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CHAPTER ONE

The steady chug of the diesel engine drew closer, and eventually the salvage boat emerged from the mist, a blank grey shape steering a middle course between the ghostly lines of chimney stacks that rose from the water. It turned right and came sailing up John William Street.

There was a general scuffle of movement as the crowd edged a little further down the muddy bank. From where they stood, the two parallel rows of houses that had once been John William Street descended into the oily waters, so that the rooftops became a guiding channel for the approaching vessel, the steep pathway up to the bowling green acting as a kind of jetty.

Tense and expectant, the boys sat like jockeys astride the shoulders of the men – fathers, uncles, elder brothers – as though they were waiting for the start of a race. Many of the boys carried backpacks with extra clothes and belongings, in case they should be chosen. And on their foreheads, in paint or felt-tipped pen, many had scrawled the letter X, the symbol of their hoped-for destination.

‘Get closer to the front, Dad – see if you can get to the front.’ Baz put his hands on his father’s damp mop of hair and tried to urge him forward.

‘Doesn’t matter where you stand, son.’ The muffled voice was calm. ‘It’s what you’ve got that counts. It’s all down to whether you’ve got something they want.’

And that was true. Already some of the boys were holding their offerings aloft – bags of sugar, bunches of runner beans, packs of cigarettes, whatever pitiful resources they had been able to muster in the hopes of buying their passage on the boat.

Idiots. It was stupid to show what you had. The gangs of thieves – Teefers – who circled the edge of the crowd would be taking note, getting ready to pounce once the trading was over. The Teefers would get much of it in the end, but there was no point in serving it up to them on a plate. Safer to keep your hands in your pockets until the last minute. Baz didn’t even know what his father was carrying. Now some skinny boy over to the right had just lost his goods, judging by the brief scuffle that had broken out.

Skinny boys. Always skinny and always boys, for that’s all that Isaac would take. No girls. They had to be boys, and they had to be small for their age. They were hoisted upon the shoulders of the men so that they could be seen for what they were – small and light. Some of them had taken off their shirts, lest there be any doubt, and their thin torsos glistened in the sticky heat.

The boat was drawing up to the tarmac pathway now, and its crew could clearly be seen: three burly men standing on the foredeck with machine guns slung over their shoulders. The Eck brothers. Isaac, Luke and Amos. Between them they controlled the coastline, the salvage trading, and the lives of all who stood before them. But it was Isaac, the eldest, who skippered the boat, and it was Isaac who would make the decisions. He was the one to watch. And with his long dark hair and beard you could pick him out easily enough. The younger brothers were both shaven-headed.

‘Keep back!’ Isaac’s voice rang loud through the still air. ‘Oi, you – get off the slipway!’

A boy had broken away from the crowd and taken a few steps down the strip of tarmac. He was waving what looked like a pack of cards.

‘Get back, I said!’ Isaac raised the automatic and fired off a short burst – duh-duh-duh-duh – a crashing echo that bounced around the half-submerged rooftops. The boy scuttled backwards into the crowd. The salvage boat rocked closer to the makeshift slipway, its sign clearly visible now, painted in blue lettering on the bow: Cormorant. One of the brothers threw a loop of rope over the buckled gatepost that had once marked the entrance to the bowling green. He hauled on the rope and the boat swung diagonally towards the shore, until its nose bumped gently against the tarmac. The man held it there, kept it steady and then secured the rope to a cleat, repositioning his shotgun with his free hand so that it swept upwards towards the crowd. The diesel motor was kept running on fast tickover, in case of trouble.

‘Recruiting today!’ Isaac’s voice rose above the noise of the diesel. ‘We’re looking for two new lads this trip. Orders from Preacher John.’

A murmur ran through the crowd. Two recruits! There was never usually more than one place on the boat, and often none at all.

Baz took a closer look at those around him, trying to judge the competition. Many of the boys looked quite a lot bigger than him. They’d have to have brought something pretty special to be in with a chance. A few were obviously too young to be of much use. There were maybe a dozen who seemed about right.

He noticed a lad with black hair away to his left, sitting upon the shoulders of a woman. Both were wearing the same yellow-coloured T-shirts. The woman looked oriental – Malaysian perhaps – the boy less so. It was unusual to see women here. Things could get rough, and a woman alone was easy prey for the Teefers. Whatever she had brought in that carrier bag was unlikely to leave with her.

The dark-haired boy was also scanning the crowd, weighing up his chances. He looked across at Baz, realized that he was being watched and turned away. Neither of them smiled. No sense in getting friendly with the competition.

‘Right then!’ The skipper jabbed a burly fist into the air, two thick fingers extended. ‘We’ve just dropped a couple o’ lads off a little way up the coast. They got too fat and lazy, as usual, and so it was back home to Mother for them. We mollycoddle ’em, that’s our trouble. So now Preacher John wants me to pick two new ones. You know the rules by now. Free board and lodging for all boys we take, and you can trust us to look after ’em. We feed ’em well, and they’re a dam’ sight safer over there than they are here. Had no complaints so far. But they have to work, and those that aren’t up to scratch’ll soon find themselves sent back. So don’t waste our time on buying a passage for useless layabouts. Let’s see what you’ve got for me, then.’

This was the signal for the bidding to begin. All hands were raised aloft, and each was waving some hopeful offer – a packet of lentils, a bar of soap – a ticket out of here for those who were lucky on the day.

‘Dad?’ Baz was getting worried. His father had made no move as yet, but kept his hands jammed firmly in the pockets of his battered raincoat. Playing it close, as always.

‘Let’s just hold on a minute, son. No point in showing what you’ve got if you know you can’t win. What do you see? Anything good?’

Baz looked around, ignoring the usual rubbish and trying to pick out the treasures. ‘Um . . . packet of rice. A rabbit – no, two rabbits . . . cigarettes . . . soap powder . . . couple of big candles . . . more cigarettes . . . Blimey. Look at that. A box of cornflakes.’

Cornflakes! Now there was something you didn’t see every day. It was the kid with the black hair, the one sitting on the shoulders of the woman. Where on earth had they managed to get cornflakes from?

‘Cornflakes?’

‘Yeah – just over there. See ’em?’

‘Hm. Good shout. Could be an empty box of course.’

Isaac and his brothers were considering the goods on offer. The three of them stood close together on the foredeck of the boat, craning their necks as they studied the crowd, occasionally drawing each other’s attention to this object or that.

‘You, there. Yeah, you – cornflakes. Full box?’ Isaac had quickly picked out the dark-haired boy.

‘Yes. New packet.’

‘Come on down then, lad – let’s have a look at you.’

The boy slid from his mother’s shoulders, took a carrier bag from her and began to weave his way through the crush of people. He and his packet of cornflakes wouldn’t have got two yards if it hadn’t been for the protection of the Eck brothers.

Baz was beginning to lose heart. The cornflake kid was certain of a place on the boat, provided the box really was a full one, and the next likeliest candidate would be the owner of the white rabbits. But then his dad said, ‘Anything better than the rabbits?’

‘Don’t think so . . .’ Baz turned round and looked behind him, making sure.

‘Try this then.’ His dad took his left hand out of his pocket and passed a small square cardboard box up towards him. Baz reached down and nearly dropped the box, it was so heavy. ELEY it said on the side – red, white and blue lettering against a black background. There was a picture of some birds and another word, IMPERIAL.

‘What’s in there?’

‘Shotgun cartridges. Twelve-gauge.’

‘Wow. Where did you get them?’ Baz felt the shrug of his father’s shoulders beneath him.

‘Poker game.’

Of course. Silly question really.

Baz lifted the carton into the air and waved it from side to side. He tried to catch Isaac’s eye, but the skipper of the boat was reaching over the side for the cornflakes. Isaac shook the packet and then nodded at the black-haired lad. ‘OK. Stay there.’

One of the younger brothers had noticed Baz. He muttered something to Isaac, and pointed. Isaac looked across, his dark-bearded mouth chewing casually.

‘What’ve you got there, boy?’

‘Shotgun cartridges!’ Baz shouted back. He could feel his heart thumping. ‘Twelve-gauge.’

‘Full box? Twenty-five?’

‘Yes.’

Baz was aware of the altering mood around him, the frustrated groans of those who now realized that they were out of the running. It was between the rabbits and the cartridges, and everybody knew it. A few people were already hiding their goods away, hoping to escape the notice of the Teefers.

Isaac was still considering. He nodded at the lad who was holding the rabbits – dangling them by their hind legs, one in each hand. Scrawny-looking things, they were, and not much on them, but meat was meat . . .

‘Fresh?’ Isaac asked the deciding question.

‘Aye, killed this morning. You can check ’em.’

That would probably swing it then, thought Baz. He wiped his forearm across his brow and tried to fight back his disappointment. The game was as good as over.

But then his father’s shoulders tilted slightly as he removed his other hand from his pocket. He was holding up a second box of cartridges. ‘Better go for the full house, then, son.’

Baz snatched at the box and waved it high. ‘Two boxes!’ he shouted. ‘Two!’

Isaac looked over at him; stopped chewing for a moment as he weighed up this new development. Then he said, ‘OK.’ He spat his piece of gum over the side of the boat. ‘Boy with the cartridges, bring ’em down. Let’s take a look.’

Baz slithered from his father’s shoulders. ‘Thanks, Dad.’ He didn’t know what else to say – or how he would say goodbye, if that was what it had now come to. ‘I’ll be . . . I mean . . . it’ll be all right, won’t it? And you’ll be OK?’

‘I’ll be fine. You just worry about yourself, son, that’s all. Look out for number one. That way you’ll still be around when things get better. Take a tip from the old man, eh?’

‘OK, Dad. I’ll . . . well, I’ll see you then.’

‘You will, lad. Got all your gear? Good luck, then. Off you go.’

Baz began to shoulder his way past the people in front of him, clutching the heavy cartridge boxes to his chest, his small nylon backpack slung over one arm.

‘Hey!’

Baz turned round to see what his dad wanted.

‘Remember what I told you. You know you can always come back – any time you like. But try and hang on in there for a while at least. Just until things get better, son.’

‘OK, Dad.’

Until things get better. When would that ever be?

Baz reached the front of the crowd with his boxes still intact, and hurried down the slipway towards the Cormorant. He had to wade out into the rubbish-strewn water before he could offer his cargo up to Isaac. The skipper reached over the side and took the boxes from him, tested the weight of them in his beefy red hands, and then placed them down beside him somewhere. He didn’t bother to open the cartons.

‘OK, they’ll do. Give these kids a pull-up, Luke, and stick ’em in the wheelhouse,’ he said.

One of the men then leaned over the gunwale. ‘Come on, Cornflakes, don’t hang about.’ He grasped the dark-haired boy’s wrist and swung him up into the boat as though he were no heavier than a kitten.

‘Now you.’

Baz reached up and was also hoisted aboard, the huge fingers that closed around his upper arm feeling as powerful as a mechanical grab. He tumbled over the gunwale, found his feet, and was then hustled across the slippery deck and into the wheelhouse, along with the other boy. They had to duck beneath the makeshift winch that was used for loading and unloading.

‘Shut the lid of that locker-box and sit there till we need to load it,’ said the big shaven-headed man, Luke. ‘Keep an eye on ’em, Moko. Not that they’ll give you any trouble.’ A sweaty Japanese man in a grubby white vest stood at the wheel of the boat. He looked briefly at the two boys but said nothing.

Baz did as he was told, reaching forward to lower the lid of a big wooden locker-box that was built into the port side of the wheelhouse. He perched on the edge of the locker, next to the other boy, and tried to keep his breathing steady.

It had all happened so quickly that he still couldn’t quite believe his luck. He was on the boat, actually on the boat, and getting out of here at last. For a while, anyway. He felt a burst of gratitude towards his dad, and he peeped round the wheelhouse doorway, searching the section of the crowd that was visible from where he was sitting. Yes, Dad was still there, standing on the banks of the bowling green, his thin raincoat folded over his arm now. He looked gaunt and scruffy, his face unshaven, his hair damp and straggly from the humidity. Not beaten, though. He didn’t look beaten, like some men did. Dad was a survivor. As long as there was a pack of cards available, and men to play with, he’d survive. Best poker player around.

‘What’s the first rule of gambling, son?’ his dad had once said.

‘Er . . . dunno. Don’t bet more than you can afford to lose?’

‘No. Don’t make the other guy bet more than he can afford to lose. That way he’ll be round to try again. See, I make sure never to win too much, or too often. Maybe three games out of five, four out of seven. Just enough to get by – and that way we keep getting by.’

For nearly two years now, they’d been getting by. Ever since the floods came and washed the world away . . .

‘Wheel ’em down, then!’ Isaac was out on deck, organizing the Trolleymen. ‘Let’s get started.’

Baz could see the four laden supermarket trolleys being brought down the slipway, awkward things that needed the guidance and restraining hands of the dozen or so tough-looking men who accompanied them. Here was the scavenged wealth of the mainlanders, the pitiful odds and ends that had been raked from the ruins of the city, to be traded against the salvage goods that the Eck brothers had brought over from the island.

The Trolleymen began to unload their wares, spreading the separate lots about the tarmac slipway and along the muddy banks to either side.

‘Six jerry cans o’ diesel. Three hundred litres.’

Fuel was always the first commodity to be listed for trading. After that came the things that had been brought along for private sale – various small lots and possessions packed into carrier bags. All such goods had to be handed over to the Trolleymen, who would barter a price on the owner’s behalf in return for a cut of the proceeds.

The men glanced into each bag, shouting out the contents as they went so that Isaac could chalk everything up, and begin figuring out how many tins of food or bottles of drink he would give for each lot.

‘Small box of tea bags, four rolls kitchen towels.’

‘Box o’ firelighters. Bag o’ flour, plain.’

‘Stack of magazines – er, top shelf. Packet of barley, unopened. Box of household matches.’

‘Er . . . cooking apples. Seven.’

Baz noticed the hesitation and surprise in the last caller’s voice, and remembered that his dad had said something about managing to get hold of a bit of fruit. Seven cooking apples, though! Who else but Dad could have found such things? He ought to get quite a few tins for them, although the Trolleymen would take their usual heavy percentage of course. Being a Trolleyman was a dangerous occupation. They had to fight off the Teefers – most of whom had ambitions to become Trolleymen themselves – so it was only the toughest and most violent who held onto the job. You wouldn’t argue with them.

‘Bag o’ dog biscuits.’

‘Single duvet – still in its wrapper . . .’

On it went, and on it would go for the next quarter of an hour or more.

The Japanese man pushed himself away from the helm with a grunt, and stepped into the doorway of the wheelhouse. He leaned against the doorpost in order to watch the trading. Baz couldn’t see what was going on any more. He sat on his hands and looked at the kid sitting next to him.

‘What’s your name?’ he whispered.

The boy kept his head down, eyes fixed upon his feet as they swung to and fro, his muddy trainers kicking against a coil of rope that lay on the floor. He didn’t seem particularly grateful to be here.

‘Ray.’ His voice had a husky note to it, as though it was about to break perhaps. Better for him if it didn’t just yet.

‘Mine’s Baz,’ said Baz, though the boy hadn’t asked. ‘Was that your mum who brought you down here?’

‘Yeah.’

Baz guessed that there had been no man available. ‘Lost your dad, then? I lost my mum. And my sister. They were away down south when it happened.’ It was always good to try and talk about it, so his dad said. Better that way.

‘Never had a dad,’ said the boy, ‘so it doesn’t make much difference, does it?’

‘Oh. Sorry.’ Baz felt uncomfortable. ‘Brilliant, though, with the cornflakes. How did your mum get hold of them?’

‘How do you think?’ Ray looked at him for the first time. His hair was cut very short at the back and sides, but long in the front, and his dark eyes were steady and defiant beneath the blue-black fringe.

‘What?’

‘I said, how do you think? Try using your loaf instead of asking dumb questions. How did your dad manage to get hold of the cartridges?’

‘Um . . . gambling. Playing poker.’

‘Yeah, well, lucky for him, then, if that’s all he had to do.’ Ray looked down at his feet once more, and kicked harder at the coil of rope.

Baz might have said more, but then the Japanese man, Moko, turned and scowled at them. It was a look of warning, and with it the man disappeared, apparently wanted out on deck to help with the unloading.

Isaac could be heard shouting out the rates he was prepared to offer for the goods that littered the slipway.

‘Three hundred litres o’ diesel – I’ll give you five hundred tins. What? Don’t come it with me, Goffer. We’re trying to do an honest job here, and all you do is give us grief. OK, six hundred. But you’d better start cutting me a better deal on fuel, ’cos if we don’t turn up here, you starve. Moko – load six hundred in the net! Tea bags and kitchen towels – I’ll give you ten tins, mixed. Box o’ firelighters, bag of flour – twelve tins, mixed. Bag of apples – forty tins, two packs of beer. What’s next? Magazines . . .’

Baz did a calculation in his head over the apples. So if the Trolleymen had got forty tins for them, his dad might end up with twenty-five. Perhaps one of the packs of beer, if he was lucky. Twenty-five tins . . . maybe five of those would be stew or curry . . . two or three of fruit . . . the rest soup or beans. Dad could get by for over a week on that, and still have a little capital for poker stakes. Yeah, that wasn’t bad for a few cooking apples.

‘Listen up.’ Isaac was bringing the trade to a close. ‘We’re doing an extra run next week – a Special. We got baby food – jars and tins – and we got wine. We need clean clothing, men’s extra large. Boots, jackets, jumpers, shirts, trousers – whatever you’ve got. Boy’s stuff we’ll take, but you’ll get nothing for it. If you’ve got a lad on the island with us and you want to send a parcel, then it’s up to you. But we don’t pay for it. OK, we’re ready to offload – and let’s have no funny business this time. Keep it civilized and there’ll be no trouble.’

Moko yanked the winch motor into life, a cloud of blue smoke rising from its exhaust. The boat creaked and tilted as the heavy net with its cargo of bottles and food tins was swung out over the side of the boat and lowered onto the slipway.

‘Keep back!’ Isaac’s voice yelled out, and Baz lurched sideways in fright at the sudden crash of the automatic – duh-duh-duh-duh-duh!

Maybe a few of the Teefers had edged too close, or maybe Isaac was simply taking no chances. With the boat halfway between unloading and loading, and nobody at the helm, this was always the moment when things could get dangerous.

‘Sorry.’ Baz had bumped against Ray when the gun went off. He sat up straight again.

‘Jumpy, aren’t you?’ Ray said.

‘Hey – they shoot people.’

‘Good job. Some of them need shooting.’

Well, you’re a tough guy, thought Baz, for such a little squirt.

Ray leaned forward and touched the helm, pressing his fingertips against the wheel until it moved slightly. He turned to look at Baz and said, ‘Know anyone who’s been there? To the island?’

‘No.’ Baz was feeling irritated. Or maybe he was just jumpy. ‘Not really. A girl I know had a cousin who was there for a few months. I never met him, though.’

‘What happened?’

‘Same as always, I s’pose. He got too big. Got too expensive to feed and so they sent him back. Probably a Teefer now.’

‘No, I mean what happened to him over there? What do they make you do?’

‘Dunno. Work on the salvage, clean it up or whatever. It’s gotta be better than here, or everybody wouldn’t be trying to get on the boat.’

‘Yeah. Wish I knew someone who’d been, though.’

Baz shrugged. Maybe this kid should have given his cornflakes to someone else if he was having second thoughts. He turned to gaze out of the porthole behind him, rubbing his bare elbow against the glass and staring into the blanket of steamy mist that hung upon the shoreline. On a clear day you could sometimes get a glimpse of the true horizon, miles and miles away, but clear days were few and far between now. Baz wiped the glass again, and peered closer. What was that? He thought he had seen something. Yes, a face – and there was another – pale faces coming through the gloom. Oil drums . . . a raft. A group of men crouching on a home-made raft . . .

What were they doing?

It was another long moment before Baz caught on. Oh my God . . .

‘Down!’ He grabbed at Ray’s elbow as he threw himself to the floor. ‘Get down!’

‘What? Hey—!’

Ba-doom! The deep thud of a shotgun. Shouts. And then the answering fire of the automatics – duh-duh-duh-duh-duh . . .

More yelling and firing, the piercing clang of bullets against metal, and Moko came stumbling in through the doorway. Baz felt the heavy kick of a boot in his ribs as he tried to scrabble out of the way, heard the frantic rev of the diesel, then tumbled over onto his back. He squinted upwards, choking for breath, and was immediately blinded – ugh – something in his eye. All he could see was red. He squirmed into a corner beneath the bulkhead and desperately rubbed at his eyes. Blood – a long wet smear of it across the back of his wrist. It was the Japanese man, Moko, bleeding all over the place as he spun the wheel, heavy drips of bright red spattering the greasy floor of the cabin.

Ba-duh-duh-duh-duh . . . more shots and curses . . . the boat rocked wildly, engine going full throttle. Baz tried to sit up, but was knocked back down again as the vessel struck against something solid – a horrible grinding shudder.

‘What’re you playing at, Moko! Try going around the ruddy rooftops . . .’ Isaac, yelling through the doorway.

Another few vicious bursts of gunfire, and then the motion of the boat gradually evened out. The shouting ceased, and the steady drub of the diesel was all that could be heard. Baz cautiously raised himself up, and saw that Ray was on the opposite side of the cabin, huddled beneath a bench seat. Had he been hit?

Isaac ducked into the wheelhouse, his broad bulk darkening the tiny space. He wrenched at the strap of his gun, pulling it furiously over his head. ‘Right, that’s it. I’m done with that lot. They can dam’ well starve for all I— What the hell . . .? Look at all this! Moko? What’s happened?’

‘Nugh.’ The big Japanese man grunted as he held up his dripping forearm, but kept his eyes on the window in front of him.

‘Amos! In here, quick.’ Isaac was already shouting to one of the men outside. ‘Moko’s been hit in the arm. Get him bandaged up. Oi, Luke, come and take the helm while I sort these kids out.’

Isaac bent down and yanked at one of Ray’s ankles. ‘Right, you little snot-nose – outside. Now! Yeah, you too – get up, and get out there on deck.’

As Baz staggered to his feet, Isaac gave him a shove, and he lurched into Ray. The two boys were catapulted through the doorway. Isaac followed and gave them both another push. ‘Get down to the stern and out of the way. Amos, see what you can do to fix up Moko. Give him some brandy or something. Luke, we might as well head straight for home. No point in doing the rounds, now that we’ve got no flaming diesel.’

‘OK, but the old man’s gonna have a fit when he hears about this. What d’you wanna do with those kids?’

‘What do I want to do?’ Isaac’s voice roared above the clatter of the engine. ‘Feed them to the ruddy mermaids is what I want to do! But I’ll find out what they know first. As for the old man – you leave him to me. He should try this caper some time.’

Baz and Ray stumbled through the maze of crates and boxes that littered the deck. The yawing movement of the boat kept them continually off balance, so that their progress was awkward and slow. When they reached the stern, they turned to find Isaac already bearing down on them, his bearded face set in an angry scowl. Fear instinctively drew the two boys closer together – but this simply made it easier for Isaac to collar them both at the same time. His huge hands shot out and grabbed at their throats, and Baz found himself standing on tiptoe, with Isaac’s face thrust so close to his that he could smell his horrible black beard.

‘Now then. Let’s have some ruddy answers. How long had that little scheme been planned?’ Isaac’s breath stank of pickles and tinned fish.

‘Don’t know.’ Baz could hardly get his voice to work. ‘I don’t know anything about it. Honest.’

Immediately he felt himself being shaken so violently that he thought his neck would break.

‘Listen, you little toe-rag! That raft wasn’t built without other people knowing about it. So who organized it – the Trolleymen? Who else was in on it? You?’

‘No! I don’t know anything. I just looked . . . looked through the window and there they were.’

‘OK, then – what about you, Cornflakes? Come on! You’re going overboard in any case, so start talking.’

But Ray seemed totally unable to speak. His mouth simply hung open.

Isaac looked from one to the other, as if making up his mind what to do with them.

‘Gah!’ He finally hurled the boys away from him, so that they both staggered against the bench plank at the stern of the boat. ‘Over a thousand ruddy cans I’ve lost today! A thousand cans! And only you little snits to show for it. That’s a hell of a lot of diving, a thousand cans. And I’ve got a man wounded, dammit!’ Isaac snatched at the nearest thing to hand – an empty wine bottle – and flung it at them. The boys both ducked as the bottle whizzed over their heads and disappeared soundlessly in the wake of the boat. Isaac turned to go. ‘I’ll tell you one thing, though – we’ll get our money’s worth out of you two. You’re going to find out what hard work is, boyos. And then I’ll sling you to the mermaids personally. Dead or alive. Stay back there, and don’t move till I come and get you.’

Isaac shambled off amongst the scattered cargo, his massive shoulders rolling from side to side as he walked, his hands dangling from his sides like the paws of a grizzly.

Baz let out a long, long breath as Isaac disappeared into the wheelhouse. He looked at Ray. ‘You OK?’

Ray said, ‘Yeah, why shouldn’t I be?’ But then he knelt upon the bench seat, leaned over the stern of the boat and threw up, all in one movement. It was very neat, almost graceful, the way he did it. Baz felt his own stomach tighten as he watched, and thought for a moment that he was going to come out in sympathy. But no, it wasn’t going to happen. He reached across and put a hand on Ray’s shoulder, feeling the sharp definition of the bones shivering through the baggy yellow T-shirt. God. He was skinny, this one.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’m scared too. You’ll be all right.’

‘I am all right.’ Ray pulled himself back into the boat and wiped his mouth. His face was very white, and his eyes looked teary. ‘I just get a bit seasick, that’s all. Happens every’ – he took a deep juddering breath – ‘every time. I’m fine now. I’m fine.’

Why did he have to keep pretending he was such a hard nut? The last ten minutes had been terrifying enough to make anyone puke.

‘Christ, I really thought he was going to sling us over, though,’ said Baz. ‘You wouldn’t even know which way to try and swim. Can’t see a thing.’

‘Yeah, well. You can’t blame him for being mad. He’s just lost about a ton of gear.’

Baz rested his chin on his forearms and looked over the stern of the boat, staring down into the hypnotic swirl of the wake. After a while it seemed as though it was the boat that was standing still and the water that was moving, passing beneath them, foaming and snaking away into the surrounding smog. Awful to think that there was a whole city down there. Most of a city. Office blocks, supermarkets, shopping malls, streets and flyovers. And people. Thousands and thousands of people, all drowned. Baz thought of his mum then, and Lol, his sister – saw them leaving, smiling and waving from the car. Off to go and stay with Auntie Carol for a few days. A holiday. A little break. Back on Sunday. Be good!

But the car didn’t come back on Sunday. It drove off down Maple Close, and by Sunday there was no Maple Close for it to ever drive back up again.

A terrible thought exploded inside Baz: maybe his dad had been caught up in the shooting. Accidentally. No – that couldn’t happen. No . . . no . . . no. He wouldn’t think that. Not his dad too. He wouldn’t think it . . . wouldn’t think it—

‘Want some chocolate?’

Ray’s pale hand was extended towards him, shaking. He was holding out a piece of chocolate. Three chunks.

‘Wow. Where did you—?’ Baz decided not to finish the question. He reached out for the chocolate, and saw that his own hands were shaking as badly as Ray’s. ‘Thanks.’

The chocolate was half melted and very old, but Baz couldn’t remember when anything had tasted as good. He chewed the first piece quickly – a huge burst of joy that filled his entire being – but then let the second piece melt slowly in his mouth, trying to make it last as long as he could.

‘Mum gave it me,’ said Ray, munching on his own piece. ‘In case the cornflakes weren’t enough.’

It was miracle stuff, and it cheered them up.

‘They must’ve been nuts, those guys on the raft.’ Ray’s eyes widened at the memory of it. ‘What did they think they were gonna do? Pole-vault aboard?’

Baz laughed. ‘Yeah. Pole-vaulting pirates.’

‘You won’t tell anyone, will you? About me . . . you know . . . being sick?’

‘No. Course not.’ Why would it matter? Ray was a funny kid. ‘Tell you what, though, I reckon this smog’s clearing a bit. Look.’

They could see wispy patches of blue above them, just here and there, and the circle of mist had widened, become less dense. The water was choppier now, and the boat bounced across it with a rhythmic smacking sound.

Baz turned to look back at the coastline they had left behind, clearer now that the mists had receded, and was amazed to see that the so-called mainland appeared to be no more than an island itself from this angle. A flat island with broken outcrops to either side. But perhaps beyond that long low ridge lay other ridges, land that stretched southwards for hundreds of miles. Had people survived there too? People who were better off, perhaps? People who still had cars and computers and mobiles . . . proper beds, proper food . . . people who would someday come and make everything right again . . .

No, you shouldn’t think like that, his dad had said. This was global. It had to be, or they would have heard otherwise by now. There were no phones, no planes, no helicopters. There was no electricity and no communication, and nobody was ever going to come to the rescue. Forget it.

Except that you couldn’t forget it. It was like watching the same film over and over again – and maybe that was because it had all started with the TV. A big swirly spiral, white against blue, almost filling the screen. Smaller spirals, breaking away from the main one, dividing, subdividing. They were like slow-motion fireworks, huge Catherine wheels, hiding whatever country lay beneath them. India? His dad had been in the room, drying his mop of hair on a green towel as he stood in front of the TV. Baz had only been mildly interested. Terrible things always seemed to be happening in India, or China, or wherever it was. What could you do?

Words coming out of the TV, serious voices. A man and a woman taking it in turns to read: ‘. . . originally known as Hurricane Delilah, continues to grow and to multiply . . . by far the highest readings ever recorded . . . now deep concerns over Mumbai and San Salvador . . . authorities are advising . . .’

His father had stopped drying his hair. The green towel hung limply in one hand, a corner of it trailing onto the carpet.

‘Dad? What’s going on?’

‘Don’t know, but it doesn’t look good. Not if you happen to be living in Asia, it doesn’t. Or Central America . . .’

The TV pictures had changed. They weren’t just swirly patterns any more. Baz watched mobile homes tumbling end over end across a field, trees bending down to touch the ground . . . and waves – impossible waves engulfing row upon row of beachfront houses. People running, screaming, falling, being swept away. My God . . . where was this?

‘Dad? That . . . that couldn’t happen here, could it?’

‘What?’ His father didn’t seem to be able to take his eyes off the screen. ‘No. No, don’t worry, son. We’re about as far inland as you can get in this country, and a long way above sea level. Nothing like that’s ever going to happen here. Not unless it happens everywhere else first. Come on. Time you were in bed. Go on up and do your teeth, then we’ll phone Mum and say good night.’

‘Wonder how long it takes.’ Ray’s voice broke in on Baz’s thoughts.

‘To get to the island? Dunno. Couple of hours maybe.’

Ray said, ‘I still can’t believe I’m actually on the boat. I just can’t believe it . . .’

‘I know. It’s . . .’ Baz leaned forward, arms across his chest, hugging himself. ‘I mean, what d’you think it’s gonna be like there?’

‘Hard work, I reckon. But everybody says it’s great, don’t they? Getting fed every single day. Three times a day, I heard.’

‘Hey – that’s what this girl I know said! The one whose cousin was there. She said that Preacher John had built, like, a proper new factory with a canteen, and that you got three meals a day.’

‘Well, I bet it’s true. Must be.’ Ray paused, and then said, ‘Why do they call him Preacher John? Did you ever see him?’

Baz nodded in the direction of the wheelhouse. ‘No, but those guys are his sons. That’s what my dad told me. Preacher John’s the boss. It’s his business – the factory and the salvage and all that. Dunno why they call him Preacher, though.’

‘Oh. So the boat’s his too?’

‘S’pose so. Have you tried to get a place before?’ said Baz. ‘I have. Twice. First time we had eggs – half a dozen real chicken’s eggs – but some kid had a big tub of cocoa, so that was enough. Second time we had American rice, but got beaten by a goat. A goat! Where do you get a goat from?’

‘I never tried before,’ said Ray. ‘Mum said I was too small. She still thinks I’m too small.’ He looked at Baz. ‘I’m thirteen and a bit, though. Your face is a right mess. Blood all over it.’

Baz glanced around the deck area, wondering if there might be a bit of cloth or something that he could use to clean himself up. There was nothing handy that he could see – just empty plastic crates and a few remaining tins. The contents of the tins were written in black marker pen on the lids. B/BEANS. I/STEW. P/APPLE. That must be somebody’s job in the factory. Marking up the tins. How hard could that be?

‘It’ll have to wait,’ he said. ‘Hey, look – is that it?’

The humid smog had faded away completely, and the boat was sailing on open water. There was a horizon now, and smack bang in the middle of that horizon they could see a dark shape, hazy grey, rising from the sea.

‘Wow. Yeah, has to be.’

‘Wow.’

The dark shape was a long way off, miles to go yet, but that was it all right. Their destination. X Isle.
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