just six of ’em, so take ’em one at a time, but I didn’t need to because there was only one with the lights on. Satisfied?’
‘I’d like to explain.’ She was white and trembling, glancing back towards the doors of the adjacent rooms. ‘I guess I’d better tell you the lot, it won’t make much difference now.’
‘Too right it won’t,’ he reached out, unlatched the door, ‘like I said, I’ve got the script. Don’t try to make even more of a fool of me with more lies.’
‘No, Jeff, please!’ She tried to stop him but he pushed her away, was framed angrily in the lighted doorway.
And from the bedroom came a shout, a plea of desperation in a cracked voice. ‘Ann, are you coming to bed? I’m waiting for you.’
‘Go and get yourself shagged!’ Jeff Beebee grunted, staggered away into the road, a bent and broken figure.
And at that moment a series of muffled explosions boomed from somewhere in the very heart of the holiday camp.


‘When I say “draw”, draw. Or else get outta town!’
The gunfighter faced a bunch of youths with cropped heads, defiance on his scowling countenance; gimlet eyes that seemed to recognise that he was outnumbered. Fearless to the end, relishing the last showdown. ‘Draw!’
His hand went to his holstered .45, dragged it clear, picked out the one immediately in front of him. But even as the barrel came upwards there was a crash of breaking glass and the figure erupted in a pillar of flame. Still hating, the hard-bitten face melting instantly. Liquid bitterness, spurning defeat in the fires of hell, the neon sign above registering a MISS before it cut out.
Screams and then a stampede of game-players, a panic-stricken rush for the fire exit at the far end. Children were knocked down, trodden on, the crowd surging towards the escape route but before the bar on the steel fireproof door could be lifted something shattered against it and a pall of fire leaped up to the ceiling. Flames that raged, hungry for human flesh, devoured the cables that trailed behind the rows of machines. A roaring that drowned human cries of terror.
Almost simultaneously with the gunfighter’s challenge to his adversaries, the bingo caller in the hall directly opposite had called 13. ‘Thirteen, unlucky for some.’ The glass door had been pushed open, his hand groped for the switch which would inform latecomers ‘GAME IN PROGRESS’ when the petrol bomb hit his rostrum. He was thrown upwards, a Guy Fawkes with a firework secreted in his tattered clothing. A fiery spectacle, denuded and charring, screaming through burning lips. Glass shattering all around, a huge fireball that travelled the length of the oblong room sweeping its victims before it on a tidal wave of flame. Outside padding running feet, burning bottles being tossed through open doorways.
The garage petrol pumps exploded, an orange comet that shot skywards, choking black smoke mushrooming. And out of the suffocating blackness charged a group of attackers, a spearhead of hatred and death converging on the crowded centre of the camp. Synchronized in groups of a dozen, they came from all directions, running fast and low, their deadly crossbows and catapults picking off their victims at random. Milling holidaymakers trapped between crossfires; a ball-bearing felled a child and as its screaming mother bent over it a crossbow bolt smashed her skull, hurled her back.
The amusement arcade was blazing, those caught inside shrieking for help which would never come. A blinded man staggered into the ranks of the skinhead army, a swinging bicycle chain brought him down and then oversize boots crushed his skull to a scarlet mulch.
Vehicles were coming in through the open barriers, stolen from the car park, gathering speed. Crowds scattered but knives and chains drove them back into the roadway; knocked down, run over, the writhing injured easy prey for the rampaging youths. Even the screaming and the raging inferno could not drown the war cry that was taken up from all quarters. ‘Here we go, here we go, here we go …’ The death chant and the massacre was only just gathering momentum.
Muliman had ducked down behind the low stone wall surrounding the roller skating rink. A crouching beast of prey, he watched and waited, pistol in hand. Dull explosions, flames turning the sky a fiery red. Everybody screaming, the sound of running feet, coming this way.
‘Here we go … here we go … here we go …’
A rearguard group of attackers, bent on cutting off the retreat of any holidaymakers fortunate enough to escape from the main assault, an ambush between the camp centre and the Yellow Camp chalets; fanning out, lining the walkways, merging into the shadows. Muliman heard the swish of swinging chains, the click of a crossbow being cocked. Muttered laughter.
Bloody scum! He raised his automatic, took his time. The target game in the amusement arcade but this time for real. Twenty rounds a second if he wanted them; he didn’t, this was a game, life and death. A phut, inaudible in the din; he saw one of the youthsstraighten up, drop something which clattered on to the concrete, slump down. The others hadn’t noticed, it was like picking off rocks on a ploughed field with a silenced .22. A silhouette against a whitewashed background, another head shot. The victim remained standing for some seconds and the sniper half wondered if he had missed; then the legs buckled and the ambusher slid down into a heap.
It was the fourth one who alerted the rest, stumbled out into the road, lay kicking on the tarmac, dead but the nerves reacting. Blast it!
‘What the fuck!’ Panic broke out, Muliman dropped another as they turned and fled, a spine shot that threw the skinhead down on to the hard road. This one would thresh for some minutes, leave him there as a warning to the others.
The stampede back to the chalets was in full swing; people running, glancing back in fear of pursuit. Fathers carrying children, mothers shrieking hysterically. Muliman remained where he was watching them, saw how his last victim was trampled underfoot and after the crowd had gone didn’t move again. The coup de grâce, he would have preferred to administer it himself.
Bee-bor, bee-bor, bee-bor. Flashing blue lights, police and ambulances preceding the fire engines, obstructed by corpses littering the camp roads, uniformed men on foot trying to clear the way, dragging the dead and wounded to one side. Another petrol bomb went off somewhere. The flames were taking hold now, sweeping from one building to the next. The indoor games hall was gutted, a brittle timber structure, beams falling, sparks showering like a gigantic firework display. Muliman walked to the end of the road, stood by the toilet block and derived some satisfaction from the sight of the blazing chapel. It was always nice to recognise your own handiwork amid the shambles created by others.
There was no chance of finding Beebee in this lot, in all probability he was already dead. Muliman slipped another clip into his pistol, dropped it back into his pocket. His fingers caressed a length of steel wire, ran the noose. The thought was tempting, battles were raging everywhere. But maybe he had better check with Commander first.


‘Damn you!’ Commander reminded Muliman of a garden gnome which had suddenly been imbued with malignant life and no longer blended into the rockery background. ‘Damn you!’ And a third time, ‘Damn you!’
It was a long time since the ex-mercenary had shifted uncomfortably, resisted the urge to fiddle with his hands. An awkwardness which was foreign to him, trying not to stand like a schoolboy being carpeted by his headmaster. For once the chiefs office looked a shambles as if he had been searching for something in a hurry, strewn his desk, scrabbled in drawers. An atmosphere of disquiet. When Commander was ruffled you were uneasy, tried to figure out where you stood in the pecking order.
‘What a stupid damfool thing to go and do!’ Commander raised a clenched fist, thought twice about thumping the desk. ‘All your excellent work undone. And how d’you think we’re going to cover this one up, corpses with bullets in them? Christ, they won’t even let the police use plastic or rubber bullets to quell a riot and now we’ve got dead yobbos with lead ones in ’em!’
‘I’ll collect ’em up,’ outwardly Muliman was still confident, ‘dispose of ’em.’
‘You should have thought of that before. Like you should have thought before you started pulling the trigger. Kill-crazy you are, Muliman. Loose in society you’d be a murderer. We saved you, legalised your bloodlust. And in return you’ve dropped us right in the shit.’
No apology, Muliman’s expression remained impassive. Awaiting further orders. Commander took a deep breath, brought himself under control. ‘Well, you got Dolman, that’s something, even if it was too late. We were waiting for a worker’s revolt, instead we got this, the soccer hooligans’ summer festival! The media will have a birthday!’
A pregnant silence, Commander had opened a file on his desk. A sheet of names, most of them deleted in red ink. The C-551 experiment had gone disastrously wrong, those that remained had to be silenced because there was no antidote. Remove all traces … as far as possible.
In the distance they could still hear the rioting, more police and fire crews arriving. You smelled the burning, even in here.
‘Our own men are being instructed to leave the camp.’ The chief looked up, fatigue was beginning to stamp its mark on his face, etching the lines deeper. ‘From now on it’s in the hands of the regular police force, we can’t get involved. Christ knows how long it’ll take ’em to get everything under control. You couldn’t find a place further from a riot risk area than this; they don’t have the gear, it’ll have to be brought in and by that time there’ll be precious little left of the camp.’ Staring at Muliman wistfully, inwardly regretting that he was unable to send this man into the bloodbath. ‘They can’t pin it on us, yobs are yobs, it’s just those lead-filled bodies which worry me.’ The sting had gone out of his anger, he was functioning as the boss of the Department, the Service, again. Don’t waste mental energy fruitlessly.
Muliman shifted his position, transferred his weight on to his other foot. The chief hadn’t sent for him just to bollock him, a sort of telepathic summons. Muliman could have run, like the rest of them.
‘Beebee may already be dead,’ Commander’s tone was devoid of expression now, ‘but we can’t chance it. But Morton’s the weak link. And Stackhouse. They’re going to run, squeal like pigs if they’re picked up. We can’t risk ’em.’
Muliman nodded, the chief had taken a long time getting round to it. ‘I’ll find ’em,’ he said, ‘and Beebee, too.’
‘Good.’ A dismissive wave of the hand, then an afterthought, or at least it was made to seem like one, ‘Leave your gun, Muliman.’
A moment’s confrontation, the gunfighter in the amusement arcade. Draw, or else get outta town. Muliman pulled the weapon from his pocket, laid it carefully on the desk and if your sense of smell was sharp enough you detected a faint whiff of cordite. An amnesty rather than a surrender, he turned away, dropped a hand back into his pocket; he still had his wire noose which was preferable to an automatic pistol any day.



Chapter Twenty-eight
I’m awfully sorry if we’ve inconvenienced you. The grey uniformed guard stepped into the room with its bare, drab walls, made no attempt to close the door behind him. ‘There appears to have been a mistake. You’re free to go now.’
Billy Evans blinked, clutched the towel tightly around his waist. Valerie had a beach towel draped diagonally across her body, like some ageing holiday camp queen, winner of the grannies’ beauty contest. Embarrassed, but the offer of freedom was beyond their hopeful dreams. Better go before the buggers change their minds.
‘You didn’t find us any clothes, then?’ A reminder but he wasn’t going to make an issue of it.
‘I’m sorry, we don’t appear to have anything that would fit you, but if you hurry back to your … back home, you’ll be all right.’ Standing to one side, get the hell out of here, the chief’s orders.
‘We’ll catch pneumonia,’ a whine, looking to his wife, hoping for some sympathy for the female of the human species.
‘It’s stopped snowing.’ There was a condescending tone in the other’s voice, even a trace of embarrassment. ‘I should hurry if I were you.’
‘What’s going on?’ Billy Evans shielded his eyes against the brightness of the fiery night sky, glanced hesitantly behind him but the door of the sinister low building was closed. No lights showed from within those bastards had locked up and gone home.
‘Some sort of firework show it looks like,’ Valeria replied.
‘What, in the bloody snow when everybody’s tryin’ to get away?’
‘Perhaps, it isn’t as bad as they make out.’
‘It’s bloody cold enough,’ he shivered. ‘Come on, no point in ’angin’ about.’ He stopped, a worried look on his face. ‘Can you remember the way ’ome, Val?’
She looked puzzled, shook her head. ‘No … but I thought we weren’t going home. We’re supposed to be going south with everybody else.’
‘We’ll ’ave to go home to get some clothes, won’t we?’ he said. ‘Come on, we’ll recognize it when we see it, we can’t stand about ’ere forever. And just watch out in case there’s any more of them hooligans about. Christ, what a bloody stink, something’s on fire. Look, over there, a big ’un, must be a warehouse fire or something. Nothin’ to do with us.’
Valerie trudged in her husband’s wake, pulled the towel even tighter around her. Not just because of the biting cold, she winced in the orange darkness, she would never ever forget that degrading experience. Those dreadful youths had gawped at her private parts, they were sick, ought to be put away. Castrated even. But at least they hadn’t touched her. There was a lot to be said for good old boring Billy, she had made her mind up to stick with him. She wasn’t going to go having a fling on the side, this latest business had turned her off sex. It was revolting.
People ran past them, a woman cradling a crying child to her bosom. Panic everywhere. Valerie was frightened, caught up with Billy, hung on to his arm. Oh, God, would they ever find their way home in all this?
Now another group were coming towards them, slowing to a halt, barring their way. Just like this morning, a menacing stance and they looked to have cropped heads, too. Billy had stopped, he backed off, trod on her foot.
‘Is it them again, Billy?’ she whispered.
He did not reply. Four or five youths, advancing slowly, the foremost one dangling something in his hand that chinked and shone in the fiery glow.
‘They ain’t got no clothes on.’ Coarse mirth, the others were laughing. ‘Just come from the beach ’ave yer? You’ve missed all the fun. But never mind, better late than never!’
Something snaked out, Valerie heard it strike Billy, a kind of rattling blow that sent him staggering back. He screamed, tugged free of her and clutched at his face. And even as he bent double, crying out with pain, a forest of blows rained down on them, solid whiplashes that tore through flesh and gouged bone sent them both tumbling into a heap on the ground.
Valerie tried to cover her face with her hands but they were no defence against the driving force of heavy lengths of chain. Ripping, shredding, she couldn’t see properly, clasped at her eyes and felt something dangling by a sinew, a slippery orb that seemed to be attached to her. Realization had her screaming, a cry that was cut off as her teeth smashed to splinters of bone filling her mouth.
Then the heavy boots with their steel toecaps, piledrivers that crushed bone in a relentless onslaught. Two whimpering naked victims who gave up trying to cling on to consciousness and had surrendered long before the inevitable welcome blackness engulfed them.


Professor Morton sat naked on the side of the bed. His features were flushed with anticipation, his quivering body responding. Impatient, like a virgin bridegroom on his wedding night waiting for his bride to return from the bathroom.
He felt heady, it had to be the wine although he could not remember drinking any. They surely had a dinner, not that he could recall dinner, either. Nevertheless, he put his condition down to drink, he was too busy thinking about the immediate future to delve into the past. A vague realization that he was on a clandestine weekend with somebody else’s wife. He did not have a wife so it was all clear on his side, just the worry that Ann’s husband might turn up. He didn’t want a scene, nor any scandal.
Trying to picture her in his mind, it was funny how detail eluded you in moments of eroticism. Dark-haired, long or short? It didn’t matter. Jesus Christ, she was taking her time! All women did, part of the seduction game. Not that he needed any seducing! He laughed at the thought; whatever the consequences of drink they didn’t affect one’s libido!
He heard the door opening, looked up. His eyesight wasn’t good, he should have been wearing his glasses but, damn it, you couldn’t get into bed with a bird with your specs on! He stared, she looked different but he couldn’t be sure. Was her hair long or short? It was short now, and fairer than he had imagined. Christ, did it matter? Sod it, she was still dressed, what the hell had she been pissing about at?
‘Hi, Ann!’ And just look at this; he thrust his thighs forward.
‘You’re really in the mood, lover boy!’ Her voice sounded different, deeper, huskier.
‘You’ve kept me waiting.’ A mock reproach.
‘And by the look of you it hasn’t done you any harm.’ The other crossed to the window, opened the curtains a fraction, peeped out.
‘There’s a hell of a din going on out there,’ he said.
‘I shouldn’t let that worry you.’ She was behind him, fingertips stroking his bare back, goose pimpling it. He giggled, leaned back against her, felt her hands going up to his neck, smoothing and circling it. She’d found an erogenous zone he hadn’t been aware of, if she continued doing that it might bring him to a climax before he was ready. But it was nice; he moaned softly.
‘Aren’t you going to get undressed?’ he enquired after a while. Foreplay was fine but this was going a bit far.
‘All in good time.’ Her hands were withdrawn, then they were back again, slipping something over his neck.
‘What’s that?’
‘You’re ticklish, aren’t you?’ Teasing him now.
‘In the right places.’ Christ, whatever it was it was tight.
‘It’s just my pendant.’ The voice behind him; seemed distant, harsher.
‘Ease up!’ His fingers went up to his neck, tried to get a grip on whatever encircled his throat, afraid that he would choke.
Suddenly it was tight, cutting into his flesh, biting; deep into his windpipe. He tried to shout, only gurgled. Too tight to get a grip on, being dragged back, flailing his arms, kicking his legs. Writhing helplessly, head right back and through a darkening crimson haze he saw her face. Oh, God, it wasn’t a her, it was a him!
Confused, his terror escalated, his attacker was so strong, the eyes merciless and then they began to fade into the mist, but those hands did not relinquish their grip. Tony Morton felt himself start to go limp before he finally blacked out.
Muliman remained there on the bed, holding the noose tight. A perfectionist, he had once been fooled by releasing his victim too soon; when he returned the ‘dead’ had walked, a terrorist whom he never saw again. And Muliman never made the same mistake twice.
Where was that bloody Stackhouse girl? That was what was worrying him now. Certainly she wasn’t in the chalet, he had checked it out thoroughly. Obviously she had ditched her sugar daddy, left him to get a hard on in the bedroom, slipped him a C-551 and done a runner. Cunning bitch! He allowed himself the luxury of thinking about her unprofessionally. She was a turn-on if you allowed her to be, and why not for once? If she turned up, which she wasn’t likely to, then he’d allow himself a few minutes of pleasure with her. Let her fight all she liked, it wouldn’t make any difference, more erotic in fact.
It was a long time since Muliman had had a woman. He was trained not to think of them sexually, objects to be used for a purpose, cast off when that purpose was exhausted. But just this once …
He felt a stirring in his lower regions, allowed it to continue. It was nice, all the more so because it was an infrequent occurrence. In his adolescence he had practised self-pleasure without actually touching himself, perfected it. Mind over matter and the ultimate result was far more pleasurable, like a whirlwind inside your body fighting to get out. It left you spent, totally satisfied, an experience to relish.
Morton was gone but he still maintained that strangulating hold on the wire, it added to his excitement. He’d do the same with Stackhouse, hold her down until he was finished. Just one difference; he would get up and walk away, she would lie there until somebody found her. He smiled at the thought.
He sensed a quivering of his body, he had not lost the art. He allowed his mind to focus on the girl, saw her naked, felt her struggling. Beautiful! It should not be long now, he tried to prolong the sensation, savour every second.
And then he was aware of a cooling draught on his face, knew that the door had opened. Somebody was watching him. Stackhouse, it had to be her. Come on in, sweetheart, I’m just about ready for you. We’ll push this bugger on to the floor and …
A crash of splintering glass against the wall behind him, instinctively rolling off the bed on to the floor to dodge the falling shards. Hand going to his jacket pocket but the pistol wasn’t there any more. Throwing himself flat, hugging the side of the bed, opening his eyes.
And in that instant the bedroom exploded into flames.



Chapter Twenty-nine
Two people walked along a grey dawn beach wet sand beneath their dragging feet where the tide had recently receded, a thick sea mist reducing visibility to a hundred yards or less. The air was heavy with moisture, rain was forecast for later. The long dry spell of weather had run its course.
They held on to each other, might have been a courting couple out for an early morning stroll but for the fact that they glanced behind them periodically, stopped to listen as though they feared pursuit.
‘We’ll never ever be safe,’ Ann Stackhouse spoke in a hushed voice. ‘No matter where we go we’ll always be looking over our shoulders. A lifetime on the run afraid that one day they’ll find us.’
‘Maybe we could talk to the papers,’ Jeff Beebe spoke without conviction, ‘blow the whole thing wide open, and if we bring the government down then they’ve asked for it.’
‘Nobody would listen,’ she replied, ‘we don’t have any proof, they’ll make sure of that. An experiment has gone wrong, they’ll wipe the slate clean and start all over again with something else.’
They walked on in a subdued silence. If they had had the strength they would have run, and kept on running. They could not go much further, perhaps they would be lucky enough to find a cave or some other form of shelter in which to sleep for a few hours. Then they would set off again, putting as much distance between themselves and the Paradise Holiday Camp as possible.
It was only by sheer luck that they had found each other, Jeff did not dare to think what might have happened if he had not spied that band of marauding skinheads coming down the chalet street after he had stalked away in anger from Morton’s digs. Luck again, he had seen them before they had spotted him, had had time to turn and run, found Ann coming out of the chalet. His duty had been to protect her and together they had fled across the kiddies’ playground, down through the donkey field and out on to the dunes. There, in the long spiky grass, they had lain and listened to the sounds of battle, the screams of the injured, the arrival of police, ambulances and fire crews.
It was there that Ann had told him the full story. Elsewhere, he might not have believed it, but with the camp blazing and the stench of burning in his nostrils he never doubted her. Everything fitted; it made him both afraid and angry. Part of the System which the man in the street never realized existed, an undercurrent of ruthlessness which matched anything which the Nazis had perpetrated almost half a century ago. Playing with people’s lives and emotions, turning them into fantasy beings and then, when it was found to be impossible to reverse the process, destroying the evidence. If you were part of a failure, you died; a success did not bear thinking about, your destiny for the rest of your life.
And it would all go down in history as a hooligans’ riot, another Heysel Stadium. Clear it up, bury the dead. And start all over again.
It was raining fast now, saturating their clothing even as they spied a place of possible refuge, a cave at the foot of the cliff, its entrance almost hidden by piles of seaweed. A welcome aroma, the musty tang of rotting marine vegetation, it had a cleansing effect after the stench of the fire.
If anything, the mist rolling in from the sea was thickening, a grey curtain sent to hide the shame of what lay behind them, a cover for fugitives, a barrier separating them from a bizarre world which might only have existed in their tortured minds. A nightmare. They would sleep and then wake, see if it was still there then. They were too exhausted to do anything else.
‘The thing that worries me most of all,’ Ann lowered herself down on to the floor of the cavern, rested her back against a rock, ‘is not so much what has happened at the camp. We know all about that. It is what is happening elsewhere, all around us even now, that we don’t know about.’
There was no answer to that and Jeff was too tired even to begin looking for one. For the moment they would sleep, enjoy a brief respite from it all.
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