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It would have been impossible without the matches. Whoever thought up the rules had no idea how difficult this was going to be. The kindling refused to catch light. ‘Oh, for God’s Sake!’ Sue Durrant exclaimed. That was the third match wasted. Her legs were aching now. She had been squatting for nearly five minutes and her feet were beginning to go numb. It would be pins and needles next. She pulled herself up and stretched out each leg in turn; then she started scratching her thigh. Another blotch had appeared. Bloody insects, she thought. She looked down at the fire and scowled.

The stupid thing was, Sue had volunteered to do this. The others had gone off picking fruit or gathering wood and she had stayed behind to get some water on the boil. Somebody had to do it. They were not allowed purification tablets.

She struck another match and cupped the flame in her hand, moving it slowly towards the edge of the kindling. To her relief, one of the palm fronds started to catch light. Thank Christ for that. She blew on the wood and the flames began to spread. Given time, they might even begin to generate some heat. She crouched lower and blew a second time.

‘Hey, Sue!’ a voice called out from somewhere behind. It was Steve, one of the others.

‘I’m over here,’ she responded, irritably. ‘I’ve got the fire going.’

Steve Bramagh came into view. ‘Oh, good on you.’ He had a thick Australian brogue. ‘Did you hear the boat?’

She glanced up. What boat? ‘No. Not since this morning, anyway.’

‘Just coming back when I heard it. I reckon it must be the new guys.’

Sue tried hard not to grimace. The thought of more people arriving on the island did not fill her with joy.

‘Come on,’ Steve said. ‘Let’s go take a look.’

‘I’ve only just got the fire going. It’ll go out if I leave it.’

Steve grinned. ‘Don’t worry about that. I can sort it out later.’ He jerked his head down towards the beach and she rose reluctantly to follow him.

It was mid afternoon, but the sun was still high in the sky. Sue had not made up her mind whether to cover up and hold off the inevitable sunburn or to strip down and make the most of it. Not that she cared for the sun much, but she figured she had probably better get used to it.

Steve had stopped halfway across the beach and started rummaging in his rucksack for the video camera. It was a small, lightweight digital model. He found the Record button and pulled the eye-piece to his face.

The boat was just coming around a curve. It was a small motorised dinghy. The main vessel was circling somewhere a few miles out to sea; at least, it had been when they had left it that morning. There were three figures in the dinghy. Sue recognised Clive Monroe, even at this distance – his balding pate glinted in the hazy sunlight – but she could not make out the other two figures. She scowled. That was another thing: all this secrecy. Why couldn’t they have met up beforehand; got to know each other? Then they would have found out if everyone was going to get on.

So far, five people had been brought out to the island. Aside from herself, there were two Australians, a Canadian and a British photographer called Jeremy. None of them had much going for them, she thought, except perhaps Steve, who was quite bright but was a bit too smug for his own good. Perhaps these new people would prove more interesting.

‘Why don’t you take the camera for a minute?’ Steve suggested.

Sue gave the Australian a withering glare. She hated cameras. It was one of the things she had been forced to lie about at the interview. But she took the device from him all the same. Sliding her hand into the grip, she brought the camera up to eye level.

‘I’ll just say a few words,’ Steve said, clearing his throat.

Sue adjusted the frame so that the Australian was on the left of the picture. The man was of medium height, thirtysomething, with black curly hair and a not unattractive face – what she could see of it behind his bulky sunglasses.

The speedboat was on the right of the picture, cruising inwards now towards the beach.

‘Yeah, well, here we are on the first afternoon,’ Steve said. ‘I’ve just been out collecting some fruit and some sweet potatoes and having a general look round. I was heading back down here when I heard the sound of a boat heading by and came down to the beach to investigate.’

That’s right, just pretend I’m not here, Sue thought. She zoomed in past Steve and focused on the dinghy. A man and a woman were sitting either side of Clive Monroe. One of them, the man, had his own video camera raised. She could not make out his face. The woman, though, was young and had long brown hair. She was probably in her mid twenties.

‘Well, as you can see, the boat’s just about to land,’ Steve was intoning pointlessly. ‘It looks like two new recruits, a guy and a girl...’

Oh for God’s Sake, shut up! Sue had only met Steve the previous evening but already he was becoming insufferable.

The boat had indeed pulled to and Clive and the others were scampering over the side into the shallow blue water some fifty metres down the beach.

‘Well, I’m just going to run over now and give them a proper welcome,’ Steve said, glancing confidently at the camera and racing across the sand.

Sue was less enthusiastic, but she had no choice but to follow him, camcorder in hand. The beach was scorching under her feet and she cursed it silently.

The Australian had already arrived at the boat and was proffering a hand to one of the new arrivals. ‘Hi, I’m Steve Bramagh,’ he said. ‘Welcome to paradise.’

Another man was filming them both; a tall fellow, strong and broad-shouldered.

Sue panned across to the woman as Clive made the introductions. ‘Okay, well, Steve, this is Isabel Grant. Isabel, Steve Bramagh.’ The woman nodded perfunctorily but she barely glanced at the beaming Australian.

Sue panned back to the other man. There was something oddly familiar about him.

‘And this fine man here is Duncan Roberts.’

The man Duncan dropped the video camera and moved forward to shake Steve by the hand. He had a bland, inoffensive face and a diffident manner.

It was a face Sue recognised at once. She let out an involuntary cry. Duncan caught sight of her and his jaw dropped open. It was difficult to tell who was the more surprised. Sue dropped the video camera and it hit the ground with a dull thud.
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Andrew Baker had not ridden in a helicopter before. He hadn’t anticipated the sheer noise of it. There was something odd about the furious volume of the rotating blades, set against the tranquillity of the ocean below.

If only me mam could see me now, he thought. She had been dead set against him going – reckless and foolhardy, she’d said – but what was there to lose? It wasn’t much fun back home right now, not without a proper job.

The journey from Manchester had been a long one. Andrew had stopped for the night in a posh hotel in London – all expenses paid – before flying on to St. Moreau. He had barely had time to acclimatise there before being bundled into a helicopter and flown out to the middle of the Pacific.

He hadn’t even spoken to the other passengers yet. They would be spending the next year of their lives together, but such was the noise of the whirring blades that all they could do was grin at each other and mouth ‘hello’s. Now he was starting to feel giddy. The entire front section of the helicopter was see-through and Andrew had never been much of a one for heights. But it wasn’t just the long drop that was making him nervous, it was the whole situation; the thought of where he was going and what he was about to do.

I could be making the biggest mistake of my life.

He scratched his nose. His skin was already bright red. He did not react well to the sun. That was another thing. He was going to be outside most of the time. With his complexion, that could be disastrous. Andrew had pale, lightly freckled skin and a crop of short ginger hair. Very short. It was asking for trouble.

The pilot raised a hand and pointed down to a white speck in the distance. The yacht cut an impressive trail through the water, a sizeable presence even set against the emptiness of the Pacific.

Another, more immediate concern crossed Andrew’s mind. I hope there’s going to be enough room to land on that thing. Would it even be able to take the weight? He stopped himself. Of course it would. They had whole aeroplanes landing on aircraft carriers, didn’t they? And now they were getting closer, he saw there was a long stretch of flat, sturdy deck. There was even a grid laid out, with a circular marker. He could see a man down there in the middle of it, waving back at them.

The pilot moved the throttle control and the helicopter tilted downwards towards the ship.

Andrew glanced across at the other passengers. One of them, an older woman, looked absolutely terrified. He tried to smile at her. She just gripped onto the sides of her chair.

It was good to know he was not the only one who was nervous.

––––––––
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Sue Durrant had stood immobile for a moment, her body shuddering; then she had turned and ran across the beach into the undergrowth.

Steve Bramagh turned back to the director.

Clive Monroe seemed every bit as surprised as the rest of the group. ‘I didn’t realise they even knew each other,’ he confessed. Clive had overseen the selection process but each of the potential islanders had been interviewed separately. ‘If I’d known there was any history between them, I’d never have let them come.’

Steve felt inclined to believe him. If anything, the balding director looked more shocked than Duncan Roberts.

The man himself refused to comment on the nature of his relationship with Sue Durrant. ‘It’s personal,’ he grunted.

‘I can’t apologise enough,’ Clive told him. ‘I just hope...I hope this isn’t going to cause any problems...’

‘Not for me,’ Duncan responded firmly. His voice was deep and powerful, but he hesitated now. ‘She...may not feel the same way.’

‘I am dreadfully sorry,’ the director repeated.

‘I did think it was a little unwise not to let us all meet up beforehand,’ Steve commented. ‘But there’s no point crying about it now. You know, I think someone ought to go and see if Sue is all right.’

Clive nodded. ‘Yes. Yes, of course. I really must apologise to her as well. I had no idea...’

‘It’s all right. I’ll go.’ Steve smiled.

The director was happy to surrender the task. ‘Well, if you’re sure...’

‘I expect Isabel here would like to meet some of the other islanders,’ Steve suggested helpfully.

Clive gave a start. He had all but forgotten about the other new arrival. ‘Yes, of course. You must forgive me.’ He turned to her now. ‘I do hope this hasn’t been too trying for you...’

Isabel raised an eyebrow. ‘Interesting, certainly. I prefer Bella,’ she added, glancing at Steve.

‘Bella.’ The Australian nodded. ‘Good to meet you.’ He bent down and picked up the video camera. It was lying neglected in the sand where Sue had dropped it. The lens was scuffed and covered in grit, but it was still recording. Steve put it in his rucksack and turned to leave.

––––––––
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The edge of the beach gave way to muddled foliage and Steve Bramagh followed the flattened path around the edge of the island to the entrance of a large cave.

Sue Durrant was sitting in the mouth of the cave, her knees pulled up against her chest. She was a pale-faced woman in her late twenties with straight black hair and a slender figure. It was obvious she had been crying. When she heard the Australian approach, she quickly rubbed the tears from her face.

Steve waved at her from a distance, giving the woman time to regain her composure.

‘What do you want?’ she snapped, with little spirit.

Steve move towards her. ‘I just thought you might need a friend.’ He watched his feet carefully as he arrived at the entrance to the cave. The ground here was pebbled and uneven.

Sue laughed. ‘Yeah, right. And you are?’ The two of them had only met the day before.

‘It’s none of my business, I know.’

The Englishwoman grunted her agreement.

‘So what’s the story? Who is he?’

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

Steve shrugged. ‘Fair enough.’ He found a convenient rock and planted himself down next to Sue. For a moment, there was silence; then he said: ‘The other girl seems all right, anyway.’

Sue was not in the least bit interested. ‘Really?’

‘Isabel. Well, actually, she prefers to be called Bella. I think you’ll like her.’

The woman snorted. ‘Oh yes. And you’re an expert on my likes and dislikes, are you?’

‘Sue, I’m just trying to help.’

She glanced across at him then. ‘What are you, some kind of psychiatrist?’ she sneered.

The Australian smiled with mock humility. ‘Well, actually, I majored in psychology.’

Sue scoffed. ‘You told me last night you worked in a car factory.’

‘That too. I’ve done a lot of things in my time.’

‘Oh, sure. Look, if you really want to help, why don’t you just piss off and leave me alone?’

Steve let out a sigh. There was no mistaking the anger in her voice. ‘Well, if that’s what you want...’ He rose slowly to his feet.

Sue closed her eyes and took a deep breath. ‘Look, I’m sorry, all right? I’m not angry with you. It’s just...I’ve tried so hard to put all this crap behind me.’

‘Put what behind you?’

‘I...I really don’t want to talk about it.’

‘You know, Sue, we’re going to be living together for a whole year. I think we’re going to have to be honest with each other at some point.’

‘Not about this.’

Steve spread his hands. ‘Eventually. Look, if there’s a problem, it’s got to be sorted out. And sooner rather than later. You know, I don’t think Clive’s going to be staying long and then it’s you and this Duncan guy marooned together.’

Sue hesitated. ‘He’s not...?’

‘From what I could gather, Duncan has every intention of staying on.’

‘He can’t.’ She shook her head vehemently. ‘I won’t let him. He’s not going to ruin my life a second time.’

Steve shrugged again. ‘Well, you know, Sue, he is a part of the group. He’s gone through a lot to get here. Probably not as much as I did, but that’s another story. He has every right to stay.’

Sue was shaking now. ‘If you knew what he’d done to me...’

‘Well, tell me.’

She let out an anguished cry. ‘I can’t.’

‘Well, perhaps if you talk to him...’

‘He’s not coming anywhere near me!’

Steve sat down again. He was not prepared to mince words. ‘You know, Sue, sooner or later this is going to have to be sorted. You can’t not talk to a person for a whole year. Not in a place like this.’

‘I told you. He’s not staying.’

‘I hate to say it, Sue, but the way things are looking he probably will be. Unless you give Clive a very good reason for getting rid of him.’

‘I shouldn’t have to...’

‘Or unless you’re prepared to leave the island yourself.’

Sue looked at him sharply. ‘No. I’m not leaving. Not because of him. I’m not doing anything because of him. Not ever.’

The Australian raised his hands. ‘Fair enough. But then ask yourself: what are you going to do?’

––––––––
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Clive Monroe was continuing the introductions.

Chris Hudson, a young Canadian, was sitting at the bottom of a coconut tree a little way from the beach, eating quietly. He was blond, nervous and in his early twenties. He pulled himself up when the new people arrived.

The director waved a greeting and introduced the others. Duncan Roberts had his video camera raised and was filming the introductions for posterity. Isabel Grant stood back and smiled quietly.

‘Where are the others?’ Clive asked the Canadian. The dinghy had delivered five people to the island that morning, but so far he had only seen three of them.

Chris Hudson shrugged. ‘I think they’re off, like, gathering some wood.’

The director glanced at his watch. ‘Not to worry. Look, I just wanted to wish everyone good luck for the first night. I hope it all goes well.’

‘We’ll get by,’ said Duncan, from behind the camera.

‘I just wish I knew what to do about...’ Clive stopped himself. This business with Duncan and Sue had flustered him.

‘She’ll come round,’ Duncan said, though his voice lacked conviction.

‘I suppose I really should go and speak to her myself.’

‘Speak to who?’ asked Chris. The young Canadian had no idea what the two of them were talking about.

‘Er...Duncan and Sue have met before,’ the director explained, sheepishly.

‘Oh. Cool.’

Duncan grimaced.

Isabel Grant, the other new arrival, cut in quickly to save them from further embarrassment. Isabel was a striking young woman, darkly handsome with large brown eyes and long, silky hair. Her accent was cut-glass English. ‘So did you climb that tree?’ she asked Chris, ‘or did the coconuts just fall down?’ There were two or three broken shells lying amid the foliage.

‘Well, I was going to,’ the Canadian responded, awkwardly, ‘but it looked kind of difficult so I just thought, like, maybe if I shook it, kind of thing...’

Isabel nodded.

‘Good idea,’ the director agreed. ‘Conserving energy. Splendid. So you’ve obviously had a good first day?’

Chris shrugged. ‘I guess.’ He was trying very hard not to stare at Isabel. She really was a very attractive woman.

‘Well, anyway, look,’ said Clive, ‘I really am sorry, but I’m going to have to love you all and leave you. I did promise I’d be back at the boat before sunset...’

‘That’s all right,’ said Duncan.

Isabel caught the director’s eye. ‘I’ll come and see you off.’ Clive nodded and the two of them moved away together.

‘Catch you later!’ Chris shouted, watching them go. He took out his penknife and returned to the coconuts.

Duncan Roberts stood immobile, lost in thought.

––––––––
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Steve Bramagh was already walking back to the beach. As he stepped out onto the sand, he saw Clive and Isabel making their way towards the motorised dinghy. He called out to them and they stopped to wait as he moved across to join them.

‘How’s your friend?’ Isabel asked when the Australian drew near.

‘Well, you know, I think I’ve managed to calm her down a bit.’

Clive was relieved. ‘Oh good. Thank you for that. I...but did she say what the matter was?’

‘Well, no. Not exactly,’ Steve admitted. ‘But I have a pretty shrewd idea.’

‘So...what do you – ?’

‘I don’t think it would be fair of me to say.’

‘But you do think...?’ The director hesitated. ‘You do think she’s going to rejoin the group? At some point? This could be rather awkward otherwise.’

‘Well, you know, Clive, if I’m honest, I’m not really sure. I think she’ll stay where she is for tonight. But if I can’t get something sorted by tomorrow, then you might have to take her back on the boat with you.’

Clive shuddered, glancing across at Isabel. ‘I do hope it doesn’t come to that.’

‘I think she’ll be all right this evening, anyway.’

‘That’s a blessing. I can’t tell you how much of a surprise all this has been. If only I’d known...’

Steve shrugged. ‘Well, you know, life can be like that. You just have to learn to ride the blows.’

The director muttered his farewells and wished the two of them well for the night ahead. The dinghy had already been prepared for the return voyage. He scrambled onto the boat and yanked a cord to start the outboard motor.

––––––––
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Andrew Baker had been trying to decide whether to unpack his rucksack or to leave everything where it was. When he heard a sudden buzz from outside, he rushed to the port-hole and caught sight of a large dinghy churning its way across the water towards them.

He went up on deck. The two women he had flown out with were already there. Andrew looked over the railings and saw the familiar figure of Clive Monroe steering the motorboat through the water. It was the first face he recognised since leaving Manchester.

The dinghy pulled in to the side of the larger craft and Clive attached the guide ropes to secure its position.

There was a metal ladder descending to sea level. The director grabbed the lowest rung and quickly began to pull himself aboard. Andrew stepped forward and gave him a hand at the top.

‘I’m so glad you got here safely,’ Clive said, when he had found his feet on deck. ‘All of you. I hope the journey wasn’t too stressful.’

‘No, it were great,’ said Andrew. The two women nodded their agreement. ‘I’ve never been in a helicopter before.’

‘I must confess, neither had I before I got this job.’ Clive grinned and looked back out across the ocean. ‘And such a lovely day. You couldn’t have arrived at a better time. Have you been allocated rooms?’

They all nodded. The girls were sharing a bunk for the night, but Andrew had a cabin to himself.

‘Excellent. Jolly good. We’ve got a meal arranged for you all this evening. The food here’s absolutely fantastic.’

‘It’ll be our last proper grub,’ Andrew reflected.

‘Well, quite,’ said Clive, ‘so only the best, of course. Say, eight o’clock?’ The others agreed. ‘Well, if you’ll excuse me, then...’ The director glanced down at his clothes and grimaced. There was a lot of spray out at sea, even on a quiet afternoon like this, and his shirt was wet-through. ‘I really must get changed.’ He took his leave and strode away across the deck.

Andrew Baker caught the eye of one of the women. ‘Nice bloke, isn’t he?’

The girl smiled back at him.

––––––––
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The first priority was setting up the mosquito nets. Even during the day there were a lot of insects buzzing around and it would only get worse after dark. Luckily, netting was one thing they had been allowed to bring with them.

The two islanders who had disappeared in search of wood had returned to the beach before sunset, laden down with branches. One of them, the group was astonished to discover, was an old school friend of Duncan Roberts. This was the second coincidence in as many hours.

There was much work to do, however, and little time in which to do it. Steve Bramagh began busily coordinating the action, with the help of a brash Australian woman who had been one of the first to arrive on the island. Logs were quickly tied together with vines to set up some basic A-frames. The branches were propped against each other and bound firmly at the top. A second tripod was set up a few feet away and the two frames were joined together by a single cross-beam to support the mosquito net. A further set of beams would be needed to complete the beds, but that would have to wait for another day. A skeleton could hold the nets up well enough for one night. Blankets would have to be put down on the sand, though, to prevent insects from crawling in under the edges.

‘You know, I’m not so sure of the wisdom of setting these up on the beach,’ Steve reflected. There were likely to be an awful lot of insects. ‘I think everyone should cover up pretty thoroughly tonight.’ He wiped the sweat from his forehead.

A fire had been started nearby, using the small wooden pyramid Sue Durrant had constructed earlier on. A tin pot was hanging down from the top of it. Chris Hudson, the young Canadian, was watching over some broth. He was also on video duties for the evening and was already zooming in on the slowly heating food.

‘How’s it looking?’ Steve asked, coming over.

Chris was non-committal. ‘Okay, I guess.’ He zoomed in closer on the brown liquid, which was bubbling away nicely in the large metal tin.

‘I want to take some over to Sue,’ Steve said. ‘I think I should go see how she’s getting on.’ The sun had set a few minutes before and the sky was darkening rapidly. He dipped a shell into the tin and scooped out some of the broth, sipping it gently. It was hot and lumpy, with no real taste to it. ‘You know, that’s not bad,’ he lied. ‘But it could do with a little more garlic.’

Chris nodded, missing the joke. There was unlikely to be any garlic on the island. ‘I guess,’ he said.

Steve smiled back at him.

Sue’s rucksack was lying neglected not far away. Her mosquito net would be packed inside it and her blanket too. She would be bitten to death without them. Steve would have to take it to her along with the broth.

Over by the shore, Duncan Roberts was chuckling along with his old friend.

––––––––
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The sand flies were everywhere. Steve was wearing his long pants and a long-sleeved shirt, but still the insects managed to bite him. His arms and legs were covered in blotches. It took an effort of will not to scratch the wounds.

The cave was a silhouette in the distance. It was dark now. The stars were twinkling brightly but as yet there was no moon.

Steve took each step along the path with great care. There was little light to see by and the terrain was somewhat uneven.

No light radiated out from the cave. Sue had obviously not bothered to make a fire. She could not have eaten either, though there was a small basin inside the cave which seemed to collect a fair amount of rainwater. The sky was clear tonight, and the air seemed reasonably warm.

Steve stumbled momentarily on an unseen stump of grass, but he managed to recover without spilling any of the broth. The soup would almost certainly be cold by now, but it would do Sue good to eat something. Besides, it was the thought that counted.

As he neared the cave, he called out to her gently but there was no response. Perhaps she had already gone to sleep. He moved closer, bringing himself to the mouth of the cave. ‘Sue!’ he called again. ‘Susan! It’s all right. It’s only me.’ Still there was no answer.

He moved inside, but he could make out nothing of the cave’s rocky interior. All he could hear was the sound of dripping water, faint against the roar of the ocean outside.

Steve gave one last call, but there was no reply.

Sue Durrant was not here.

––––––––
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‘To be honest,’ said Clive Monroe, ‘it wasn’t my idea at all.’ He took a mouthful of beef and swallowed it quickly.

Andrew was sitting opposite him at the small plastic table. There were windows in every direction and he could see the dark ocean surrounding them and the starry sky beyond. It was a beautiful night, calm and peaceful.

Inside the boat, the conversation was flowing well.

‘You didn’t decide what we could take?’ one of the women was asking the director, while the others tucked in to their food.

‘Not at all, I’m afraid. I came quite late to the project. I’m a freelance, you see.’

‘So it weren’t your idea?’ Andrew said, somewhat surprised.

‘This? Oh, no. It was all set up by the production company. They got the commission and then they hired me.’

‘But you did choose us lot,’ Andrew pointed out. Clive had been the one who had interviewed him, at least the second time around. His friend Mark had nominated him for the adventure. Andrew had been furious when he’d found out. Mark had seen the advert in the local paper and put him up for it. But it was the director who had finally put him at his ease.

‘Oh, yes, I was in on the selection,’ Clive admitted, putting down a fork and picking up his wine glass. ‘But the company had ultimate say. It’s their money, after all. I’m just here to work through their ideas.’

Andrew understood. ‘But I’m going to get so sunburnt without suntan cream.’

Clive smiled sympathetically. ‘I know. I’m so sorry.’ He took a sip of the wine. It was a rather good Burgundy. ‘I did argue the point. But I think the producers wanted to go for authenticity.’

‘It’s not exactly consistent though, is it?’ said the girl to Andrew’s right. She was the one who had spoken before. ‘Mosquito nets but no sun block. Cooking pots but no matches. Knives and no forks...’

‘I did try and slip some things through,’ the director asserted. ‘But not as much as I would have liked.’ He took another sip of wine. ‘I did suggest it might be a good idea to pay for some survival training, but...well, they were adamant nobody should meet before we came out here.’ He shrugged. ‘Silly, really. I think they just wanted to throw everyone in at the deep end.’ He glanced apologetically around the table.

Andrew swallowed a mouthful of beer from his glass. ‘Makes it more fun, I suppose.’

‘And more interesting for the viewer as well.’ Clive nodded. ‘Although I’m beginning to think...’ He stopped himself. He was frowning slightly. ‘Well, anyway, I’m sure everything will work out splendidly. It always does in the end, doesn’t it?’ He changed tack. ‘So, Andrew, are you looking forward to tomorrow?’

The Mancunian nodded eagerly. ‘Aye. I can’t wait to get started now.’ The more he thought about it, the more excited he was becoming. Especially now he had met the other two. It was good to know he wasn’t the only one nervous about the days ahead.

‘That’s the spirit!’ Clive beamed. ‘Just think of it as one long holiday.’

Andrew drained his glass and returned it to the table. That was it: a year long holiday. He glanced at the empty container. But without booze, without football and without any telly. Just lots of hard work instead.

He grinned. It’d be bloody marvellous!
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Chapter Two
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Nobody said a word when Sue Durrant came and sat around the fire with the rest of the group. She did not care what they thought, in any case. They were all strangers to her. Why should she care? The wood was burning brightly and the flames were giving off far too much heat. It was unnecessary on such a warm night. Someone was just showing off. Her own fire that afternoon had been far less wasteful. But at least the flames provided them with some light to see by. Torches were yet another item on the prohibited list.

Sue had realised pretty quickly that she could not spend a whole night in that cave. It wasn’t just the darkness and the damp. Even the insects she could put up with, if she absolutely had to. It was more the thought of being all on her own. She didn’t feel safe there; it was as simple as that. She needed to be with other people. There was security in numbers, even with such unpromising strangers as these.

Sue had not looked at Duncan Roberts when she had sat down by the fire, but she could sense his presence, scarcely more than a few feet away. He was sitting cross legged, talking quietly to some bearded guy. He made no attempt to come near her or even to glance in her direction. For that at least she was grateful.

She was less happy to discover her rucksack had been moved. She had left it near the cooking pot. Steve Bramagh had probably picked it up and taken it to the cave. Interfering idiot. She hoped he would come back soon. She badly needed a change of clothes. Her arms and legs were exposed to the elements and the sand flies were dancing hungrily around her. Some of the bites were already starting to itch and when she scratched them they only got worse. The smoke from the fire did seem to deter the insects a little, but the fumes made her cough, which was just as bad.

Beyond the flames, visible in the flickering light, she could just make out the A-frames that had been erected across the beach. They were crude, ugly things; clumsy wooden constructions, all in a row. Eyesores, really. Typical, Sue thought. One day here and we’ve already ruined a perfectly good beach. The group would be better off sleeping inland. Perhaps they should clear a space somewhere. I wonder if anyone’s set up a bed for me. It didn’t seem likely. Why on earth would they bother?

She looked up from the flames. The islanders were sat in a rough circle around the fire. Chris Hudson was moving among them, dishing out some kind of broth. He was a lanky, awkward creature. Not good-looking by any stretch of the imagination, but passable, she supposed, if you preferred boys to men. He wasn’t happy having to play mum with the soup, though. He lifted a ladle-full of broth and proffered it to her. Sue didn’t have a bowl and he hesitated, not wanting to give away his makeshift ladle.

‘There are some coconut shells over there.’ He pointed.

Sue shot the Canadian a withering glare and was about to get up when Isabel Grant, who was sitting next to her, passed her a bowl instead. She nodded her thanks. ‘So who nominated you cook?’ she asked Chris, as the boy ladled some broth into the bowl.

‘I sort of volunteered, type thing. I figured it was the easy option...’ From his manner, it was obvious he was having second thoughts.

‘Didn’t think you’d have to serve it as well.’

Chris shrugged. ‘I don’t mind.’

She stifled a laugh. The kid had obviously never done a day’s work in his life. Some rich bastard of a father, by all accounts. It would do him good to get his hands dirty. She stared at the broth. ‘So what’s in it?’

‘Just fruits and stuff. A bit of rice and some sweet potatoes. Sort of anything they could find, I guess.’

Well, that’s reassuring. She took a sip. The broth was warm and tasted salty. Too much sand in there. Chris had moved on before she could berate him. She took another mouthful and swallowed a couple of solid lumps. At least the vegetables seemed vaguely edible.

Steve Bramagh came up behind her. ‘You know, I thought you must be here,’ he said, in his typically breezy manner. ‘And there was I going off on an errand of mercy.’

Sue put down her bowl and looked round at him. ‘And who gave you permission to walk off with my rucksack? I’m being bitten to death here.’

‘Well, you know, I was just trying to help.’

‘Look, Steve, if I need help I’ll ask for it.’ She reached out a hand and grabbed her pack. ‘If you’ve touched anything in there...’

Steve stared at her for a moment. He gave a theatrical sigh but refrained from comment.

Sue rummaged inside her bag and produced a thick, long sleeved top, which she slipped on hurriedly. Try biting through that, you bastards. She grabbed a pair of jeans as well; the only ones she’d been allowed to bring with her. One pair of trousers each, they had been told. And she’d have to take her shorts off to get into them. She was not about to strip off in front of anyone, however, so she pulled herself up and moved away from the fire. No-one paid her any attention as she stepped out of the light, but as she disappeared into the gloom she heard laughter coming from behind. The man next to Duncan was guffawing loudly. Another English bloke, apparently. A bearded photographer. Sue looked back and for a moment she could have sworn he was staring directly at her. Then he looked away.

Sue shivered and dressed herself quickly.

––––––––
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The metal box was heavier than it looked.

Stephanie McMahon shifted her arms to get a proper grip on the large container. Sea water was splashing at her legs. The bronzed Australian took a moment to steady herself and then moved off.

‘You want a hand there, love?’ asked Jeremy Fielding. He was the man with the beard, a tall, over-friendly Englishman.

Stephanie shook her head. ‘I can manage.’ She sloshed through the water and back onto dry land.

The box was not the only item that needed unloading. Clive had arrived earlier than expected with the last of the new recruits, but the dinghy had also been used to bring over the emergency supplies from the yacht.

Some of the islanders were still in bed – it wasn’t much past seven thirty – but Stephanie had risen early, as was her habit. In truth, she had not slept well. The insects and the roar of the ocean were distraction enough, but she had also made the mistake of settling down a few yards from Jeremy Fielding. The bearded Englishman had snored the whole night through.

Stephanie thumped the metal container onto the sand and opened the lid. Inside was a sturdy plastic radio and the pieces of an antennae. She looked up at Steve Bramagh, her fellow Australian, who was putting his own box down nearby. The man’s forehead was glistening with sweat. He was another one who had got up early. He had gone for a run, apparently, shortly before dawn. ‘We were going to put this in the cave, weren’t we?’ she asked him.

Steve nodded. That was likely to prove the driest place on the island, at least until they had constructed some kind of communal hut.

Now that the heavier items had been removed from the dinghy, Clive Monroe was manoeuvring the boat onto the beach, with the help of Andrew Baker. Andrew was one of the new people. Another Brit. He looked to be in his early twenties, quite tall, but lanky and rather boyish. Stephanie had barely said hello to him yet. There was too much else to be getting on with.

Once the dinghy was secured, the director waded out of the water and came over to view the equipment. ‘Well, that’s the last of it, you’ll be happy to know.’ Alongside the radio, there was a medical box, some blankets, several dozen batteries for the video cameras, four large torches – for emergency use only – and the inevitable blank cassettes.

‘We’ll take these across to the cave,’ Stephanie suggested.

Clive Monroe lifted his hands. ‘You’re in charge. It’s your island now.’

‘You know,’ said Steve, ‘We should start finding names for all these places. I think it might help the new people settle in.’

Stephanie replaced the lid on the smaller box and picked up the medical supplies. She would let Steve carry the heavier radio transmitter.

‘It’s all
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