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Three clocks hang on the office wall.
The white one has stopped. The black one keeps ticking on.
Above them the red one is going backwards.
The fairy tale has started.
Contents
Chapter 1
Nowhere to begin
‘Oh Moonlight, you look as though you’ve been eclipsed.’
Moonlight had no mind to disagree. The flimsy black nightdress that she wore certainly dimmed the radiance of her flesh showing through it despite the fabric’s own sheen. The comparison with that other heavenly body’s occasional experiences was undeniable.
Lucine, the young woman critically observing her, ran her hands down the curves of her body, feeling the fabric. ‘Well, it certainly feels sensual to match its looks, but then I’d expect James to buy something like this,’ she remarked, ‘Not just sensual but hyphephilial, if there is such a word. There certainly ought to be. I need to know exactly how to use words if I’m to get anywhere with my journalism studies, but words wear clothes to suit the current trend as well, although I doubt that any trend was James’s reason for buying this. I mean, I know that hyphephilia simply means a love of touch, but anyone who’d even heard of the word would assume that it referred to that sexual deviance. Now this nightdress isn’t that deviant, is it? No, just biased towards a man’s fantasies I’d say, and yet it does have that touch. So, do we like it or not? Keep it on or strip it off?’
Moonlight had also run her hands over the fabric, but didn’t answer the question and wasn’t expected to. She would do whatever Lucine decided. That was always the way with them. She was privileged even to have been given a name; most of her kind weren’t. Lucine had named her to reflect her own name, which was unsurprising as Moonlight really was a creature of light, merely Lucine’s own reflection in her bathroom mirror. For Lucine it made sense on occasions when she was alone in her flat to talk to her reflection. There were times when she didn’t want to share her thoughts, even with a friend on the phone, and simply talking to herself or an imaginary friend would have felt odd. Maybe some had a favourite stuffed toy from their early days with whom they still shared their secrets, but not Lucine.
‘Love to touch,’ Lucine said pensively reaching out towards Moonlight, who did the same until their fingers seemed to touch, but Lucine only felt the glass that separated their worlds and as for Moonlight – who could tell? Lucine needed to share her feelings now, maybe more than ever before, but she didn’t want anyone to try to influence her, so Moonlight was her best companion in this.
‘I feel that I’ve been eclipsed as well, you know,’ she confided. ‘James has been eroding my image of myself ever since we met until I really feel that I’m living in his shadow. Look at this hair.’ She ran her hand through the long locks that curled gently on the way to her shoulders. ‘I know that it’s dark blonde, but he’s even tried to change that – not the colour but its description, like it’s even up to him. He’s tried calling it golden, light brown, ash even. He’s stopped short of dirty blonde or dishwater blonde but I don’t put that past him. Ash? That makes me sound grey. I’m not a grey person in any way and never will be so long as I as I stay out of anyone’s shadow. At first I thought that he saw something in me, but he’s been pricking away my confidence like – like he’s trying to tattoo his own life onto me rather than sharing mine.’
She ran her hands around the hem of the brief garment where it hung just above her knees. ‘It’s too short, too tight, too – black and too much because it’s too little. It isn’t me. It’s what he wants me to be, but I’m not – or I won’t be for him – maybe for somebody else one day, but not him. He’s so confident that I’ll be whatever he wants, maybe even lose enough weight to fit this better, if he ever saw me in it, which he won’t. I’ve never even tried it on before. Well, you would have known; I’d have shown it to you of course. As it is it’s so tight that it might just as well be a tattoo, except that I can peel it off when I want – and him too now. Yes, I’ve finally broken it off – won’t be seeing him again. I just wish that I could peel away the time that I’ve wasted with him as well. I’ll peel his name off him though. I like James, the name I mean. Perhaps I’ll just keep it in my mind until I find another one. Another James or another man without a name? Well you didn’t have one, did you, until I gave it to you? No, I won’t call you James; that would be perverted and we’re not like that, are we? Well okay, we have had our moments here occasionally, but that’s between the two of us.’
She leaned closer to the mirror to examine Moonlight’s breasts, aware that her own were being scrutinised similarly. ‘That clear nylon mesh is so tight that it’s holding your nipples quite flat. Perhaps a little prompting would change that.’ She cupped her breasts in her hands, but then dropped them teasingly saying, ‘What a shame we don’t have a prompter any more. He did have some uses I suppose. You look disappointed. Is that the mood you’re in then? Perhaps we could find a secluded pool in some quiet park and shed these ridiculous garments. We’d certainly both be there if the surface of the water was still enough and we could dive naked into each other and swim with our bodies merging together. That would be far better than this hard glass keeping us apart. Wouldn’t that be gay? No, I meant it in the old-fashioned way, the way that gay young things of the nineteen-twenties would have meant, not their counterparts fifty years later. I told you that even words dress according to the fashion, didn’t I? Admittedly both were carefree, about their new-found freedom to act regardless of the consequences, but we must keep abreast of the times. Speaking of breasts yet again, excuse me while I scratch. It’s okay for you, standing there enjoying the sight, but you can’t feel all these irritating seams on the inside of this thing. Did they have to use so many panels of different materials in it with all this stitching? Trust a man not to think about that, just think about the outside, never mind what’s going on inside. That was James all over – and now I’m itching all over, all over him.’
She paused for a while staring into the mirror. Now she was the one doing the reflecting. ‘Yes, he’s all over. Get used to it. He had an illusion and that was all he really wanted. He didn’t need me, was so complete in himself to his mind. He just had to fulfil that illusion. That’s all this nightdress is, a one-sided illusion. It suits you ideally then. You keep it. I don’t want it. I’ll leave it here for you.’
She went to pull the dress up and off, but then stopped and instead pressed her hands against the mirror. Moonlight did the same and they seemed to lean on each other as though neither could stand alone.
‘I’m sorry,’ Lucine pleaded, ‘I didn’t mean it like that, calling you an illusion. Don’t be offended. To be honest, who’s to say which of us is real? I can see your lips moving even though I can’t hear what you’re saying through this glass and maybe it’s just the same for you, but we both know, don’t we, sharing our thoughts? How can I possibly prove that my world is any more real than yours? Look, I’ll do a deal with you. You wear the nightdress tonight and go to James; find out how he treats you. If you walk out of your bathroom door now though, then I’ll be stuck with wearing my nightdress, uncomfortable though it is, all night until we meet again here tomorrow morning. That will be my penance for saying what I did to you. For tonight you will be the real person with the boyfriend and I will be the illusion suspended in time waiting for your return. Is that fair? I promise that I won’t cheat. We’ll both know if I do.’
The two figures stood, hands pressed together, and then simultaneously slowly nodded. They stepped back and as one turned to her right to leave by one door the other turned to her left to leave by another. Outside the bathroom Lucine headed for her bed and throwing herself into it gathered her thoughts. Had she gone out of her mind? No, it made perfect sense. Her present feelings about James and the feelings she had with her torso packed into this irritating garment were the same. A possibly sleepless night wrestling with thoughts about both of them, that far too gifted man and this his gift, would leave her in no doubts about her choice by morning. It was time to put herself first, maybe to have the confidence to find a young man with flaws which she could heal, not opt for a man who was so complete in himself that she would add nothing to his life.
The room was bathed in soft light from the window, not moonlight – she was gone now, off to spend the night in James’s illusions hopefully, taunting him on Lucine’s behalf – but just the general glow from the suburbs sprawling beyond the block of flats where she lived. This small but adequate second floor flat was both her base in reality and her refuge from it. Her parents helped her to pay for it, but nevertheless it gave her a feeling of control over her life, something that she desired. It wasn’t perfect, but perfection wasn’t that desirable to her mind, not since her experience with James’s all too perfect self-image. She looked up at a crack in the ceiling. It had always been there, a familiar imperfection reassuring her of a steady relationship with a ceiling which would never fall in on her life. That was what she needed, not a total crackpot but a man whose personality was just a little crazed, but not enough to fall apart on her. Still thinking about her ludicrous promise to Moonlight, she drifted off to sleep, swinging between anger about the past and optimism about the future, anger about the optimism and past about the future, her body in a nightdress, neither real for now, a promise to keep, a man not to – whatever.
A bright light in her eyes woke her. It was neither that familiar urban glow nor a sharp beam of moonlight but something that flooded her mind into consciousness. She opened her eyes to see an evenly illuminated crack-free ceiling, so looked around to see where she was. It had to be a dream. She was lying in what appeared to be an enormous green pizza. The surface under her was soft like her mattress but felt more like cheese and a border of something similar surrounded her several feet away.
‘It must be vegetarian,’ she thought dreamily, contemplating the colour, then, ‘No, that can’t be right, not with me as the meaty topping. That’s pretty evident wearing this nightdress. Well I hope I’m still wearing it – or something. Yes, I can feel the damned thing. I’m sure even sausages must be more comfortable in their skins than this.’ As she gathered her thoughts she realised that a slim long-haired youth was standing over her, his brown curls resting on the shoulders of a neat vivid blue zip-fronted outfit that fitted in all the right places. ‘Hello,’ she thought, pursuing her awakened appetite, ‘Is this the delivery boy? Things are looking up,’ but then doubts intruded into her reverie. ‘This is too vivid for a dream,’ she thought, ‘and he’s no giant to match my pizza, so I’m not sure,’ but her mind was unwilling to accept any other explanation, so she lazily mused, ‘Better ask then. I’d like to know before someone starts slicing.’ The very idea tickled her and she doubted that the event itself would do any more than that. Perhaps somewhere at the back of her fogged mind he was already tickling her to death and consuming her with passion.
‘Am I dreaming?’ she said out loud, if that was possible in a dream. Certainly it was the only thing that she’d intended him to hear.
The slim figure replied, ‘I’m afraid I really couldn’t say,’ adding, ‘but I think I am.’
‘This will never do, wasting time debating ownership of a dream,’ she thought, ‘Perhaps we could share it,’ but then another possibility dawned on her, her promise to Moonlight. ‘Have I actually kept my promise?’ she thought. ‘Have I become an illusion in someone else’s dream? Have I literally taken on her role? What exactly does she get up to when she’s not with me? I never considered that. Just because I gave her that name I never thought that she’d go off moonlighting with – rather appealing young men in their dreams.’
The prospect was already growing on her. She needed distraction from the issues of reality and this seemed a pleasant opportunity without consequences. She had a feeling that he could deliver the goods on time and also felt confident that she could fill the role that her nightdress promised of her – just for one night of course. Stretching herself she spread her fingers and pressed them deep into the resilient surface. ‘In that case,’ she hummed lazily, ‘are you dreaming what I’m dreaming?’ but he’d already turned and was walking away over the spongy surface.
‘No,’ she thought, ‘I’m not having that.’ She stood up carefully, never having walked on a pizza before, and looking down at her bare feet spread her arms to balance as she bounced a little to ensure that it was safe. As she did so she realised that he’d turned back on hearing her remark and was watching her imitating a fledgling testing its wings. She cursed herself for looking so gawky. Her sultry seductress act was barely airborne and already she was in a flap. If it wasn’t his dream but actually hers then it wouldn’t matter though. How was everything around her so crystal clear when nothing was inside her mind? Clearly this ownership issue needed resolving immediately.
Taking a pace towards him on the rubbery substance she asked, ‘Well, if we’re both dreaming then who decides what happens next?’ Unfortunately in her assumed role she said this in a more sultry tone than intended and it came out sounding wrong – or had she just got it precisely right?
He seemed to consider the matter for a moment and then a worried look appeared on his face as he said, ‘The date – please tell me the date.’
‘What stupid sort of question is that to ask now?’ she thought, ‘I know he’s dreamy but does he have so many appointments in girls’ dreams that he can’t fit me in? I didn’t know the business was so labour-intensive, what with Moonlight holding down two jobs and him with his busy schedule. I thought he could deliver on time but apparently he doesn’t even know what day it is.’ Nevertheless the panicked look on his face persuaded her to humour him, but the date wouldn’t come to her mind either. Usually dreams go undated until they’re over.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘I can’t remember the date. Is it that important?’
Maybe it was as he looked at his watch. Perhaps that told him the date. They stood looking at each other for an apparent eternity. It had never occurred to her that it was possible to dream of nothing happening, but nothing was apart from her own thoughts, which strangely seemed quite distinct from what she was dreaming. He seemed like someone she’d always known, but presumably that was simply because he was a figment of her own imagination, which appeared to be working overtime. She couldn’t convince herself that she was merely a figment of his. Perhaps like that nightdress he was a patchwork of pieces of other people known to her sewn together on the inside, in which case maybe he was feeling as uncomfortable as she was.
‘Well is it?’ she asked again, tiring of a dream where the pause button had apparently been pressed for too long. It wasn’t as though she could nip out and get a coffee in the interval.
To add to her confusion he said something about looking in the calendar for her, which she didn’t understand as she’d never consider her picture appearing in any calendar and most definitely not wearing that nightdress. The idea of hanging on a wall in some grubby workshop revealing far more than just the date was not one that she’d relish, not even in her dreams. She looked again at the blue one-piece outfit that hugged him almost as well as her nightdress clung to her. Was it a jumpsuit – or overalls? The image of a grubby workshop loomed in her mind again but she pushed it aside. She didn’t want to think of him like that if she had the choice. Before she could decide what her choice would be she had none as, without warning or asking, he pulled her against himself and kissed her. She might have felt that at last things were going her way as she closed her eyes but instead she felt something else.
A pins and needles sensation started in her extremities and swept rapidly through her limbs until she couldn’t feel them at all. As he pulled her against his body she kept going as though she were soaking right into him. She could feel the fabric of her nightdress pressed against her back by his hands, but it was the sensual outer surface that she could feel, not the irritating side, as though he were holding the empty garment behind her. At the same time she felt as though her breasts were rubbing against something hard curving around them, but then she could no longer feel any sensations from her skin at all, not even a memory of her abrasive nightwear. What she did feel was her heart pounding strangely with a double beat as though it had split into two separate organs. She thought to open her eyes but all she saw was a black starry sky through which she seemed to be falling. It was as though he had squeezed the very spirit out of her body and it was hurtling through space like moonlight itself. She tried to gasp but her breathing was somehow controlled and steady, beyond her influence as though no longer hers. She mentally closed her eyes again in an attempt to exclude the disorienting vision and sensations. Almost immediately she felt the sensations fade back to more normal ones and on opening her eyes cautiously she discovered that she was simply being held gently in his arms. The postponed gasp came at last and, pulling away from him, she managed to say, ‘You call that a kiss?’ before another genuine gasp of breath prevailed.
‘I haven’t had any complaints before,’ he replied.
‘No, not that, not the kiss, if that’s what it was. I mean all the other strange stuff, the stars and the – squishing together. It felt more like an interstellar heart attack than a kiss. You’re supposed to sweep a girl off her feet and make it seem that the earth moved, not sweep the feet off her, not to mention her arms and legs apparently, and make the earth disappear entirely. Of course standing on this stuff I might not have noticed the earth move, but that was downright excessive.’
Even as she spoke she noticed that the feeling returning to the soles of her feet was different now, hard and cold instead of soft and warm. She looked down at a hard grey floor surface and added, ‘but what’s happened to the pizza? My feet are getting cold.’
He looked puzzled. ‘Squishing together? Pizza? Excuse me, I think I missed that part. I was preoccupied with something else for a moment there. You see, I didn’t actually expect to end up under the stars like that either.’
She wrapped her arms protectively around herself and said, ‘Well, if I’d known that we were going outside under the stars I’d have worn something more suitable myself – like my skin at least. It felt like I lost most of it when I fell inside – inside something. Was that the something that distracted you while you were kissing me? In that case you’re excused, but what’s happened to the floor?’
‘I never knew there was an outside,’ he muttered, then added brightly pointing down, ‘but it must have worked,’ as though the disappearing pizza had been a conjuring trick. He looked at his watch yet again and his face fell. ‘My watch isn’t working though. That’s strange.’
She was getting annoyed at his obsession with dates and times. How could she enjoy a leisurely dream with this constant clockwatcher? ‘Working?’ she said, hopping from foot to foot on the chilly floor, ‘Is anything supposed to work in a dream? I don’t expect things to make sense but why are you being so senseless?’
As though transfixed by her rebuke he stood for a moment saying nothing, but his eyes darted around frantically. Was he trying to think what to say or indulging himself in her appearance, or was that rapid eye movement the sign that he was the one asleep, that she was indeed within his dream? An answer came quickly, to her surprise.
‘Oh, I’m so sorry. I’m not usually like this. I was so engrossed in being lecherous that I forgot my manners. Come with me. We should be able to find something more for you to wear.’
More to wear? She was even more confused than ever. After that kiss and now an admission of lechery she didn’t expect such consideration for her modesty. She wasn’t even sure that she’d demanded it – and now that damned nightdress was scratching her again. Never mind more to wear; if only she could take it off, but she’d made a promise to herself what seemed a very long time ago. Nevertheless she imagined herself lying comfortably naked on that soft green surface while he – no, apparently this wasn’t her dream after all. Anyway her oversized pizza had mysteriously disappeared, an opportunity kissed goodbye apparently.
Beckoning her to follow he went through a doorway and she realised that the edge of her pizza had simply been a long green upholstered couch. It ran right around the walls of a circular room broken only by two doorways. They crossed a corridor, which curved around the outside of the room with big picture windows facing into it, and entered another room with a bed and other paraphernalia which looked like it should have been in a hospital. He opened a tall cupboard and said, ‘I thought these would be here. Nothing much has changed apparently. You should find something to fit you.’
In the cupboard hung a row of white dressing gowns and below them were towelling slippers, presumably for the use of patients. Realising that she was getting cold she gratefully found the right sizes and put them on. As she looked down at the simple flip-flops on her feet and shrugged the dressing gown on over her fantasy garment, the unfamiliar feel of the fluffy fabric against her skin reminded her of the startling reality of the whole experience. Tying the gown around herself she felt that she had wrapped the carefree spirit of Moonlight in the far more rational mind of Lucine. Furthermore, the feel of her blood pulsing through her rapidly warming flesh told her that she also had a body of flesh and blood in an all too physical world, but still she couldn’t accept that entirely. Nevertheless dark thoughts strayed into her mind and she tried to think rationally. She reflected on the odd experience when he kissed her and the discrepancy in her surroundings after, as though she’d lost some time between. Now there was this medical facility and she wondered whether she’d been drugged. Everything was too sharply detailed to be a dream and thinking and talking were quite distinct from each other. This was too much like reality to be taken so lightly, but if more seriously, how, where, why and who?
While she wrestled with shadows of possibilities he walked back across the round room and looked at a darkened doorway across the corridor beyond the one opposite, apparently lost in thought himself. If he was her captor for real he wasn’t too concerned about what she did, although at present her choices were limited. She decided to follow his lead and speak her mind honestly and directly, if only to gauge his reactions. Hurrying after him she said, ‘I’m scared. I need to know what’s happening.’
He turned to face her with the hint of a frown creasing his brow. ‘Please don’t be afraid. There’s nothing here that can hurt you and I certainly won’t. You’re more likely to harm yourself by feeling like that. You may feel scared but I’m feeling confused at present. How about we compromise and both feel curious. Don’t you feel curious?’ He smiled as he said this as though he’d intended the ambiguity and she couldn’t help smiling too. Evidently reassured by this he went on, ‘Look, I need to check some things. Could you just wait here for a moment and then I’ll try to explain.’
He walked away into the darkened room leaving her to share in his confusion instead of being scared alone. A little light filtered into the room from the corridor but she heard metallic sounds and curses as he blundered around. ‘Curiosity killed the cat,’ she thought, ‘but evidently he’s no cat.’ She found the humour reassuring and chose to postpone rationality until it had something on which to feed. Nevertheless she doubted that anyone in her dreams would use the sort of language that he was currently, the first sign of roughness is his manner that she’d noticed. The nascent journalist in her diverted her thoughts of language, but an animal’s fear of fate still prevailed. ‘What’s sauce for the goose,’ she thought, feeling sad for the goose, ‘It seems that he’s also likely to harm himself feeling around like that, unable to take a proper gander.’ Yes, humour helped.
He soon emerged again saying, ‘Nothing’s working, not even the emergency lighting. That’s really peculiar. We’ll have to go upstairs. Perhaps we’ll find the answer there. Will you come with me?’
He pointed out a staircase at the end of the corridor and she followed him to it wondering what other choice he thought she had. Feeling a little foolish, but still believing that honesty might produce answers, she said, ‘Please tell me honestly. Is this a dream or is it really happening?’
He snorted a laugh. ‘Doesn’t anything happen in your dreams then? No, it’s not a dream and it isn’t happening, but I think it’s real.’ He rapped his knuckles on the wall of the staircase, which was painted with large fish against an aquamarine background. The mural extended all the way up the staircase on both sides like a tunnel through an aquarium. The fish seemed to stare in surprise at him standing there rapping on the wall of their world, a creature from another place that they couldn’t comprehend. He shook his hand and she saw that it had an angry graze on it, possibly from an earlier close encounter in that room. He grinned saying, ‘It certainly feels real. I don’t suppose that helps though, does it, if it isn’t happening?’
‘No,’ she said, staring back at the fish with just as little comprehension. ‘How can something be real if it isn’t happening?’
‘I mean that everything here is normal. The things that seem to happen here are just as you’d expect. If you miss a step you’ll fall down the stairs and injure yourself, so be careful in those slippers. It wouldn’t matter much though. Virtually nothing matters here, but I don’t want you to hurt yourself. Here, take my hand.’
She’d given up seeing him as her captor, so she slipped her hand into his and felt it close and stop with a gentle grip, but his fingers felt as rigid as though she were hand in hand with a marble statue. His flesh was smooth but hard as though he spent his time handling heavy objects, maybe just working out, but the texture didn’t suggest that he was involved in rough labour. No, he didn’t strike her as a rough man at all, apart from some understandably coarse language elicited by pain earlier. If this was a dream then every cell in her body seemed to be contributing to it, and why was she assessing him in a way that she’d only do in real life? She had to continue pressing him for answers harder than he was pressing her as they started to climb the stairs.
‘That kiss wasn’t what I expected. That wasn’t normal. Something weird definitely happened,’ she said.
‘I thought you were asking me about this place, not that one,’ he said, studying each fish that they passed.
‘That place, what place? Is there a difference then ? Have I been somewhere else as well?’ she asked, hoping for a revelation.
‘No, well yes, sort of. Look, give me a chance. I can’t tackle questions like that halfway up a staircase. I’m only halfway into this myself, still trying to understand what’s going on, but I do understand how you must feel.’ He stopped and turned to look at her. ‘You’re wondering whether you’re really here. Okay then, for starters are you conscious of being here?’
‘Of course I am. I wouldn’t be worried about it if I wasn’t,’ she retorted.
‘Right, so are you conscious of being anywhere else as well?’
‘No, not if I’m here. That’s ridiculous, but then I shouldn’t be here anyway.’
‘Ah, but we haven’t established that you are yet, have we? Okay, so do you think you might be unconscious somewhere else?’
‘What, you mean in a coma or something?’
His eyes widened into a stare which seemed to go right through her. ‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ he said, ‘I wonder if I’m in a coma and imagining this. Maybe I did concentrate too hard.’ His grip tightened as he said, ‘You are real, aren’t you? I mean right now, not back there. I know you were then, but now – ’
She stared back at him uncomprehendingly. His concern seemed quite genuine, so she tried to reassure him. ‘Of course I am. Oh come on. We can’t both play this game. You seem to know your way around here. Can’t you tell whether this is real, even if it isn’t happening?’
The only way to describe his eyes, which were now gazing steadily at her with no hint of movement but maybe a little sadness, was that they were hazel, if only because she couldn’t decide exactly what colour they were, but she could see every detail in them so clearly and – he was talking again now.
‘The best way that I can explain it is that I know how this place used to be, but maybe not exactly how it is now. Most of it, but not all, seems the same. You could say that I’ve been here before, but I don’t have a precise explanation for how I got here now except that I wanted to come – and to bring you with me. To be honest I wanted to find the time to get to know you and apparently I have somehow. If you think you’re confused you should see things from my side, but I really can’t explain it yet. Sometimes only knowing the half of it doesn’t help. That’s why I don’t want to rush into trying to explain any of this to you. All I can say is that this is more than a dream but less than reality.’
‘What’s more than a dream but less than reality? There’s nothing in between those two.’
He paused for only a moment before replying, ‘But isn’t that how we plan our lives, dreaming of what we want to do and then making it a reality? Somewhere in between there are things that might possibly become reality or already are. We don’t always know which is which. Sometimes we plan ahead, rehearsing the possibilities in our minds. Maybe that’s how we should see this, as a rehearsal for something that we might want to happen, but as I said it isn’t happening now. I’m absolutely sure of that. Look, we’re standing on a staircase halfway between where we were and where we’re going. This really is nowhere to start explaining any of it, even though I want to.’
She had to accept his point as they continued to ascend but, unable to climb in silence, she asked, ‘But how did I ever get into this – more than a dream? Did you do that?’
The fish must have lost their appeal to him now as he just looked down at the steps. ‘Not in the first place, no. I think people usually have an idea why they come themselves. Did you have a reason for coming that you can think of? Anything troubling you at all?’ As he spoke he kept looking at the steps, maybe not wanting to make the question too personal by looking her in the eyes.
This was getting weird, someone in what could well be a dream asking her why she was having it. Perhaps it was her own subconscious self-analysis after all and she should go along with it. In any case, if it was a dream she would never meet him again and surprisingly that bothered her. Either way she’d already opted for honesty, so said, ‘No, I don’t have any concerns now that I’ve split up with my boyfriend. Actually I was looking forward to the possibility of starting afresh with someone different – ’
Her voice trailed off as the situation dawned on her. He was as different as she could imagine. She wanted a relationship where she could keep control of her life and he’d just said that nothing that happened here mattered at all. Not only had she realised the implication but she’d effectively told him as well. By then they’d reached the top of the staircase where it opened onto a peculiar looking room, but she was still too engrossed in her thoughts to pay much attention to it. ‘Hold on,’ she said, ‘This is starting to make too much sense. Honestly, how can I tell whether you’re even real?’
He was looking around the room, but didn’t seem to be particularly surprised about its bizarre appearance. ‘Smaller than I expected,’ he said, ‘They’ve made some changes.’ Then he turned to her and said, ‘Oh yes, I’m very real and so are my feelings. Maybe I’m not coming up to your expectations. Does that prove anything, the fact that I’m a disappointment to you? Probably not. Now you’ll think you dreamed me up to criticise in place of your boyfriend. Okay, if that’s what you need go ahead. It wouldn’t be fair to disillusion you. Nobody should have their illusions shattered.’
She felt that she’d just shattered his and tried to soften her approach. ‘Okay, so maybe I was partly responsible for coming here regardless of how real it is. If so then how do I get back – to complete reality I mean?’ she said, quickly adding, ‘if I want to, that is.’
He looked crestfallen and said, ‘We finish that kiss and then I send you back – where were you before you met me?’
Raising her eyebrows she said, ‘Funnily enough I was asleep in bed. There aren’t many other places I’d be in a nightdress like this. I have been to pyjama parties in the past, but never in this.’
He grinned. ‘Let me know if you do and I’ll be there. You looked exquisite in it. Do you really want to go back then? Back to what, to sleep, perchance to find a better dream? How many ways can you find to offend me? Or do you think more beauty sleep could make any improvements, because I don’t.’
She felt assaulted by the oddly eloquent compliment. She also felt that she herself could have created it with its shades of Shakespeare and Elizabeth Barrett Browning, but she let that thought slip. ‘Wait, what do you mean, finish the kiss?’ she asked.
‘Don’t worry,’ he said, his grin dropping to sad resignation, ‘That never really happened either, but even things that don’t happen must end. You want this to end as well, don’t you? I’m disappointed. If it ends then we'll never meet again. For a moment I thought there was something –’ something he couldn’t describe apparently.
She couldn’t describe it either, but she also knew that it existed and she couldn’t see any harm in playing along for a while longer. ‘What if I did stay a while, if only to get some answers? What would we do?’
‘Look for them and maybe decide how long a while it is. I’ve found the time but I don’t know how much yet and I don’t know how safe it is to be here.’
‘Safe? You mean that we could be in danger? But you said that nothing here mattered.’
He rubbed his chin with his free fist as though he’d said too much, but explained, ‘Danger can be unpleasant even if it doesn’t matter, in the long run that is. It’s a bit like a visit to the dentist I suppose. No matter how much you suffer at the time you know that it will end soon enough. That’s the sort of danger that I meant. Nowhere is entirely safe and as that’s exactly where we are we don’t really have to worry. I do know what I’m talking about even if you don’t get it yet. I’m an engineer, well I like to think that I am, not some mad scientist. I’m really quite safe, only likely to confuse you with what I say, but not lock you away while I play music on my mighty organ. That would just be too melodramatic, even here. This place doesn’t even have an organ. Somebody used to have a mouth-organ but he soon got unpopular as you can imagine. He used to be called inharmonica man because he played so many wrong notes. You’re not imagining this though and neither am I, but somebody must have and that’s what puzzling me.’
An engineer, that explained his strong smooth grip, but before she could think any more about his grip, his eyes, his confusion, his gentle attitude and a lot more besides something startling happened. In complete contradiction of his claim the unusual room before them filled with thunderous organ music and they stood staring at each other in amazement. She recognised the piece immediately, as well as its significance. It was Widor’s Toccata and she’d heard it played at the end of several of her friends’ weddings. It was so loud that she could barely hear her own thoughts, let alone say anything to him. The high notes flew around like a flock of trapped birds beating at her head while the bassline seemed to be shaking the walls with their startled looking fish.
‘This is not happening,’ she thought, but apparently it was. ‘He isn’t real,’ she thought, but she wished he was. ‘I need to know,’ she thought, but she already guessed that there was a great deal that she needed to know before any of it made sense and that would take time. ‘I don’t have the time for any of this,’ she thought, but he’d said that he’d found the time for her. How can anyone find the time, or the date? Where can one look for those things – except maybe into his eyes? It was no good trying to think. Her mind was being assaulted by the music, no not music, not that loud, more like –
Somewhere that journalist inside her was still endeavouring to find honest words, words that didn’t dress to suit a style and she’d just found one. No, this wasn’t merely music but a cacophony despite its harmony and when it ceased perhaps she’d discover the truth, all the truth about him – and the rest of course if she had to.
Chapter 2
Early misconceptions
The kid on the motorbike was still hot on his tail. Graham spun the wheel and his sports car pulled round in a left hand turn. He turned the wheel back but the vehicle just kept going around. The wheel was useless, turning loosely in his hands and the whole world flashed past as he spun around. He gave up the pretence and sat back to enjoy the ride on the carousel. The cacophony of the fairground spun around him. Much of it emanated from a jarringly painted fairground organ blasting out its equally jarring tune. To him it wasn’t an instrument playing music but an alien weapon strafing the defenceless throng of humans with lethal sonic rays emitted from its many pipes. He’d not seen much evidence of fatalities so far except for the occasional toddler exhausted by vain efforts to scream louder than the powerful device. Inexperienced solitary humans were just too puny to compete with such advanced technology. Only the concerted hubbub from the crowd challenged the machine and yet above all this other sounds could be heard. Somewhere not too far away a bell was ringing. The kid in the fire-engine further round the carousel got a bell but all he got was a steering wheel that didn’t work. Such are the fortunes of life.
Up ahead the pink little girl sat haughtily in her gilded coach. She’d spoken to him, but it hadn’t made any sense, stuff about fairies and such. Little girls were aliens, but not the sort you could fight. It caused all sorts of trouble if you did that. No, they were the other sort, the ones that invaded your brain with their ideas. They had this master plan, to make the whole world pretty. That was a terrible fate. He’d seen pretty boys and the sight just wasn’t pretty at all. She’d said that his hair was pretty, but it wasn’t. His hair was long and beautiful. He knew that because his teacher had told him and he trusted her. When she’d said it she’d stretched the word out to fit the length of his hair, so he knew she was right. You can’t stretch pretty like that. His teacher was elegant. He’d heard people say that. It meant that she was tall and thin apparently. He looked round at the kid on the bike behind him. He was safe, hunched over the handlebars with his straight black hair hanging down towards his frog mouth like wet seaweed. He’d never be pretty, whatever little girls tried to do. Fairies were nonsense as well. He had more chance of walking on the moon than meeting one. If he did walk on the moon perhaps he’d get to meet a proper alien, the sort that try to wrap you in their tentacles and drool slime over you. He could cope with that after several encounters with auntie Elizabeth. At least she proved that some little girls grew into proper aliens eventually. There had to be a way to keep little girls from getting into your mind. Concentrating wasn’t any good because that was dangerous. A kid in the playground had told him how lots of people had been sent to camps to concentrate and they’d died. Grown-ups didn’t talk about it because they said it was the saddest thing that ever happened, but this kid knew all about it. To stop it ever happening again they’d created a special organisation with its own flag. Graham knew that because he saw it flying on his birthday to remind people. It didn’t have a nice brightly coloured pattern like most flags. Instead it was a picture of the world in a cloudless blue sky with a plant growing around it. He didn’t understand how growing a plant around the entire world would stop bad things happening, but if they were doing something that difficult they must know that it would work. Anyway, to help ensure that bad things never happened he’d vowed never to concentrate on anything, especially on his birthday.
He turned his attention to the fairground as it passed by. Every time he went around he saw more or less the same people, but they’d be doing something slightly different each time. One time the balloon man would have a customer, then he wouldn’t. Graham didn’t have a balloon. During negotiations he’d been offered either a balloon or an ice cream and he’d opted for the ice cream. He went round again and saw a balloon floating above the crowd. Somebody had let it go and now it was nobody’s. He could have it but it was out of reach, just like the moon. There was no compromise; either you could reach something or you couldn’t. The balloon looked like it was heading for the moon itself. All the people walking about seemed to be going very fast as he went by. In contrast the man who worked the carousel was standing in the middle of it and hardly seemed to move at all. That seemed strange, spending all that time on it but never going anywhere. The man stood staring out across the crowds at nothing in particular, completely immune to the penetrating sound waves bombarding him, it seemed. He was the person in control, at the hub. Graham knew that word. It was small because it described the small thing in the middle of a wheel. He didn’t really understand ‘rim’ though. That went around the outside but it wasn’t long enough to do that. Perhaps it was small because you used it on narrow wheels like ones on bicycles. There was another much longer word which he couldn’t remember that went around thicker wheels. He understood about bicycles and tricycles and four-stroke cycles. It depended on whether they had two, three or four wheels. He’d seen a four-stroke cycle in a display case somewhere, but it was obviously a car engine, so he knew it was just another name for a car. Americans didn’t call them cars. They called them automobiles, but that was because theirs were bigger than English ones. He wondered why they didn’t call them four-stroke cycles, but guessed that those words came apart too easily and they didn’t want their automobiles to do that. However, from seeing car chases in American programmes on TV he felt that generally they did. Perhaps when he was grown up he could fix cars so that they didn’t come apart at the wrong time. Maybe that would be better than being the man at the hub who never went anywhere. Anyway, such decisions were several lifetimes away.
He was already on his second lifetime. The end of the first had come as a surprise. The numbers on the ends of the years had been going up in a sensible fashion and then they’d got to nine and things had changed and they’d started at zero again, but the years looked a bit different. Dad had told him that it was the end of a decade and that that decade would never ever come back again. That had affected Graham deeply, the idea that something had been lost forever and that he had to start over. He’d heard stories that life kept changing like that. As soon as you thought you understood how things worked you’d be moved to a new life elsewhere and have to learn all new things. He wasn’t sure what would become of him if he didn’t, but he suspected that that was how people became teachers.
The man at the hub had disappeared through a door for a moment and the carousel was stopping. When it did the man went over to the gilded coach and lifted the little girl out and placed her on the ground. She looked horrified at his arrogance. No doubt she would be telling all her friends how she was grabbed by a wicked ogre. Graham decided to get off the carousel on the other side so that he wasn’t one of them and the seaweed-headed frog appeared to have had the same thought. They looked knowingly at each other, old campaigners when it came to survival. Neither mind-numbing little girls nor sonic death-rays would get to them sheltered by the carousel. Safely behind it they could hear the heart-rending sounds of the alien noise machine doing battle with Nellie the Elephant. No doubt the princess from the pretty pink planet was revelling in the carnage. As the infernal machine finished off poor Nellie he was glad that he couldn't see her final moments but he imagined the grass around the machine turning deathly pink. The weapon was silent now, having run out of ammunition. No doubt the operator would be checking the musical scores before reloading. They had to do that, keep the scores: one dead elephant, six apoplectic toddlers and thousands of damaged eardrums. Graham and Frogface paused for a moment's silent respect for the fallen heroes, the magnificent seven and the countless other casualties. The top brass had got it wrong; they should have sent in Dumbo, not Nellie, but perhaps Dumbo was on another mission, maybe pursuing that escaped balloon. They should have got their priorities right though.
The two of them were safe for the moment but he wished that they could find a foxhole to hide in. That was another clear difference between girls and boys; during their adventures boys would know to take cover in a foxhole intentionally whereas if a girl just fell down a rabbit hole by accident she’d imagine it to be an adventure. Now there was another hazard; the man from the hub was curiously peering down at them from the carousel. It wasn't safe to stay in one place for too long; you could never be sure who was friend or foe. Frogface melted away into the crowd. Good man; he might be ugly but he knew his fieldcraft. Graham backed away from the carousel, planning his next move. The operator of the sonic weapon would be loading new targeting information punched into big cardboard sheets into the guidance computer. Hopefully it wouldn't be the Stars and Stripes programme again. A second volley of that was bound to bring the American cavalry riding into the fairground and things would get very messy with lots of collateral damage. He wasn't sure what collateral damage actually was but he suspected that it was an American secret weapon. They had funny ways of fighting in America; he'd seen it in the cowboy films. You could easily tell who were the bad guys because they rode through town stupidly shooting into the air while the good guys actually aimed their guns at people, which was much more effective. That's how he'd realised that the organ was an evil alien weapon, all those barrels pointing straight up in the air. You had to be observant to survive, especially when crossing the road. Of course, he realised, the cowboy films, that was the clue! Now he understood the alien strategy. It was all back to front; it wasn’t just that war caused a lot of noise but that a lot of noise caused wars.
In the American saloons someone would start playing terrible loud music and then everybody always started fighting each other completely indiscriminately. The loud discordant sounds clearly disoriented people but apparently they also made them illogically aggressive. Yes, it made sense, lots of noise, loud military music, people shouting out encouragement to big crowds from balconies and then the fighting started; he’d seen it all on old newsreels. Now here was the same strategy: the organ blared, the toddlers screamed, their parents got angry, passers by confronted the parents and in no time everybody would be fighting; collateral damage, brilliant strategy, but how could it be overcome? Ah, those mysterious people growing an enormous plant around the whole world, that must be the countermeasure; well, he thought that big word was the right one although it didn’t seem to make much sense. Personally he liked sweet shops with really big counters but he’d never thought of going to the trouble of measuring them. He made a mental note to do that in future, but it would mean carrying a ruler around with him the whole time. It would be easier to use Mum’s tape measure, but they were for making dresses and things, girl’s things, not something for a boy to be found carrying. No, a ruler was better and you could have good fights with rulers.
Anyway, getting back to the alien war, obviously this plant was the solution. He’d heard a song about fighting for the green and pleasant land, so it must be something to do with all the leaves shutting out the noise and preventing more fighting. Certainly Dad was always telling him that he wanted some peace and quiet at home, so the two were definitely connected. The pieces of the jigsaw were all fitting into place now. He had to report back to his superiors, only ever referred to by their codenames, Mum and Dad. They knew that he could take care of himself but they still insisted on their little trooper reporting in regularly and now he had some intelligence for them. His teacher had said that he had some intelligence but until now he hadn't realised what it was. Obviously she knew about things even before they happened, which was really clever. Maybe that was why she was a teacher, being able to predict the future without even going on to her next lifetime to find it out. As he cautiously crept away Graham decided that this life was too hazardous and potentially too short for philosophising and that he needed to get properly involved immediately. There’d be no more pink grass if he could help it. When he reported back he would volunteer for a hazardous mission, to take on the candy floss. Yes, it was alien and it was pink and things could get messy, but at least it wouldn’t be noisy and he’d be doing his bit for peace and quiet, which would please Dad.
Chapter 3
Second life
‘I thought you were a lady. That was uncalled for.’ Graham looked at the scratches on his wrist and then at his guilty companion. He was working on a Honda NSX with his arm down inside the engine bay alongside her V6 engine when a hot spot had made him wrench his hand back and she’d taken a dig at him. Nevertheless it was a pleasure to be in the company of an ageing supercar that wasn’t showing her years despite having been around the block many many times. He’d been very lucky to get this job working on high performance cars in the garage tucked away in the Kent countryside. It was an area where people had been tinkering with cars since the earliest days of motoring. His engineering achievements at technical college had gained him the job and he really enjoyed it.
‘Arguing with the customers now then Graham?’ He spun around on hearing the voice of Mister Arnold, his boss. ‘Continue your love affair with this beauty later. You shouldn't confuse your cars with your women though; neither of them appreciate it. They can be unforgiving and hurt you when you least expect it and then later you discover that some other man has been working on them.’
‘The cars or the women?’ Graham asked in confusion.
‘What? Oh, I see what you mean. There, that’s what comes of getting the two mixed up. Let that be a lesson to you.’
Graham was sure that it might be eventually, but apparently not today.
‘Anyway,’ Mister Arnold went on, certain that he’d made his point, ‘take your break now and give this thing time to cool off. It’ll still be waiting for you when you come back. I don’t think you can always be sure of that with a woman.’
Graham accepted the sound advice, at least the currently relevant part of it, cleaned up his hands and took his lunch out of the workshop down to the riverbank where he always took his break. He walked along the towpath, now just an overgrown footpath which hadn’t seen horses pulling barges in a very long time, and as he passed a solitary angler he nodded to the man, who looked back at him from his bubble of isolation without uttering a word. Bubbles in the river might have grabbed his attention more than Graham. The garage with its workshop stood by the quiet rural upper reaches of the river Medway far from the more commercial waterway below Maidstone. Here the river was wide enough for two boats to pass each other but narrow enough for a man of Kent on one bank to speak to a Kentish man on the other, although such a loud conversation across the ancient demarcation line would have disturbed the air of tranquillity. It was navigable here and had been a commercial route in the past with timber felled on Baltic shores finding its way up through the locks from the Thames estuary on barges, but now only pleasure craft plied its path. Further downstream the smaller timber would have been digested by the papermills that in their turn fed the presses of Fleet Street, but only whole logs made it this far upstream for structural purposes. The most important traditional industry on this sleepy stretch had once been the manufacture of cricket balls, another product essential to the contents of an English newspaper.
He found a comfortable patch off the path to sit and pulled his meal out of the bag in his hand. At lunchtime he found a few bananas to be adequate and convenient sustenance requiring no thought or preparation, so they were his usual fare as they were today, a day like any other. As he ate a small cabin cruiser chugged up the river and passed a group of kayaks working their way downstream. The occupants of the kayaks didn’t look athletic enough to turn around and compete with the current; it would probably take all the paddling they could do to keep in the same place. Following the recent rain the river was in an enthusiastic mood, making up for its lack of width with a surfeit of flow. The cruiser was having no trouble though, its tireless machinery overcoming the natural tendency of the flow to take everything down to that ultimate destination, the directionless sea.
High in the sky above the engine of a light aircraft suddenly cut out and the craft corkscrewed down to earth in a steep spiral dive. Graham took another bite out of his second banana and watched it for a moment. Yes, it took a lot of effort to keep in the same place, not to get washed out to sea or dragged down to the ground. It seemed that mankind spent a lot of time and energy fighting against nature – old-time horses pulling logs upstream when they’d prefer to float the other way and the modern boat and plane equally resisting the natural flow – and even when mankind wasn’t fighting nature it turned on itself. With a roar the plane climbed back into the sky. Hereabouts nobody paid any attention to an aircraft engine cutting out; it was usually a trainee pilot practising for emergencies in the safe skies over the river valley. This one was no trainee though, far from it; this was an accomplished pilot taking a Pitts Special through its paces. Graham had often seen the performance and it was no longer a novelty. It probably flew over from the airfield at Biggin Hill where there wasn’t so much space below the busy commercial air lanes over south-east England to attempt such stunts.
In a field on the Kentish side of the river a skylark took umbrage at the impertinent imitator and climbed into the air singing its song. Where once there would have been hopfields and orchards now there were less labour-demanding open arable cropfields and more profitable soft fruits such as strawberries destined to be eaten with cream at Wimbledon. There’d also been a time in this corner of England when the sound of birdsong would have attracted far less attention than the sound of aircraft engines cutting out. In the earlier years of the second world war eyes would have turned skywards to see whose plane had just lost its share of the battle of Britain, while later it would have been safer to dive for cover as a doodlebug cruised blindly towards its arbitrary target, possibly just a nondescript piece of riverbank such as this. Such things were just memories now but they were second-hand memories, other people’s not Graham’s own. Even so there remained the odd reminders of a time before his, like the defensive concrete pill-boxes set along the river banks still waiting for an invasion that would never come, antibodies to a past infection in the bloodstream of a land where no rivers of blood were now likely to flow. The skylark’s piercing song still came down clearly from the almost invisible speck up above and then suddenly cut off as the bird plummeted back towards the ground. It seemed that nature could surpass humanity without any fuss every time.
Graham wondered where real satisfaction with life lay, who felt the most fulfilment. Was it the completely motionless angler dreaming of fish he’d never catch, the boaters following the predefined course of the river, sailors choosing their own heading somewhere out at sea or that pilot freely experiencing movement in every dimension? For his own part he’d driven powerful cars over slippery mud and ice, where they behaved more like speedboats than the more predictable vehicles that they were meant to be, and he’d felt the essential adrenaline rush that kept him safe, but he wondered whether even that pilot was truly satisfied with his achievements or whether he’d rather have lived in another time when he could have had a genuine adversary and something real to achieve apart from fighting against gravity.
Graham could understand that feeling, of living the wrong life, maybe even at the wrong time, of being on the wrong side of some determining line, something as subtle as being Kentish but not of Kent. He had the ambition to become a real engineer, not just a motor mechanic, but he wondered how, when and whether the opportunity would arise. He dreamed of forcing it by coming up with some remarkable invention, something that he could patent, the well-known Graham patent – thing. Well, whatever that thing was perhaps it would be well-known in the future but he’d really like to know what it was much sooner. He was sure that it existed somewhere, sometime just waiting for him to put his name to it. If only. Perhaps the answer to the question of satisfaction with life, certainly for the people he’d seen, was that enjoyment of the journey was far more important than the destination and that gave him a sense of achievement in what he was already doing, for the types of cars that he worked on were certainly much more than a way of reaching a destination.
Now that very work was again his destination and having finished his musing and meal he put the banana skins back in the bag and got up to leave. Certainly the skins were biodegradable and he could simply have thrown them away, but with their bright colour they would have stood out in this scenery as evidence of the existence of another alien world, silently disrupting the fundamentally unchanging nature of the place by suggesting that communication with that same world was easier than ever before. He passed the still inert angler and as he went back into the workshop he threw the bag into a waste bin. Looking at the NSX he saw that Dave, another mechanic, was peering into its engine bay. Perhaps Mister Arnold had been right about the fickleness of cars and women. He hurried over to the vehicle.
‘Were you doing some work on it?’ he asked casually as though it was of no concern to him.
Dave shook his head. ‘No, just interested. When I brought the DB5 back from a test drive the boss asked me to find you. He wants to see you in his office right away. Well, I’ve got work to do.’
With that Dave strode away leaving Graham with his cool companion, who’d have to cool her heels a little longer. Graham walked over to the glass-sided office where he could see that Mister Arnold had company, but he knocked and put his head around the door anyway.
‘Come in and sit down Graham,’ the boss urged, ‘This is someone that you ought to meet.’ That was the closest that he got to an introduction as he just went on, ‘This gentleman is a good customer of ours and he has an interesting proposition to put to you. We’ve already discussed it and I have no objections if you want to take him up on it. I’ll let you explain, David.’
David was an imposing middle-aged man in a sports jacket. He looked at Graham with a glint in his eye and the notion of a smile that suggested that he was joking, but his words belied that impression. ‘I’m looking for candidates for a position in an agency connected with government work and I suspect from chats with Eric here and other enquiries that you might be suitable.’
Graham hadn’t known that Mister Arnold’s first name was Eric, so that was one new fact. ‘You want me to leave my job here?’ he asked.
‘Oh no, Eric wouldn’t want that. No. that’s the beauty of it. It’s only a part-time job with very convenient working hours, which means that you could carry on working here as well with Eric’s cooperation.’ Knowing looks between the two men proved that this had all been considered in detail already.
Graham was stunned by the suggestion but, still uncertain about his choice of career, he didn’t want to overlook any unexpected opportunity that might present itself. ‘Is it somewhere local then or would I have to travel?’ he asked, if only because travelling had been uppermost in his mind shortly beforehand and he felt the need to say something halfway intelligent in response.
‘Local? Yes, you wouldn’t have any travel problems, so that would make it local, wouldn’t it?’
Graham wasn’t sure that his question had been answered entirely. He tried another. ‘What sort of work would it be, government work you say? That sounds a little, er, boring?’
‘Not exactly. The agency works with the government but is pretty autonomous in many respects. I’m afraid I can’t tell you the precise nature of the work at this time, but we’d ensure that you were up to it before you committed yourself to anything and I very much doubt that you’d find it boring, repetitive maybe but not boring. Eric is happy for you to spend some time with us getting some initial training while you decide. That way we can both decide whether you’re suitable, can’t we?’
Graham’s imagination was being stimulated by the lack of precise information. Was it one of those sorts of jobs, he wondered. ‘Is it anything to do with what is generally described as defence work?’ he asked.
‘Ah, that military euphemism. No it isn’t. The most that I can say about the overall mission of the agency is that it’s attempting to improve the future of mankind. Of course I can’t explain exactly how it’s doing it so that may not help you, but there definitely aren’t any weapons involved, not in any conventional sense that I can think of anyway.’
There it was again, that distracting qualification of every statement with a confusing afterthought. ‘Well is it – ’ he started but David interrupted him.
‘Look lad, I can’t let you box me into a corner with your questions and anyway, too much information can prove unhelpful.’
‘Unhelpful, how?’
‘Well would it affect your decision if for example I told you that I wore a tutu at the weekends? It wouldn’t get you any closer to understanding the work but it might put you off the whole idea. Too much unhelpful information, you see.’ David’s facial expression moved closer to humour but was directed at Eric Arnold.
‘What colour?’
The two men stopped smiling at each other and looked at Graham. ‘What?’ said David.
‘The tutu, what colour would it be? I couldn’t take a man seriously if he wore a pink tutu. I’ve never seen a pink car that I’ve liked but there are some beautiful blue ones. The colour matters.’
‘Okay, yes you’re right, it is blue and with wings.’ The two men were smiling at each other even more broadly now. ‘There Eric, I knew we’d picked the right man.’ David turned back to Graham and said, ‘That was one of many reasons for approaching you, your open-minded imagination, but there’s one thing that I don’t understand. Why haven’t you asked the obvious question?’
‘What obvious question?’
‘Why me, that’s to say why you?’
‘Oh, no point. You obviously haven’t come here without spending some time on the matter, “other enquiries” and “many reasons”, so there’s no simple reason for choosing me. I know who and what I am and I doubt that you’ve got that wrong, so what could you tell me that I don’t already know?’ Graham was still catching up with David’s apparent joke. Maybe he was saying more than appeared. He didn’t look like any sort of fairy, so ‘blue with wings’ suggested an RAF officer, but that would make it military and not a local job because there was no RAF station anywhere nearby. Even the closest wartime RAF airfield at West Malling, where the pilot Guy Gibson of Dambusters fame had once served, had long since been turned into a business park, shopping precinct and housing estate. Around here anything with wings, except for avians including skylarks and possibly fairies, stayed out of reach up in the air.
Whatever the joke was, it was over and David was moving on. ‘Good man. You read between the lines well,’ he said and produced an envelope and handed it to Graham. ‘Here’s some brief notes and contact details in case you’re interested. It’s entirely up to you. Well Eric, I must be going.’
As David and the boss got up and headed for the door Graham said, ‘Just one more question then before you go. Is that your DB5 outside by any chance?’
David paused in the doorway and said, ‘No, I don’t think so,’ then turning to Mister Arnold asked, ‘It isn’t is it?’
‘No, definitely not,’ the boss replied.
‘Sorry,’ David responded, ‘I wasn’t thinking about it. I just grabbed the first one – you know how it is,’ and with that both men left Graham alone in the office trying to make sense of things.
It dawned on him why David was such a good customer and had been confused about what car he drove. He was obviously a collector who probably had a barn or stable stuffed with classic cars somewhere, maybe in the stockbroker belt up Sevenoaks way. However, his confusion also suggested that he hadn’t brought a specific car in for servicing, so that meant that he may well have paid a visit especially to make this offer of a job. That point in itself raised the stakes and suggested that his casual remark about the choice being entirely Graham’s wasn’t indifference. Graham felt some respect for this mysterious man but he also felt envy and anger that he could have so many classic cars that he didn’t truly appreciate the one that he had just driven, whatever it was. That was like being unable to remember which girl one had last dated. Actually there were also fortunate men who might well be in that position, natural babe magnets. Thinking about it, that really would be an invention to put his name to, the Graham patent babe magnet, but he wasn’t sure that he’d want to share that with the rest of the world if he ever devised it.
Getting back to the mysterious offer he read the contents of the envelope, which still left him confused. The suggested working hours were ludicrously short for the scale of payments intimated. He could certainly keep on his job at the garage, but what could he possibly achieve in such a short time? He’d heard about people at universities being approached to take on secret roles by government agencies, but never motor mechanics in garages. On the other hand there were always those people in thrillers who nipped into buildings and installed bugs or tampered with machinery or electrical equipment or cars and then vanished like ghosts. Perhaps they worked very short hours and had other jobs as a cover. He felt a serious ponder coming on.
Just then Mister Arnold returned and said, ‘I hope you found that interesting. All I can add to help you decide where you go from here are just three letters.’
Three letters could say so much. Graham thought that he was about to get another vital clue until he heard Mister Arnold say, ‘NSX.’ He scuttled out of the office to the waiting lady.
In the coming weeks his curiosity drew him further and further into the mystery as he took up the offer of some introductory training in the hope of learning more. It didn’t help though, as the training was a mixture of subjects from plumbing and air conditioning maintenance to basic electronics and computer hardware technology. For all he knew he could end up changing light bulbs at MI5 or fixing the prime minister’s blocked drains. He worried about being just a cog in the machine but also he worried about having too much responsibility, a job where he wasn’t noticed until the day he dropped his spanner in the works and screwed up events big time. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d done that. In a school nativity play he’d been second shepherd and during some uninspired adoration he’d dropped his crook and cracked open the baby Jesus’s skull, thereby destroying the whole history of Christianity. Far worse, Angela Forsby had never spoken to him again because he’d broken her favourite doll, a fate which was considered eternal damnation in his class. Nevertheless he was learning useful skills and the training was free up to a point and he still hadn’t made any commitment. Eventually though he had to bite the bullet and commit to taking on the task if he was suitable. There was no contractual period for the work though. He’d been told that people tended not to stay in the job for long and wondered what their condition was when they left. David had said that the job was repetitive but not boring, which might mean that it was persistently stressful. Graham had read stories about the many codebreakers working at Bletchley Park during the war, some of whom had suffered terribly from the persistently demanding work even though it was seen by others as just a cushy office job. In that same secretive vein, for him there were lots of official forms to sign but even so the training was still quite bland and meaningless. There was some emphasis on heavy electrical engineering with particular focus on S3MES, small scale superconducting magnetic energy storage, which he thought boiled down to a way of storing electricity in a fridge. Admittedly the fridge was a cryogenic unit containing liquid nitrogen and it was full of coils of something exotic and much more expensive than a six-pack of beer but the effect was much the same, that you only got out what you put in. The benefit was that you could get it out very fast, if you happened to need a quick jolt of electricity. He wondered whether the garage could use one to jump-start cars, but these things seemed more capable of jump-starting the Blackpool illuminations, so the mystery about the nature of the job continued until one day something unexpected happened.
One afternoon at the garage Mister Arnold asked him to go out on a test drive with a customer who was worried about the sound of his engine. Graham didn’t hesitate as both the two-seater sports car and its driver looked like classics. Harry, as he insisted on being called, was a character straight out of a world war two story with his moustache and bomber jacket and his car was an immaculate Morgan plus eight. Graham was disappointed that Harry didn’t don a flying helmet as he tucked himself into the driving seat but Harry’s driving convinced him that parachutes would also have been appropriate. As they hurtled around the back lanes of Kent Harry always took the optimum driving line regardless of blind bends obscured by hedges looming above the car. Apparently Harry had great faith in extrasensory perception or maybe his granny had a crystal ball and he didn’t expect to die that day. Graham tried to focus on the sound of the engine and ignore the doom-laden scenery flashing by but he kept thinking of that biplane performing lunchtime aerobatics. Maybe that aviator had been able to indulge his passion safely below the congested commercial air-lanes to continental countries where people always drove on the wrong side of the road but Harry seemed quite impartial to such national preferences, using both sides of the road equally, and he didn’t seem bothered that flying along at zero altitude gave little opportunity to bale out. Graham wondered whether he was more used to something with an ejector seat.
‘I can’t hear anything wrong with the engine,’ Graham shouted, ‘Is this how you usually drive the car?’
‘Nothing wrong with this moggie,’ Harry hollered back, ‘nor my driving. Know the car and these roads like the back of my hand.’
‘Why did you bring it to the garage then?’ Graham screamed as a car skimmed past them in the other direction.
‘To pick you up. Time to see where you’ll be working – if you survive.’
Survive? Survive what – his driving? The penny dropped. It had been a ploy to get him away from the garage without arousing suspicion, but now Graham had suspicions about this earthbound flying ace. Maybe he’d been right about David being connected with the RAF and the way that Harry drove nowhere was very far away timewise. The maniac actually slowed the car down to negotiate a turn into a main road but almost immediately turned off through a gateway by an old gatehouse. Elaborate tall wrought iron gates hung open on stone pillars. One had the word ‘Green’ built into the ironwork and the other said ‘Arbour’. By the gateway a modern sign displayed in large letters ‘H.A.P.P.’ and below these smaller text read ‘Hamwell Agrochemical Power Production’. Some graffiti artist had added ‘Y?’ to the end of the initials and below that a second hand had written ‘Y Not?’ The proprietors didn’t seem to care much about their public image as there were no signs of any attempt to clean off the modifications.
‘Here we are,’ Harry said, ‘probably the swankiest shit-hole in England.’
‘Agrochemical power?’ Graham said, ‘You mean that’s – ’
‘Yep, using effluent to power the affluent, biogas generation from nature’s waste, big-time. It’s a Cinderella industry, making beautiful clean power out of something – well, crappy.’ Harry pointed towards a wood ahead of them. Among and above the trees there was an enormous dome painted with random camouflage colours to merge its outline into the surrounding foliage. ‘At least that’s the story the fairies would like people to believe.’
‘Fairies, what fairies?’
‘Don’t worry about them. They prefer to keep out of sight and they know my car, so they shouldn’t bother us. The deer aren’t keen about us either.’
Graham looked around to see a herd of deer far off in the field on one side of the car. That explained the high fences on both sides of the track they were on as well as the more imposing security fence between them and the wood. Clearly the deer weren’t welcome in the wood.
‘This is it then,’ Harry said as they came up to the end of a long industrial building. ‘I’ll take the little lady inside I think.’ He drove up to a shuttered entrance until the lady’s bonnet almost touched it and then waited for something to happen. ‘Come on Katie,’ he shouted at the closed door, ‘What have I done to upset you this time?’ With a resigned sigh he agilely shot up as though propelled by Graham's suspected ejector seat and struck a theatrical pose standing on the unimplicated seat with one hand on his heart and the other raised aloft. ‘We shall go forward Kate, at thy command,’ he shouted and it worked. The shutter rolled up. Sitting down again equally agilely he said, ‘Sorry about that. I couldn’t resist a little Shakespearian flourish. Bloody rubbish this technology.’ Graham saw that he was holding a plastic identity card in his hand. ‘These RFID chips just don’t have enough range. I’ve said so all along but they insist on using them. The system’s supposed to recognise you without all that nonsense. It’s even worse if you’re driving a hardtop.’
‘Who’s Kate?’ Graham asked, wondering how offended she might be.
‘She’s a lovely lady, certainly no shrew if you treat her right. You’ll meet her soon.’ Harry drove into the building and past assorted heaps of stored equipment to the far end where the floor sloped down towards a tunnel. A sign over the entrance declared ‘No Pedestrians In Access Tunnel’. Pointing at it he said, ‘No ladies with noxious flatulence either unfortunately. We’ll have to leave her here. Health and safety, you know. Usually only electric vehicles down there and I don’t think she’d ever appreciate being converted into a milk float or having a fuel-cell installed in her nether regions. How are you on a bike?’
As a fellow car-lover Graham fully understood Harry’s attitude. Even if they became as extinct as dinosaurs classic cars would always have the same affection as those monsters. ‘What sort of bike?’ he asked.
‘One man-power,’ Harry said pointing out a rack of bicycles, ‘Take your pick. By the way, before we go any further I must warn you about two house rules. First, never mention anything you see, hear or do here to anyone on pain of, well you know. Second, say goodbye to Cinderella.’ He indicated a picture painted on the wall by the entrance to the tunnel. It was a doll-faced girl in a ragged dress surrounded by sparkling stars, a creditable representation of the fabled character. ‘Just as important as never mentioning what happens in there out here, never mention her or anything to do with her in there.’
‘Cinderella? You’re not serious are you, on pain of you know what?’
‘Far worse than you know what, memorable indignities is the term usually used. I’m serious.’
‘Why would I want to mention her?’
‘You’ll see. Come on, mount up.’
Graham took a last look at the painted figure, reminiscent of good luck pictures painted on planes and posted in ships in wartime. The subject from a children’s story was hardly a pin-up though. They were soon negotiating the tunnel at speed. The lack of an engine hadn’t slowed Harry down much and he took the bends in the tunnel with relish.
‘Why all the bends?’ Graham asked, struggling to keep up.
‘Rabbits,’ came the reply from up ahead.
‘Rabbits dug the tunnel?’
‘No, of course not. The tunnel was dug around the roots of the big old trees in the wood so as not to disturb them, same as rabbits would. Almost there, only about a quarter of a mile.’
‘As the crow flies or the rabbit tunnels?’
‘Never thought about it. I prefer rabbits on a plate – not crow though.’
The journey and confusing conversation terminated at a junction with several other tunnels where there was another bicycle rack. Racking the bikes Harry pointed upwards at a tall wide shaft extending above. ‘This is the centre of the dome,’ he said, ‘ the only way into it. There’s a lift over here.’
‘Why are we going into a dome full of – you know?’ Graham asked.
‘Because this is where one fairy tale ends and another begins. Onwards into the belly of the beast.’
A small lift on one side of the shaft took them up an unknown distance and the doors opened onto a remarkably clean and tidy lobby. The room was circular and had a green couch running all around inside broken by just two doorways. Harry led Graham out of one to another room beyond full of electrical equipment panels and a couple of desks with display screens. ‘This is the control room, the hub of the installation, and this is my friend Katie,’ Harry said placing his hand on a display screen mounted over an array of controls set in a desktop. ‘Her real name is the KT2400DC control computer, but you have to know her intimately enough to get under her skirts to see it tattooed on her backside, so I just call her Katie. Apart from controlling the equipment here she looks after security, hence all the screens at this other desk.’
‘And your performance at the entrance,’ Graham said.
‘Er yes. Well, time to get started I think. What do you make the time actually? We have to get back to the garage in time to make our cover story sound good. I make it three sixteen,’ Harry said looking at an impressive watch on his wrist. Graham looked at his own watch and agreed. Harry went through some clearly familiar routine procedures involving the control desk and displays and then made a call on an intercom to someone called Adrian. Apparently whatever he was doing needed approval from on high. Having mystified Graham even further he said, ‘Now pull up a chair here beside me and watch this. The display in front of us is a representation of the cross-section of this building.’
‘But it’s more like an office block with floors than a tank,’ Graham said.
‘Yes, forget that shitty fairy tale. It’s all make-believe for outsiders. This dome really is full of offices. It’s our centre of operations, the big secret. Now you see this circle around reception, the place where we came in. Watch that.’
Against the outline of the building in the centre there was a bright circle with a brighter dot moving around it. Graham watched it understanding nothing.
Harry continued his demonstration. ‘Now I just pull these two main sliders back and something really interesting happens.’ As he pulled two controls towards himself with the fingers of each hand the circle moved off centre and rotated around another fixed circle causing the bright dot to describe a looping path. Then suddenly the movement speeded up so much that all that was visible was a shape like the cross-section of an inverted apple which pulsated with light.
‘There, welcome to the Pumpkin, Graham,’ he said, pointing at the pulsating shape.
Graham was unimpressed. As a video game it was rubbish. The journey there had certainly been more exciting than the destination, but he expected a little more from life than that.
Chapter 4
Nothing happens
Harry looked expectantly at Graham as though something incredible had just happened, but nothing had so far as Graham could tell.
‘The pumpkin?’ Graham said, but Harry just put a finger to his lips to remind him to say no more, then cast his eyes over the display to ensure that whatever had happened had done so correctly.
‘Time for the guided tour,’ he said and was on his way out of the room with Graham chasing after him. Graham couldn’t decide whether he was naturally hyperactive or whether his twitchiness was down to stress. Maybe that was why people didn’t stay in the job, whatever it was, for long. They ascended a staircase flanked by murals of large fish and crossed a room filled with an assortment of office furniture. It was more like a furniture showroom than a working office. Even the colour of the wall and the pattern in the carpet changed from setting to setting as did the style of furniture in each section, but Harry didn’t stop to explain. They climbed another staircase, this time flanked by paintings of clouds on sky blue walls and went through a doorway over which a sign proclaimed, ‘Welcome to Pumpkin Island, the remotest holiday destination on Earth.’
Harry explained, ‘This is the staff rest area.’
True to the promise at the entrance it was decorated like a desert island with Caribbean scenery painted on the walls and bas-relief plastic palm trees set into them. Along some walls there were many doors gaily painted in all different patterns. In some parts of the room wicker furniture predominated but elsewhere more conventional tables and chairs were evident.
‘Do you fancy a snack?’ Harry asked, walking over to a glass cabinet displaying an assortment of sandwiches and cakes, ‘They do some delicious cakes here.’ As he spoke he picked up a substantial metal chair and swung it against the cabinet, shattering the glass. He looked into the cabinet and said, ‘Oh, they seem to be covered in broken glass. That banana might be okay to eat though.’ He reached into the broken cabinet and retrieved a banana which he examined carefully for glass fragments. ‘Yes, this is fine but I seem to have slit my wrist on the glass. Take it before I get blood all over it, would you.’ As he handed the banana to Graham blood dripped from his wrist onto the floor but he didn’t seem too concerned. ‘Well, that’s the end of the snack break by the look of it but as you see we do have a nice staff room. Come back downstairs and I’ll introduce you to Adrian.’ He walked towards the stairs leaving a trail of blood that any detective could have followed with ease.
‘But what about your wrist?’ Graham asked, ‘Shouldn’t we do something about it?’
‘The medical room is by reception where we came in, so I can take you to Adrian’s office on the way. Don’t worry about me. I heal quickly.’ Harry headed down the stairs with Graham following, relieved that he wasn’t alone in the building with this madman.
They crossed the office showroom to a side door and entered a small wood-panelled office where a man in a fancy waistcoat sat behind a large oak desk by a blazing open fire. The fire was an elaborate simulation but everything else seemed quite genuine, even the Albert chain on the waistcoat disappearing into a bulging pocket which suggested that it contained a substantial pocketwatch.
‘Adrian, this is Graham. You said you wanted to see him when he came,’ Harry said.
‘Ah yes. I’m very pleased to meet you Graham,’ Adrian said, rising and walking out from behind the desk to offer Graham his hand, then added, ‘Harry, are you bleeding?’ when he saw the pool of blood collecting by Harry’s feet.
‘Yes boss, an argument with the catering cabinet,’ Harry replied.
‘A recent wound then. Is it fatal?’ Adrian asked casually, noticing that Graham was apparently offering him a banana which was quickly transferred to his other hand. Just then the fire spluttered realistically and Adrian turned to take a poker from the companion set in the hearth, then thought better of it and returned the weapon to its hook.
‘Very likely,’ Harry said, ‘Perhaps I should do something about it, if you don’t mind.’
‘Yes you’d better. The director will be very upset if you ruin his carpet.’ Adrian glared at the fire, apparently daring it to imitate reality again. After Harry’s performance upstairs Graham could easily imagine Adrian laying into the electronics with the poker. He couldn’t understand the remark about the carpet though as the deep pile was already beyond saving. Perhaps this wasn’t the director’s office. As Harry trailed blood out of the door, closing it behind him, Adrian waved Graham into a deep leather armchair and returned to sit behind his desk. ‘You’re welcome to eat your banana if you wish,’ he said, ‘We don’t like to let good food go to waste here and it is your usual diet at work.’
Graham was reminded that this organisation kept a close watch on prospective employees, but he couldn’t reconcile Adrian’s remark to Harry’s earlier behaviour. He decided that normal etiquette was probably as out of place as everything else here and he might need the extra energy when he finally decided to run for his life, so he peeled the banana and hurriedly ate it, then sat wondering what to do with the skin.
Adrian was looking at a file on his desk, probably Graham’s records and said, ‘I should explain that I’m in charge of training at the moment, so Harry and myself aren’t the usual people to work here. They only use this place in the morning, so it’s free for people like us to use as we want in the afternoon. We’re very pleased with your progress and I can offer you an immediate placement here, if you don’t mind working in a madhouse that is. One of the perks of the job is that you get a very special type of wristwatch.’ He produced a watch from the drawer of his desk and said, ‘Here, try this on. I won’t explain all the functions it has. Harry can do that later. It’s the same as his.’
Graham felt that Adrian wasn’t joking about the madhouse and wondered what the regular staff thought of this treatment of the facilities. He took the watch and replaced his own with it. It was a very impressive digital timepiece with some peculiar displays which he didn’t understand.
While he was looking at it Adrian reached over the desk to pick up his own watch. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘an adequate watch but it doesn’t look very sturdy.’ He suddenly smashed it down on the edge of the desk with such force that it knocked a chip out of the hard seasoned oak. The watch itself was a write-off. ‘Oh sorry. Well you don’t need it now anyway, do you?’ he said calmly handing the remains back to Graham.
‘Why the hell did you do that?’ Graham demanded.
‘Oh it’s just the sort of thing we feel like doing here sometimes when the work gets tedious, anything to kill time, you know.’
‘What exactly do you do here?’ Graham asked.
‘Do? Oh, we don’t actually do anything at all, which is why it doesn’t take us much time. Can’t you guess what we do here then?’ Adrian said, looking at Graham keenly as though the question was a final test of his suitability.
‘My impression is that you just set out to confuse people,’ Graham said honestly, staring at his shattered watch, ‘Shouldn’t we make sure that Harry’s all right? He’ll have trouble bandaging that wrist on his own.’
‘You are just so right,’ Adrian said triumphantly, ‘We set out and we confuse people and then we bandage the wounds of people who can’t do it for themselves. I couldn’t have put it better myself and your concern for an idiot like Harry is commendable. Certainly, run along and find him downstairs. You can’t get lost in this place. If he’s unconscious or already dead come back and we’ll make do without him. Otherwise go back to work and come again tomorrow if you’re still so inclined. You’re scheduled to attend training tomorrow but come here instead. You’ll have to survive Harry’s driving again though. If you try coming here on your own the fairies are likely to spirit you away and we can’t have that.’
Graham tried to assess the relative risks of Harry’s driving, abduction by fairies and working in a madhouse, but the mention of returning to work reminded him that he was only supposed to be out on a test drive. Not understanding the weird new watch he glanced up to look at a clock on the wall, but there were actually several. There was a prominent red twenty-four hour clock dial, but the time on it was meaningless and strangely the sweep second hand was going backwards. Beneath it were three digital clocks, a white one, a red one and a black one, and beneath the white and black ones there were corresponding white and black twelve hour dials. The second hand of the white dial was not moving but the black dial appeared to be working normally and when Graham glanced at his own broken watch it agreed with that time as far as he could make out.
Adrian rose from his chair to bid Graham farewell saying, ‘It’s okay. You have plenty of time. I’m afraid we’re persistent clock-watchers here as you can see. There’s no excuse for not knowing the time here. You’d better go and check on Harry. Goodbye for now. Ha, goodbye for now, that’s rather funny you know.’
Graham couldn’t see the joke and didn’t want to hear Adrian share it, so he got up and left still clutching the banana-skin and broken watch. He followed the trail of blood down the fish-lined staircase and realised that Adrian was right, that you couldn’t get lost in this place. He hadn’t seen two rooms or even two doors that looked alike so far. Perhaps the bizarre décor was intentional, so perhaps everything else made sense somehow as well. He found Harry sitting in the control room with a large dressing wrapped roughly around his arm. Already blood was soaking through it.
‘Would you do the honours for me please,’ Harry said, ‘We have to shut the security systems down to get out of here and I don’t have my usual light touch.’ He gestured Graham into the control desk chair and pointed at the two main sliding controls that he’d operated when they’d come in. ‘Just push those two back again and we’ll be away,’ he said.
Graham put down the banana-skin and watch on the desk and pushed the sliders towards the display with his two hands. Out of nowhere a stern female voice addressed him. ‘Major control inconsistency. Correct immediately,’ it said.
‘Ah yes, sorry Katie, I forgot to mention,’ Harry said, ‘For safety a lot of Katie’s controls are duplicated. You have to do exactly the same with both hands or she gets upset. Pull the controls back and try again. I think you were leading with your left that time, so try it with your left hand down a bit this time and take it smoothly. There’s no hurry.’
Graham followed Harry’s instructions and as the sliders passed halfway his heart missed a beat and his perspective of the control desk jumped sideways. Then he realised why. Harry was now sitting at the desk with his hands on the controls and Graham was sitting beside him. They had changed places.
‘What just happened?’ Graham said in shock.
‘Nothing just happened,’ Harry said calmly, holding his hand out flat in a casual gesture. His arm no longer had a dressing on it and it wasn’t bleeding. He busied himself operating more controls on the desk. ‘Now, do you plan to come back tomorrow?’ he said, looking at his watch, ‘Good lord, look at the time. We must be getting back.’
Graham instinctively looked at his own watch, which was back on his wrist and working again. The strange replacement had vanished. What was more, the time was only three seventeen, just a minute after they’d arrived. ‘I don’t understand. What’s going on?’ he said.
‘We set out to confuse you. How well did we do? Give it some thought and if you’re still game I’ll pick you up tomorrow,’ Harry laughed, ‘Come on now, time to leave.’
As they walked to the lift Graham looked around for clues. There was no banana skin, no watch, no blood trail, nothing to suggest that any of what he’d experienced had happened. If there’d been time he might have gone upstairs to look at the cabinet that Harry had smashed, but he suspected that there was no point. He’d been completely taken in.
Overnight he went through the events in his mind and the next afternoon he was back in Adrian’s office. Of course the carpet wasn’t stained with blood and the desk wasn’t chipped, just as he expected.
‘So Graham, you came back,’ Adrian said, ‘Have you worked it out then?’
‘I think so,’ Graham said, ‘There wasn’t enough time for events to have happened as they appeared yesterday afternoon, so they must have happened at some other time. You’ve had plenty of opportunities to bring me here during training sessions but I don’t remember that happening, so that suggests that I was drugged or hypnotised somehow. Hypnosis would explain yesterday’s events. There were a number of things that could have been triggers for post-hypnotic suggestions, like when Harry claimed to be quoting Shakespeare and his drawing my attention to the peculiar picture of the girl at the entrance to the tunnel. His driving and the frantic cycle ride were probably meant to get my system racing as well. Then there was that display screen with the circling pattern. No doubt that was the device which caused me to recall the events which had actually happened on another day. You admitted yourself that you set out to confuse people, but actually you achieve it just by making things appear to happen at a time when they couldn’t. This is a facility involved in some very elaborate form of brain-washing, isn’t it?’
‘That is very perceptive of you,’ Adrian said, ‘Despite our efforts you’ve tried to rationalise what happened even though Harry badly injured himself and I smashed your watch. You didn’t let those things panic you though because you were prepared to trust me about them. That leads me to believe that we could establish a good working relationship and around here that is absolutely essential. If you still want the job then it’s yours and you really do get this handsome wristwatch, to keep this time. Don’t let me have yours though, just in case I smash it again. I did smash it, didn’t I?’ He handed Graham the now familiar watch.
Graham looked at it and then at his own. He could have sworn that his watch got broken, but it couldn’t have been. It must have just been a suggestion. ‘I definitely want the job,’ he said, ‘if only to find out how you do these things. They’re so convincing. When do I start?’
Adrian looked at him, then down at the desk, then up at him again as though unsure of himself and said, ‘Okay, we can start right now, but we’re going to have to take it slowly because there’s something I need to tell you straight away. You’ve been completely wrong about everything.’
Taken aback Graham managed to say, ‘What? Well what other explanation is there?’
Adrian sighed and said, ‘You’re going to have to bear with me while I lead you into it. Imagine you’re a hiker walking across a barren landscape of snow. You stop to rest and put down your rucksack for a moment. Then you pick it up and sling it over one shoulder to carry on. The uneven weight causes you to walk in a big circle, but even so a much smaller one than the one you were inevitably walking in anyway. Eventually you find tracks heading the same way as yours, so you follow in the same footsteps until you reach a point where they meet more tracks, That’s when you see the mark made in the snow by your rucksack when you put it down and realise what you’ve been doing. Yesterday you did just that, went round in a circle twice. The first time you forgot what happened and the second time you remembered.’
‘So I was right. It is a form of brainwashing with memories that are instantly recalled later. Why do you say that I’m completely wrong?’
Adrian looked lost for a moment. ‘Perhaps you are half right in a way but it’s the other half where you’re wrong. As you say, you recalled things that didn’t happen yesterday, but it goes further than that. As those things didn’t happen we didn’t deceive you either. If we did anything we did things to make you understand what happened, but really we didn’t do anything. In fact before yesterday neither Harry nor I had ever met you. It isn’t brainwashing; it’s something else and nobody knows what, but don’t worry; from now on things can only get clearer. Yesterday we brought you across our threshold in ignorance and then you crossed it again in disbelief, but nevertheless you came back today. Therefore from now on you will cross it with understanding and take others with you. From now on we will keep nothing from you, so welcome to our, our – ’ He broke off and silently waved his hands around at the room, apparently lost for a word adequate to describe their surroundings.
‘Pumpkin?’ Graham volunteered, remembering Harry’s words.
Adrian smiled a resigned smile and said, ‘Well it wasn’t what I was thinking but it will have to do unfortunately. It’s one of those nicknames that was given in ridicule but has earned affection, so if you find it easy to love the ridiculous then you’ll be right at home here.’
At this mention of the ridiculous Graham mentally backtracked over the events of the last two days and an ominous thought struck him. Had he really voluntarily cycled into an enormous rabbit-hole or had he quite accidentally fallen down one? In fact how could anyone fully comprehend their destination if they weren’t absolutely sure how they’d got there?
Chapter 5
The Pumpkin
Graham sat at his desk in the control room, his control room. He’d been working at the Pumpkin for two years now and in that time there’d been changes. He was now the chief engineer, but only because he was the only resident engineer left after cutbacks. Adrian was now the project director, but Graham had had so much to contend with during his first months in the job that he’d never clearly understood when Adrian had taken that position. It was possible that Adrian’s original suggestion that there had been another director had always just been a subterfuge. In this place it was difficult to separate fact from fiction. Harry had quickly disappeared from the scene entirely. It was possible that he was being a nuisance elsewhere in the organisation. Graham suspected that he might even be a bloody nuisance. In this maniacal setup such terms were not criticisms but informal job titles. A nuisance was an agent working in the outside world rather than in the office and a bloody nuisance was one who used more ruthless methods to achieve results. On the other hand Harry may have failed a regular psychological evaluation and been moved further afield to recover. After two years Graham understood the nature of the pressures of the job. He’d concluded that it was necessary to have a few screws loose in one part of his mind in case he needed them to secure another part. Perhaps it was this rigid flexibility that David had recognised in him when he recruited him.
Another change of circumstances meant that now Graham had two desks. At present he was sitting at the control desk with all its switches and other controls for the entire environment within the building. Being inside a completely sealed metal dome this had to be maintained artificially and he’d been trained to look after the equipment for this housed on the engineering level beneath him. In fact he only had to deal with immediate problems as a regular maintenance crew did the routine work. Adjacent to the control desk was the security desk with its array of display screens. The financial cutbacks had reduced all staff levels to the minimum and a separate resident security officer was no longer justified, so he’d been given this task as well. It was only a notional task inside the building as the site security was handled by the fairies at the bottom of the garden, as the professional team around the grounds outside were nicknamed. They might be encountered in a number of guises as required, from a gamekeeper with a shotgun patrolling the wood to a group of hard men in body armour with automatic weapons. It wasn’t a good idea to upset them and using their nickname within earshot was a surefire way to attract more routine security checks than usual. If Graham encountered a problem within the building he could easily summon the fairies to deal with it, but otherwise they had orders to stay outside. Even they didn’t know exactly what happened inside.
In front of him the display screen was showing the pulsating inverted apple shape superimposed on the building layout. Around the three floors of offices the glowing red line followed the curving outer walls of the building but below them it bent inwards around the engineering level and then cut upwards through underground storage areas to a central point just below the lowest office level.
‘They should have called it the big apple,’ Graham thought, ‘At least it looks like an apple, well more like a tomato actually, but big tomato sounds too squishy. So why did they choose to call it the Pumpkin of all things? Damn that fairy story.’ Harry hadn’t been joking about leaving all thoughts of a certain young lady at the entrance to the facility. Obviously the staff had been plagued with remarks about her in the past and now the rule was so rigidly imposed that there was talk of a curse which might cause the return of the legendary warthog. He’d thought the idea of a wild animal rampaging through the facility was an office joke until he was advised that an electric stun-gun was kept under the security desk primarily to deal with the mythical creature, should it ever put in an appearance. He had even been trained in its use. Once again fact and fiction had merged seamlessly together, testing his sensibility.
He checked the corner of the screen where a red digital timer was counting down minutes and seconds and then he looked over at the security screens. Some were currently blank but others showed various views of the building. One showed a beach with palm trees beyond the wicker chairs of Pumpkin Island. Another showed some sort of hospital room with a doctor in a white coat sitting by an empty bed. Yet another showed Adrian in his leather chair behind the desk in his office. There was also a view of the main office with its strange patchwork of furniture settings, but now it contained several people sitting working. In one of the settings a very fashionably dressed lady was sitting at a table with a computer in front of her and just by her a young man in a check shirt was playing video games on another computer.
Across the room from them a girl sat in a chair with a large display screen mounted on a movable arm in front of her. Her choice of dress was very different from that of the other woman, whose clothes would look good even on a hanger. It seemed the young lady had continued to wear her school uniform until she outgrew it and that time had now passed. Nevertheless, on her any clothes could look good. Graham scooted his chair over to the security desk and used a trackball control to zoom the screen in on her. She raised her hand and waved. The display in front of her was showing an image of the control room and Graham. There was little privacy in this building as everyone had access to the cameras located in all the communal rooms. Their work made it essential to know what was happening elsewhere in the building now that there was only a skeleton staff in a place intended to house many more. Adrian was concerned that the entire operation might be mothballed any day soon. The remaining staff worked together so closely to keep things running that even the camera in his office was almost always freely accessible along with the others. Graham had never understood how Adrian had got his job as he was a scientist barely competent as an administrator. Perhaps it was an early result of the cutbacks. Far from being able to organise other people he could hardly organise himself. He went through life with his mind elsewhere leaving a trail of personal possessions in his wake. The others were always having to recover items for him.
Upstairs Doctor Adrian Bellaine was searching through his desk drawers for his mobile phone. He gave up as he knew he’d lose it again almost immediately anyway. He looked at the white clock on the opposite wall of his office. It was showing the time as 9:20. When it was 9:21 he could leave for his meeting with the minister. It might not be a pleasant one, but he couldn’t be late. However, there was nothing that he could do now, not until 9:21. He looked at the big red clock. ‘No point in putting my jacket on yet,’ he thought. He drummed his fingers on the oak desktop, looked down at his flowery embroidered waistcoat and rubbed at a large stain on it. ‘Clumsy twit,’ he thought, ‘Just as well it isn’t permanent.’ He idly looked around the room, still waiting for 9:21 to come. The morning session had been tediously uneventful. He really would have liked a visit from a well-informed investment banker with some good inside information to improve the organisation’s financial situation, but nobody had come. He looked at the clocks again. Almost time. A series of pings sounded, a bit like the old Greenwich time signal, and he immediately closed his eyes and relaxed into the chair.
Down in the control room Graham had been waiting for this moment. So had everyone else in the building. He glanced at the security monitors again and remembered the man on the carousel. Now he was the man at the hub, the one who didn’t go anywhere. He spent a lot of his time just watching the others and not a great deal doing his job. It was much the same for all of them, but now all his charges were waiting for him to stop the carousel so that they could get off and go back to their other lives. As the time signal pinged he pushed the two sliding controls forwards in practised coordination. The security screens flickered and the blank screens came to life, displaying the access tunnels under the building. At the same time the red curved line on his display faded and various status indicators changed. The carousel ride was over. He started his shutdown checks, main power levels, water supply, sewage flow, communications, etcetera and his bananas, the final confirmation that all was well. A bunch of them was lying on the security desk. Ever since his first encounter with the Pumpkin he’d used banana skins in the same way that seaweed might be used as a weather indicator. He’d have them for lunch at the garage. Mister Arnold would be expecting him there at ten and he should make it easily.
Upstairs Adrian’s heart missed a beat and he opened his eyes. He got up quickly and started to put his jacket on. He could feel his mobile phone in the pocket and, putting his hand in to retrieve it, found a comb there. Apart from losing things that he thought he had he was clearly equally adept at forgetting the things that he did have. He had no idea what the comb was doing there as he hardly ever used one; the little hair he had left seemed to have a better memory than he did and every strand knew its place without the need for reminders. As he headed for the door puzzling over the unexpected comb the intercom came on.
‘The minister is on the phone for you, Adrian.’ It was his secretary’s voice. ‘Apparently it’s extremely urgent and he’s been ringing you for at least the last eight hours.’ He heard her giggle as he turned back to answer the phone, the comb instantly erased from his mental self-image yet again. ‘Our time,’ she added cheerfully before cutting off the intercom.
‘Great joke,’ thought Adrian sarcastically as he picked up the handset. ‘Hello minister,’ he said, ‘I was just on my way to see you. Is there a problem?’
‘That is an – understatement,’ came the reply, ‘Our meeting is – off.’ Adrian sighed with relief.
The minister had an annoying habit of leaving a silent gap before the last word of every sentence. Most politicians contrived to keep making some sort of noise almost perpetually, just to avoid interruptions, but the minister’s approach kept people listening just as effectively. One felt that he was considering something to add every time. He was also a master at keeping the most significant word until last. It occurred to Adrian that this habit couldn’t be any more annoying if they spoke German.
‘What is your – status?’ the minister asked.
‘We’ve just completed an eight hour session,’ Adrian replied.
‘Ah yes, the restricted hours. How soon could you – start again?’
‘Start again?’ thought Adrian. The meeting now seemed like a more preferable option but he said, ‘Probably immediately if necessary. For how long?’
‘As long as possible. What is your present – capability?’
‘I’ll have to check but it’s probably high as there were no visitors. We’re recharging as we speak, so I’ll have to talk to my engineer.’
‘Good. We have a – situation, a bomb alert in the city centre. COBRA have met and are considering assigning you as a – resource. If it happens we’ll have to send you an – outsider.’
‘I see. It must be serious then. Is this person – suitable?’ Adrian said and then thought, ‘Heavens. He’s got me doing it now.’ Involving any outsider was extremely unusual.
‘We think we’ve found our – man, though the decision hasn’t been made – yet.’
‘I hope so. If not there could be problems.’
‘Yes. He could become an asset or a liability or the knowledge could – destroy him. We’re aware of the risks and they’re being taken into – account. We can’t risk briefing him in advance. Will you handle the – explanation?’
‘Yes, I’ll manage.’
‘Good. I’ll confirm everything – later. You’ll be sent extra – information. Please be ready.’ The minister hung up. The last sentence without the pause almost suggested desperation.
Down in control Adrian’s voice came over the intercom. ‘Graham, we’re going to have to start up again. Keep the doors bolted. I don’t want anyone leaving. What’s the current charge level?’
Graham was taken by surprise. For once he hadn’t been listening in on Adrian’s conversation. ‘Really? Will that count as overtime then?’ he said, ‘Hang on, just checking. Eighty percent. Good recovery this time. How soon?’
‘No idea,’ came the reply, ‘Charge back up at maximum rate. We go when we’re told whatever’s in the fuel tank.’
‘Aye aye cap’n. We’ll have full charge back in maybe two hours. Reception’s still locked down.’
‘So we’re a ship at present,’ thought Adrian up in his office. Graham’s view of the building and occupants varied from day to day. The one thing that could be guaranteed was that it would be different from his own. Sometime they would have to agree some sort of fixed protocol.
Adrian pushed another button on his intercom. ‘Sorry everyone. Nobody’s going home yet. We’re going round the lighthouse one more time. Not for a while yet though so wrap up the last session while you can. Sorry but just for once this is real. I’ll let you know when I hear more.’ He could imagine the reaction in the building.
His secretary’s voice came back on the intercom. Simultaneously the face of the young girl appeared on the computer screen on his desk and grinned at him. ‘I’m getting a lot of instructions for extra downloads apart from our usual updates. Is this to do with our extra session?’
‘Don’t do that without warning me,’ he replied, ‘and yes it probably is. Can you cope?’
‘Whoops, sorry. Didn’t realise. Habit. Of course we can.’
‘Eight hours of boredom and then another trip round the lighthouse,’ Adrian thought taking his jacket off again, ‘Maybe we’ll make a difference this time.’
Graham phoned the news to Mister Arnold. There was no saying when he would get to the garage today, if at all. It wasn’t the first time and Mister Arnold knew well enough not to ask any questions. Graham put his feet up on the control desk and peeled a banana. He’d got used to the erratic nature of the job now, long periods when nothing happened and then frantic bursts of activity. Much like being a fireman he thought, although very few people heard him ring the bell.
‘Major control inconsistency. Correct immediately,’ Katie barked.
‘Sorry Miss,’ he said. He shifted his feet and pushed back the switch that he’d kicked on the desk. When she took that tone he imagined her as a fantasy schoolmistress flexing her cane, her stockingtops showing beneath her short leather skirt and her stilettos grinding the floor in dissatisfaction. Not all the controls were duplicated. Once it had taken hours for anyone to realise that he’d accidentally turned off the air circulation in several rooms. Katie wasn’t the mastermind in the building though. That was a much larger supercomputer, but it had no access to Katie’s control functions although it could monitor the consequences of them. Everything here had been designed for safety and reliability.
Eventually Adrian called a briefing meeting and explained what he’d heard from the ministry. They were due to get a visit by a policeman, one who’d been chosen very carefully.
‘Poor bastard,’ Graham thought, ‘having to come here and still do his job.’
Chapter 6
As driven snow
Detective Chief Inspector Alex Snow lacked intelligence. It wasn’t the fact that he knew so little about his targets that bothered him – that was normal – it was the fact that he didn’t know who he was working with any more. He was used to being moved around between units – he was a specialist in great demand – but this time the brief had been too brief. He didn’t even know exactly where he was going. He was travelling along the A2 from London towards the Isle of Grain, a patch of sand and mud at the convergence of the river Medway with the Thames on the north edge of Kent. His driver, Sergeant Prior, was pushing his skills to the limit with a full blues and twos accompaniment. Snow couldn’t even understand the urgency. He was travelling away from the truly urgent work in London, something else that he didn’t understand. He’d been assisting the Met’s Counter Terrorism Command in their hunt for a bomb which would allegedly detonate at two p.m. that day in the City. Now it was well past one and he’d been reassigned to another task to his great surprise. Through his combined use of intuition, man-power and computer technology he’d acquired a legendary reputation as a finder of needles in haystacks. It was said of him that if he were ever asked to perform that proverbial task he would ask, ‘Which one?’ The DCS had told him that he’d done all he could to point the London team in the right direction and he was needed to work on a second target, another bomb set to go off elsewhere twenty-four hours later. This had been news to him and now to his dissatisfaction he was on the move again with some overnight things in his case to join a second unit in Kent. Even the sergeant who’d been assisting him had been kept back in the City as a liaison.
The Isle of Grain was a tiny surreal speck of land on the Thames estuary. Part was a marshland haven for birds with cockleshell beaches and a small village while the rest was a collection of prime industrial targets for terrorists, such as a container terminal, power station and liquid gas storage facility. It was a very different target from the densely populated office blocks in the City. Snow looked out at the scenery flashing past. Prior was making good time but the DCI suddenly realised that he was going the wrong way. The car had definitely turned south.
‘What are you doing Prior?’ Snow demanded, ‘The Isle of Grain is to the north.’
‘Orders, sir,’ Prior replied without losing focus on his demanding task, ‘The Isle of Grain is our official destination but the real one is restricted information.’
‘Restricted? Restricted to whom?’
‘No idea, sir. That’s restricted too, but I can tell you now. We’re going to Greenarbour.’
‘Greenarbour? What’s at Greenarbour? I’ve never heard of it.’
‘Need I tell you, sir?’
‘No, I know. That’s restricted information as well, isn’t it? Okay, follow your orders.’
Now Snow really had lost the thread but there was nothing to be done about it yet. The green countryside of West Kent passed by outside, maybe not quite the traditional garden of England any more but still restful in the quieter parts. The days of it being the region for growing hops, as important to beer brewers as grapes to wine-makers, were gone and the characteristic oast houses which once dried the crop were now converted into stylish residences, not because anyone actually wanted the problem of furnishing a circular building but simply because they always had two soundly built storeys, unlike most other farm buildings. Consequently their tall rooftop cowls were still a common sight in the county, but a novelty to the DCI with his Snow family origins in Devonshire. The two counties shared a reputation for the production of cider but hop farming was a Kent speciality. Born and raised in Devon, it had been his remarkable analytical skills which had brought about his rise from a local bobby with the rounded accent of a local yokel to a respected high achiever in the capital. In the process his choice of words had changed markedly but they were still honeyed by his ancestry.
Apart from the white cowls Snow noticed something more unusual across the fields, a remarkably tall tower far too ornate to be a local church tower. He saw it again much closer as the car went through a small village, but it wasn’t a mystery on his agenda to solve, so he put it out of his mind. A few miles further on the car turned right into the gateway of Greenarbour and he saw the sign ‘Hamwell Agrochemical Power Production’. What was he doing at a plant which generated power from manure? The huge dome in the wood came into sight and a thought struck him. Could this be the actual site of the second bomb? If that dome was a manure digester then a sizeable bomb would make an appalling mess of the surrounding area, which included housing estates on the edge of the next town. It wouldn’t be so much a physical attack like the other bomb but a psychological one, timed to occur when the nation was mourning losses from the earlier event. It would demonstrate that the terrorists were at liberty to throw insults at the population just as easily as doing real harm. The tabloid press would go to town on the story. He could already imagine the headlines. Perhaps this discovery would give clues to help find the other bomb, but if so why had he been sent here personally, wasting vital time, instead of the information being passed to him in London? Maybe he had it wrong. There was no sign of any other police vehicles around as Prior slowed down to drive into a building, but he wasn’t stopping.
The siren echoed off the walls and Prior silenced it. The car continued through the building and into a tunnel below a sign which read, ‘No Pedestrians In Access Tunnel’. Prior negotiated the tunnel at a good pace, the blue lights reflecting off the tunnel walls just in case the sign had been lying, but the tunnel twisted, making his task more difficult. Snow had no idea where they were and that surprised him, for he’d once worked on a project to document all the underground works around south-east England and check their security. The area was riddled with miles of man-made cave systems in the chalk downs and sandstone hills. They’d been used for military purposes, as air raid shelters for large populations, for quarrying stone underground and many other purposes over centuries. If a superhero ever needed a batcave as a hideout he’d have no trouble in Kent. The police themselves had uses for some of them, but they were also places that the wrong sort of people could find useful. He even knew of tunnels specifically built to study the growth of tree roots, but not in woodland and he couldn’t remember anything quite like this. Eventually the car stopped.
‘This is it sir,’ Prior said.
‘What is it?’ asked Snow.
‘The destination that I was given, sir. I was told to wait here for you.’
Snow grabbed his case and got out of the car. Prior lowered his window, but was hit by the polluting fumes from the exhaust and hurriedly closed it again. The ventilation in the tunnel clearly hadn’t been designed for his type of vehicle. An elegant woman appeared in a doorway by some bicycle racks. ‘Bicycle racks,’ thought Snow, remembering the words on the sign. Bicycles in the tunnel hadn’t occurred to him. Thank heavens Prior was a competent driver. She looked so out of place in her stiletto heels that Snow would have taken her for a model posing for a fashion shoot in this industrial background. She didn’t seem the sort to have chosen a career in effluent.
‘Welcome to Greenarbour Detective Chief Inspector,’ she said, ‘We’ve been expecting you. Please come this way.’
Alone as usual in the control room Graham was also alone in his own imaginary world. It helped to overcome the tedium of the job. Hunched over the control desk with his dominatrix assistant Katie by his side the evil technician put his plan into action. As the unsuspecting detective was being escorted up to Adrian’s office Graham flicked a switch and the lift that he had just left vanished through a trap in the floor of reception. Then he flicked another and green leaves extended from below the couches around the room and closed over the floor like an iris, forming a new floor upholstered to match the couches. ‘You thought you’d tracked me to my lair, but it was all a trap,’ he chuckled, ‘You’ll not find it so easy to leave.’ He operated other controls, progressively isolating the building from the outside world. ‘Soon I will transport you to our world where you will be at the mercy of my master.’ It was all going rather well so far, but he double-checked to make sure that he hadn’t left an intercom line open. It would be embarrassing if the policeman heard any of this. He could see on a monitor that their visitor was now in Adrian’s office and introductions were in progress. He had the sound feed from the camera on so that he could follow the conversation. He operated more controls and as the red circling dot appeared on his display his evil alter ego said, ‘So my friend, already my spider is beginning to spin her web. Soon she will wrap it around you.’
Alex Snow was now sitting in a leather chair by Adrian’s desk while Adrian spoke to him. ‘I have some wonderful news,’ Adrian said, ‘We’ve just heard that the London bomb has been located and disarmed. We don’t have any details yet but that’s a great relief, isn’t it?’
‘Marvellous,’ said Alex, ‘Now we can concentrate on the second target.’ He settled more easily into the comfortable chair while Adrian arranged for drinks to be brought in using the intercom on his desk. Alex even afforded himself the luxury of closing his eyes for a short while after his hectic journey from the City.
In control Graham heard Adrian ordering tea and then saying, ‘and give the pot a good stir.’ That was his cue. He gently pulled back the two sliding controls and the glowing dot began to trace out the apple-shaped curve like a compulsive tea-stirrer following the reflection of sunshine in a cup of the brew. In fact both paths were cardioids, misleadingly named by some mathematician who thought that the shape looked like a heart, as inaccurate a christening as ‘apple’ or ‘pumpkin’. ‘Now I have you,’ Graham’s evil persona laughed, ‘You are held in my impenetrable force-field.’ He checked the red timer displayed in the corner of the display. What Alex Snow did in the next day depended very much on what Adrian said to him in the next few minutes.
Upstairs Adrian’s voice caused Alex to open his eyes again. ‘I’m afraid I’ve an admission to make, Alex. Given the urgency of the matter there’s no easy way to tell you this. I’ve been lying to you, as have your superiors. There’s no second target and the bomb in the City hasn’t been found yet. The London team have run out of time but it’s still possible that given more time you could find it even now. Therefore you now have another twenty two hours to try. Unfortunately you have to do so without leaving this building and without contacting anyone outside it. Many lives may depend on your efforts, so I hope that you’re successful and we’ll give you every assistance at our disposal. Now, under the circumstances I would offer you something stronger, but as you’re on duty will tea suffice? We have some very nice cakes as well.’
Alex wasn’t settled any more. He was no West Country bumpkin, but could he cope with West Kent’s extraordinary Pumpkin?
Chapter 7
All in good time
‘Well,’ thought Graham, ‘That was very smoothly done Adrian. Now what?’ He settled down to watch the conversation.
‘Sorry, could you repeat that. I don’t think I understood what you just said,’ Alex said, obviously surprised by the revelation.
Adrian replied, ‘Yes, I’m sorry about that. Normally you’d be introduced to our operation here over the course of several weeks after extensive evaluation, but there’s clearly no time for that. I’m afraid that I’m going to have to drop you in at the deep end straight away. To start off with, are you prepared to accept that your superiors have sent you here for a genuinely serious reason?’
‘Well, I was starting to wonder about that and I’m still waiting for an explanation but yes, at present I must assume so.’
‘Good. Right, let’s try for the hard part first and see how we get on. Please look at these clocks on the wall.’ Adrian pointed at the prominent clocks opposite his desk and continued, ‘The white clock on the left is the time outside this building and the black one next to it is the time inside the building. Please take your time and think about that.’
Alex looked at the two clocks. The white one appeared to have stopped just after one thirty but the black one was still going. He said, ‘But the white clock looks like it’s broken and why do you have two clocks anyway?’
Adrian was going to have to explain more plainly. ‘No, the white clock is working. Both clocks are correct. This whole building is a time capsule, a very secret scientific project. The whole world travels through time at a regular speed, twenty-four hours a day, but we aren’t doing that. We have stopped moving in time.’ He waited for the reaction. So did Graham. They were at the turning point.
‘Time capsule? Time travel? Are you telling me that we’re in a time machine?’
‘Not exactly, not the sort of thing that H. G. Wells envisaged. That would be truly incredible, to be able to choose how fast one travelled and in which direction. No, this is something much simpler. Are you prepared to accept that any manipulation of time at all is possible?’
Alex was adrift. ‘This is beyond me. What am I supposed to say?’
Graham knew that Adrian could only labour on and pick up the pieces as he went. Adrian continued, ‘Please say that you’re willing to suspend any disbelief and go along with me on this for now. Many lives may depend on your doing so and the more time we spend discussing this here the less time you’ll have for your task. To focus your thoughts I should point out that the large red clock at the top shows how long you have left in this building. When it reaches midnight you’ll have less than half an hour to locate the bomb, evacuate the people in the area and disarm it. Furthermore it’s only an estimate of the time that you have left. It works like a trip computer on a car, working out how much further we can go. Our rate of fuel consumption can change unexpectedly, so the clock may change erratically from time to time and you may get less time than you expected. We can’t promise anything. All we’re doing is giving you a second chance.’
Alex looked at the big red clock like he’d only just seen it. It had a twenty-four hour dial and currently showed the time as around twenty-two hundred hours. The sweep second hand was going backwards. Graham was unimpressed. He thought that policemen were supposed to be observant. How could he not have noticed a great big clock going backwards? Maybe the old adage about policemen knowing the time was still so true that they never needed to look at clocks. Just then there was a knock on Adrian’s door and the young lady came in with a tray of tea things.
Graham was amused that Alex in his low position in the leather chair was confronted by a pair of astonishingly long and elegant bare legs hardly covered at the top by a short neat box-pleated skirt. It was just as well that she wore flat shoes. Alex leapt politely to his feet to adopt a more modest viewpoint and came within sight of a young face framed by short blonde hair on an unusually long neck. Graham doubted that Alex noticed anything that came between those legs and that neck. She affected all men that way.
‘Thank you, C-C,’ said Adrian.
As she set the tray down on the desk she said, ‘There are some cakes here as well, but if you haven’t eaten yet don’t spoil your lunch.’ Then she left.
‘My secretary,’ explained Adrian picking up the teapot, ‘How do you like your tea? These cakes look delicious as usual.’
‘Milk and two sugars please,’ Alex said, clearly relieved that there was a distraction, ‘Si-si is an unusual name. Considering your secretary’s appearance it also sounds a little, how can I put it, provocative.’
‘Oh no, it isn’t her name – it’s her initials, C-C you see. She doesn’t like using her first name or any abbreviation of it so she prefers to be called C-C. Also so far as being provocative, anyone who knows her will agree that C-C could very well stand for complete control. I assure you that she’s not someone easily manipulated. Now shall I resume my explanation and would you like a cake?’
Graham lost the thread while he contemplated manipulating C-C, something he did often.
Adrian was talking again between mouthfuls of cake. ‘If you’re ready to accept that time can be manipulated then the rest is easy. I said that this is a time capsule rather than a time machine because it doesn’t travel through time, quite the opposite in fact. It appears to preserve the present like those things they bury in the ground to be dug up years later. The odd thing is that, even though we’re inside it, it appears that it’s everything outside which gets preserved, as though we could stop the entire universe. We can’t of course. What seems to happen is that we move out sideways into a different dimension of time and then come back to the moment that we left normal time. It’s us who are doing something peculiar, not the rest of the universe. Does that make some sort of sense?’
‘None of this is making sense at present. Can I phone the DCS to get confirmation of what you’re saying please,’ Alex asked.
‘I’m afraid not. We’ve already left real time. Now there’s nothing outside this building but – time, or the lack of it.’ Adrian pushed more cake into his mouth before waving his hands around vaguely to illustrate what he said. ‘It’s impossible for us to contact the outside world in any way. We’ve brought all the available information that you might need with us so that you can get to work. I urge you to do so.’
Alex was getting uneasy. ‘This is getting preposterous. There must be some way that you can prove what you’re claiming.’
Adrian swallowed – inevitably, now having a mouthful of cake. ‘Ah yes, as a policeman you want evidence. I’m afraid I can’t offer you any clear scientific evidence. You’d have a rough time reconciling this phenomenon to relativity because it just doesn’t relate and if you suggested searching for a solution in string theory I’d start wondering why you’re a policeman. Look, I’m prepared to go back to – one thirty-one briefly to prove it to you, but we’d have to leave again almost immediately to avoid wasting any of the twenty-nine minutes of real time that you have left. You can check what happens by looking at how the time changes on your own watch. There’s a penalty to pay though. Apart from wasting one or two of those vital twenty-nine minutes we’ll also consume some of our limited fuel in the manoeuvre. That may result in you having several hours less time to do your work here. Are you prepared to risk that just because you believe that you’ve reason not to trust me? Otherwise all we have is faith and trust I’m afraid.’ He smiled appealingly.
Downstairs Graham didn’t want to have to make a fast U-turn and said to the screen, ‘No Alex, don’t ask for proof. He’s not told you everything. Going back will add even more to the risk. Give us a chance.’ Hopefully the offer alone would be sufficient.
Alex, a man used to working in a clearly defined command structure, was being asked to accept the unbelievable by someone who didn’t even seem to have a rank or status in any organisation that he knew of, so he was bound to carry on testing the water.
‘You said that we’d already left but nothing has happened since I came into the building. Exactly how are we suddenly somewhere else? Shouldn’t we take off or something?’
Graham smiled at that.
‘We did,’ said Adrian, ‘When we move out of real time there’s nothing to show that we’ve done so except that we lose all our connections with the outside world. That’s how the white clock works. It receives time signals from outside the building, near where your car is parked in fact, where a real clock is sending them. As it isn’t getting those signals any more it’s stopped. That’s how we know that we’ve left. I ordered the launch when I was ordering the tea. You were sitting there with your eyes closed at the time. Normally there would be an audible countdown to warn us but we turned it off to avoid distracting you. We had to make sure that none of those remaining twenty-nine minutes were wasted, so I couldn’t explain anything to you before now. My little deception about the bomb being found was necessary to get you to relax. You needed to be relaxed for our return. Going back can be an unpleasant experience if you don’t prepare for it beforehand. If you’re still prepared to stay with me on this then I’ll explain what happens when we return.’
‘Okay, you haven’t been inconsistent so far. I’ll give you that. Carry on.’
‘Tell him about the snow Adrian,’ Graham said, then thought a bit more about that.
Adrian, reassured that Alex was still prepared to listen, carried on. ‘When we return to real time everything will be just as it was when we left and I really mean everything right down to the last molecule. You’ll never have drunk that tea that you’re finishing and I will never have eaten this delicious cake, which means that it’s completely calorie free.’ He brushed some cake crumbs off his now spotless waistcoat. Graham knew that Adrian was quite happy for the team to take personal advantage of this strange environment up to a point and that meant much more than just eating cake. ‘You’ll be sitting in that chair with your eyes closed just as you were when we left. In other words we’ll resume our normal lives from one thirty one as though none of this ever happened. The one exception is that we’ll remember that it did happen in as much detail as we remember anything else in our lives. Hopefully you will have the location of the bomb remembered and we can tell the team in London, who’ll then have time to save lives, if not the building where it’s located, during those vital twenty-nine minutes. Is this plan making any sense yet?’
Alex was being drawn in. ‘But if those minutes are so critical why did you leave it so late? Why didn’t we start earlier?’
‘I’m afraid that had to be a compromise. As I said, all the information that you might need has been transferred into the computer in this building and we kept it up to date until the moment that we left reality. It was possible that the people in London might have found useful evidence from their investigations in those last minutes and we didn’t want to deny you that information. The actual time that we left was of course finally dependent on your own driver’s abilities but he was carefully selected for the task to ensure that you arrived safely close to the intended time. I hope that the amount of planning that has gone into this operation so far impresses upon you that everything else that I’m telling you, no matter how bizarre, is actually true. Otherwise it’s all been a waste.’
‘Why didn’t the DCS tell me all this in the first place?’
‘Who’s to say whether he knows the details himself? You’ll soon realise that knowledge of the existence of this place is itself a burden as well as a benefit. It was decided that even you shouldn’t know about it until it was absolutely necessary. If they’d found the bomb just as you arrived, as I originally claimed, then we would never have had this conversation and your search for the fictitious second bomb would simply have been called off and we would have sent you straight back to London. Does this make sense to you?’
‘Yes it does. What do you mean, a burden?’
‘Remember that everything that we do here is erased from history when we return. A broken finger nail, a cut finger, a bruised body, a blinded eye, a broken leg, everything is restored to its previous state, but conversations are remembered. You’re a policeman. You must understand the implications now.’
The expression on Alex’s face showed that the truth had hit home. ‘Do you have interrogation rooms then?’ he asked.
‘No, not yet thankfully, but the possibility always exists. So far I can honestly say that everything that has happened here has done so with the full cooperation of every participant. Who can say what the future holds?’
‘Are you saying that a person could be tortured and then restored so that no evidence of it existed except the memories of those who witnessed it – my god – and the victim himself?’ Graham could see that Alex was beginning to see the nature of the burden, which itself guaranteed the secrecy of the project.
‘Yes, and it could be done over and over again to the point of death and beyond each time. Nobody could resist the cumulative psychological effect of that for ever.’
‘To the point of death and beyond? Do you know that for a fact?’
Adrian hesitated before answering. Graham wasn’t surprised. ‘There have been experiments under laboratory conditions with animals and then well informed volunteers. Self-administered drugs were used in increasing doses until the process became terminal. Afterwards the volunteers were asked to describe the experience but nothing revealing was discovered. If there is a god in heaven then he’s aware that we’re cheating and ignores what we’re doing. We have a macabre joke here which is virtually a company rule. If you die at the office you get the rest of the day off. You don’t have to be mad to work here because the madness is supplied at the door.’
Graham wondered whether Adrian was on the right track. The explanation about the walker in the snow was more tolerable for a beginner. Adrian had said that the brain was effectively a parallel computer and every neuron could recover its state simultaneously, so the brain could retrace its steps to acquire the lost memories in no time. It also explained why the Pumpkin used so little power compared with other concepts of time travel. All it did was create an imbalance which took advantage of natural forces, much as a sailing ship does. The power used was just enough to raise the sails. Of course nobody knew what the snow in Adrian’s analogy actually represented. It was like that unknown medium ‘the ether’ where light and radio waves were once thought to propagate. There was no reality in Adrian’s explanation but it did help a person to know what to expect and Graham was content with it.
In contrast to Graham Alex had a very different perspective on life and was struggling with the moral implications. He said, ‘If what you say is true how can this place be allowed to exist? Somebody is going to use it for the wrong purpose eventually.’
‘Can you define right and wrong precisely?’ Adrian said. ‘Some people believe that the end justifies the means. The people who know what we do here believe that there are limits to that philosophy. They also believe that you hold the same view, otherwise you wouldn’t be here now. If it’s any comfort to you I can tell you that this is the only installation of its kind in the world. The best qualified people possible have tried to build another and failed. So far no-one knows why. Personally I hope it stays that way until we understand the whole phenomenon better.’
For a while nobody spoke. Alex was obviously considering his options. Graham, no longer the evil technician, was willing him to accept Adrian’s words and said to the screen, ‘Come on mister detective, think it through. Could Mister Evil really have a hideout like this in the depths of Kent? We must be the good guys. The only other possibility is that you’ve been overworking and this is all wishful thinking and you’re asleep in the back of your car dreaming of a second chance. If that’s the case why don’t you just dream on for a while and enjoy it?’
To Graham’s surprise Alex seemed to respond to his words, saying, ‘Okay, I accept what you’ve told me, so can we get started now? If this is all true and we don’t stop that bomb in time I may be tempted to find the culprits and bring them here myself, God help me.’
‘You see Adrian. That’s the way to do it,’ Graham said to the screen as though Alex had really heard him.
‘Come now,’ said Adrian getting up to take Alex out of the office, ‘You’ll find that we have a very cheerful view of the benefits of this place to counteract the sinister side. For example, not only was my cake calorie free but it’ll be back in its packet ready to be eaten again when we return to real time. Here we really can have our cake and eat it. Unfortunately nobody relishes eating a cake when they know that they or somebody else already has, so the old saying is pretty meaningless anyway. That’s one thing that we have proved scientifically here. To overcome the problem we normally get them on a sale or return basis in the early morning, which means that we don’t have to pay for them either when they’re returned, but this afternoon session means that we won’t be able to send them back today. With all the cutbacks we have to watch our expenses carefully. Also we’ve so many cups and saucers for the number of staff here currently that we never have to wash them up. I’m not sure how many teapots we have though. C-C will know.’
Graham stared at the image of them leaving the office for a moment. ‘How do you do that?’ he asked his absent boss, ‘How do you manipulate people so easily when you’re completely potty?’
Things were moving. Now it was necessary to ensure that Alex didn’t find out the rest.
Chapter 8
Ticking bomb
Detective Chief Inspector Alex Snow had no lack of intelligence, but he was finding it hard to make sense of his situation. As they came out into the main office he asked Adrian, ‘Is all this furniture on sale or return as well?’
Adrian looked around at the patchwork of furniture across the room and replied, ‘Oh no. This is all down to the house rules here. Everything and everybody is required to be individually distinctive. Bear in mind that the only things that we can take away from here are memories, so it’s important that things get remembered. A long time back someone decided that having everything looking different was an aid to remembering things, so every room in the installation is different as is each person’s appearance. As this room is rather large the principle got taken further. Having dozens of people in white lab coats sitting at identical desks probably wouldn’t have nudged the memory in the same way when the place was busier. Of course it’s all a bit quiet now, so it doesn’t seem so necessary, but we’ve got used to it and nobody’s planning to change it. Don’t worry about having to remember anything yourself though. We’ve people to do that for you. That’s all part of the service.’
Adrian continued his lecture as they walked across the room. ‘There are clocks like the ones in my office in many of the rooms. The computer screens also display the three times. We have both clock dials and digital clocks as a memory aid again. Different people find different things easier to remember. As the time has three different meanings here we talk about white time, black time and red time. White time will matter when we go back; black time is the one that your body clock relates to, as well as being the one that your ordinary watch is showing; red time is the period during which everything that seems to happen doesn’t. It’s important to remember when we’re in red time because everything that happens then will be erased from history later. Until you get used to it you tend to forget that you’ll have to do something again in reality even though you’ve already done it in red time. Even just reading a book, you slip a bookmark in a page and then wonder later why you’re reading pages that you read earlier. You have to train yourself to remember the page number when you close the book. If you write anything down don’t expect to find it again when you leave. The human brain just isn’t used to this concept of time. Here we are. May I introduce you to our best researcher ever. You’ve already met of course. C-C, this is Alex. Please look after him.’
C-C was sitting at a table with a display screen in front of her. Much of the furniture consisted of tables rather than desks. Alex realised that this office was probably virtually paperless if everything written or printed reverted to blank paper later. Although he’d no positive evidence that the whole time capsule story was true, he couldn’t think of any other explanation for this elaborate set-up, so he had to go along with it. If it really was true and he missed the opportunity to take advantage of it he would never forgive himself. However, he was surprised that C-C seemed to be the only person around to help him. He’d need more people than that to get everything done in time.
‘I’ll leave you to it then,’ Adrian said, ‘I think you’ll find that C-C can meet all your needs.’ He turned and walked off back to his office.
‘Pull up a chair and I’ll run through what we have,’ C-C said, ‘We’ll give the computer some work to do and then I’ll show you the accommodation. We’ve a hotel with the best room service in Britain upstairs.’ She swivelled her chair around and stowed her distracting legs under the table. As Alex sat down alongside her she started to bring up various lists on the display screen. He saw that she was using some sort of advanced graphics tablet, brushing her fingertips across it as though she was stroking a cat, but the computer responded decisively to every caress. She talked rapidly and precisely as the computer illustrated everything that she mentioned. ‘The building contains a very large supercomputer which is connected to a government network and used for many purposes. However, while we’re in red time we have it all to ourselves and we’ll be giving it back to them before any of their computers even misses a beat.’ Alex remembered Adrian’s remark about having your cake and eating it. It seemed unbelievable that they could borrow a supercomputer for a whole day without anyone noticing that it had gone for a second. ‘We don’t even have to take backups of what they were doing because it’ll all come back by itself at red midnight. You do understand the significance of red midnight, don’t you?’ Alex hummed in reply. He was fully aware of the significance of that red clock, its second hand floating backwards rather than ticking as it estimated the time that he had left. C-C ploughed on. ‘We’ve all the intelligence from London right up until the time on the white clock. We also have all the standard software that you use, although I’ll usually be able to provide much better ways of doing things. Here are the latest reports from the London team. Just explain what you need and I’ll set it in motion. Your wish is my command.’
Alex thought that there must have been a lot of younger men in C-C’s life dreaming of hearing those words. He asked to look at some of the reports and the information was on the screen almost before the words were out of his mouth. He only had to say a word or two or point at something and the item he wanted appeared. He couldn’t believe how she could respond so quickly. He was reading new information as fast as possible but she always seemed to have the next thing he needed at her fingertips. Adrian had been right; he would have trouble keeping this young lady busy. Having checked the latest progress he considered his strategy. The needle was in the haystack and he only had his own resourcefulness to find it from what was already in the computer. At last he had something that he understood to occupy his mind. He couldn’t find the bomb but maybe he could find the most likely locations for it. A dedicated supercomputer could perform probabilistic analyses in the time he’d been given. They tried some trial searches and he noticed that C-C’s use of the keyboard was as relaxed as the way she tickled the graphics tablet. She barely seemed to touch all the keys, but text appeared almost like magic on the screen at astonishing speed. She could make a roomful of typists redundant. He realised just what an opportunity he’d been given with the combined benefits of stopping time, her skills and what was clearly an incredibly powerful computer. He had to make it worthwhile. They gave the computer harder tasks, such as searches for similar faces on security camera footage and collating telephone call logs and other events. Even with visual searches she could adapt the criteria with the least prompting from him. If he just made a suggestion about someone’s appearance the computer was off on a new search immediately. He was in his element. After a while C-C suggested that they adjourn for a snack upstairs during which time she would show him his accommodation. He picked up his small case and went with her. She led him to the staircase on the other side of the room going up to the next floor.
The statement over the entrance to the mock island flying above the clouds wasn’t accurate when it referred to ‘the remotest holiday destination on Earth.’ This place could be remote or on Earth but never both for any measurable length of time, not to any one person’s perception anyway. Alex thought about the potential of this environment as a holiday location. With the prospect of totally inconsequential sexual liaisons and consumption of drink and drugs, this place would easily outshine holidays in Ibiza. He wondered whether drug addiction was purely a chemical process, which would be erased along with all other physical evidence, or whether the retained memories would be sufficient to create addiction. Perhaps experiments into this subject had been carried out here. He wondered just what experiments had occurred here, but was glad that he was unlikely to find out any more than Adrian had already told him.
C-C led Alex to one of the many doors around the room, all distinctly different as Adrian had explained. Inside was a small basic hotel room with a single bunk bed against one wall. The walls were decorated to look like tall grass. No doubt every other room was different. She pointed out the en-suite facilities in an adjoining room, which was shared with the next room along. ‘There’re so few of us here at present that the facilities don’t have to be shared,’ she explained, ‘Make yourself at home and come out for a snack if you want. I’ll be out here.’
‘What did you mean about the room service?’ Alex asked.
‘Well, this is the only place in Britain where you can have room service forty-eight hours a day. However, it’s usually self-service I’m afraid. Working such long hours can be mentally tiring even though our bodies don’t feel the strain, so everyone here’s given a room to relax in when they feel the need,’ she said and left.
Alex didn’t need much time to settle in and was soon back in the main staffroom. C-C showed him the catering cabinets and other facilities set along one side. Apart from an assortment of cold food and drink there was also a kitchen with items for making hot drinks, a microwave, sink and dishwasher. If what Adrian had said was true the latter didn’t get used often. Certainly there was no predominance of disposable cups and plates as one might expect in other places. Real china appeared to be the norm. C-C wandered off to one of the wicker suites while Alex found himself a round of sandwiches and poured a cup of coffee. When he joined her she was sitting in a peacock chair by a small wicker table. He sat down at the table and peeled the plastic packaging off the sandwiches, remembering Adrian’s remark about sale or return. The idea that these sandwiches would be back in their packet when he left was just too weird to contemplate. He looked over at C-C who was eating an apple. In fact from the plate in front of her it appeared that she lived on fruit. Then he realised that there was no point in keeping to a balanced diet here when everything eaten was going to vanish later. Any eating habits he saw here probably didn’t reflect the real ones of the people he met. He glanced at her again, thinking that she wouldn’t look out of place with others on a street corner in some districts that he’d known. Actually she was more than a cut above that in appearance and intelligence, more likely to have a discreet private address where more discerning clients, possibly even including some of his superiors, might visit. She was safe in this environment at least. This environment was safe?
Looking around the room and thinking about what he’d seen of these offices, he realised that in the hands of organised crime this would be the ultimate private island, or rather a private yacht floating in a sea of time. He hadn’t got the earlier grim images out of his mind yet and now he could envisage a no-holds-barred night club downstairs and then up here, looking around at the doors to private rooms, special services for selected clients. He imagined girls with broken minds abused night after night but always fit enough to take more. Perpetual virgins would always be available. There could be no police raids and no forensic evidence, only hearsay. Adrian had been right when he’d asked about defining right and wrong. It was the mentalities of the people who controlled and used this facility, not their intentions, that finally mattered. He took a bite out of his sandwich. Adrian had said that eating anything for the second time was difficult for psychological reasons but with his thoughts Alex was having trouble finding an appetite the first time. He wondered how C-C and the others coped with the conditions here at all. Were they too innocent or too hardened to be affected?
Seeing him taking a closer look at the room C-C commented, ‘We even have a small gym in a room over there. There are several exercise machines and they’re connected into the power system so that all your efforts get fed back into the main batteries. Everything here runs off batteries because we aren’t connected to the mains during red time, so there are lots of energy-saving devices around here. It’s more a mental exercise than a physical one doing a workout here though because all the benefits vanish when we go back. Some people find it relaxing though. If this was a proper time machine you could probably pedal it all the way back to last night if you were fit enough, not that I’d relish a repeat of last night myself.’ She grimaced at the thought.
Looking at the white clock on the end wall Alex thought that if it were possible to wind it back even an hour or two he’d be in that room now practising for the Tour de France, even though he hadn’t brought his bicycle clips with him. The elegant lady who’d first met him was sitting at another table with a young man in jeans and a loud check shirt. They struck Alex as being very different. She seemed to fit in with her surroundings remarkably well, her clothes having just the right degree of idiosyncratic flamboyance to deny that she was simply an office worker in a business suit, but they seemed to express her inherent character, something she appeared very comfortable with, not just an attempt to comply with the house rule. She had to feel comfortable with her black court shoes just to walk in them; the stiletto heels looked over four inches high to Alex. Perhaps the added stature gave her confidence. In contrast the young man looked very ordinary although he gazed around with a permanent mystified look as though he was as much a bemused visitor as Alex himself, in whom he seemed to be taking a particular interest, staring almost serenely at him for longer than etiquette might allow. ‘What do those two over there do here?’ Alex asked, ‘That young man is looking at us rather strangely.’
‘Oh, don’t mind George. He’s autistic but quite harmless,’ C-C replied.
‘Autistic? Why’s he here?’ Alex couldn’t imagine what benefit this strange environment could be to someone who must have trouble dealing even with normal life.
‘He works here,’ came the surprising reply. ‘Yvonne and George are our memory team. Yvonne has an eidetic memory of sorts. She works in the fashion industry as you might guess. Apart from being a very accomplished sketch artist she can remember images a bit like a camera for a short time. That’s all we need to get pictures back into reality when we return. She’s used her ability to create copies of top designers’ new looks for knock-off shops lower down in the rag trade. George is a savant, quite a remarkable one. On a good day he can memorise not just what people have said but where they were and exactly what they were doing, right down to scratching their ear or picking up a pencil. He can mimic people’s accents as well. Between them they can reconstruct anything that took place in red time and file it back in the computer afterwards. Apart from directly watching events they use the security system installed around the building to keep track of everything. As we lose everything but our memories they’re absolutely essential to our work here. If you were thinking that George was our contribution to the fight against disability discrimination you’d be wrong. He’s actually an indispensable highly-paid member of the team.’ C-C stretched her long neck forward to take a bite out of her second apple. Alex had visions of a deer standing up on its hind legs and reaching out to pull foliage from the browse line of a tree. Now he understood what Adrian had said about remembering things being part of the service, although he doubted that he’d forget C-C.
They finished their snack quickly as Alex was keen to make progress on his search. It was now around three in the afternoon black time. They returned downstairs and C-C continued to amaze him with her abilities on the computer. He soon learned to ask for things that a normal team would consider impossible. Somehow she could find the remotest evidence of a connection between people, events, telephone calls, bank accounts, in fact everything that he’d asked to be provided plus a lot more that he didn’t believe they would be able to access. Somehow she didn’t even have trouble finding related information from other countries. Whatever work this computer normally did, it was filled with an enormous repository of up-to-date intelligence. He suspected that the government were not keen for its existence to be well-known. He would have expected something like this at GCHQ, the centre for intelligence collection in the country, but not inside a dummy effluent tank on an industrial site out here. It was just as well that this hadn’t been the target for a second bomb. Eventually the pace of C-C’s research wore him out and they decided to break for the day. They now had about a dozen potential targets in the City and refining this list could wait until the next morning. The red clock was still keeping to its promise of twenty-two hours and they had until around eleven-thirty the next day by the black clock to make their final choices. They both retired to Pumpkin Island for a light evening meal and bed.
The next morning after a hasty breakfast Alex found C-C back at her computer downstairs. They went back through all the evidence that they’d collected and all the possibilities that they’d eliminated and settled on a final list of targets. Alex now had four highly likely locations, three other possibles and three more outsiders, a small enough list for the teams on the ground to respond quickly. It was around ten o’clock black time when Alex took his reputation in his hands and decided to return to reality to discover whether he was right. First though they needed to devise a way of passing the information on without revealing the manner in which it had been obtained.
C-C said, ‘Your sergeant will still be in your office, won’t he, bearing in mind that we’re talking about white time, yesterday lunchtime so to speak?’
Alex said, ‘Yes, those were his instructions, which I didn’t understand until now. I wouldn’t be able to explain my sudden inspiration regarding this information if I contacted him directly. Perhaps we could arrange for him to hear it from an anonymous informant. I still have such people and it wouldn’t be surprising if one of them happened to call the office in my absence. The problem is getting him to act quickly enough without questioning the quality of the information.’
‘Is there any way that an informant could prove that they had your confidence, a message that they could pass on that could only have come from you?’
Alex thought for a bit. ‘There was something,’ he said, ‘We had a conversation – in the morning. Yes, that’s it.’ He was still struggling with the two time zones. ‘He would accept what was said if they told him this. “DCI Snow says buy her the blue one and tell her it goes with her eyes.” That should convince him.’
‘It works for me,’ C-C replied, gazing at him with her blue eyes. ‘I’ll arrange everything. Yvonne and George will ensure that the list is passed back to reality accurately, although I could remember this much information myself. It’ll appear to be sent to your office from an untraceable mobile phone somewhere on the A2 into London. You and your driver will be elsewhere at that time, so there won’t be any suspicion that it could have come directly from you. Leave it with me. Adrian is in his office if you’d like to go and talk to him about the journey back. You’ll discover that jet lag as such isn’t a problem here, but you may get a funny feeling that your mind and body aren’t entirely happy with each other for a short while. As we get paid for every time that we go through it, even though there’s no evidence that anything has happened, we call it déjà revenue. See you back in reality.’
Alex went and found Adrian waiting in his office. ‘Are you ready to discover whether you’ve come to the right conclusion?’ Adrian asked, ‘There won’t be a second chance, you know.’
‘I’m very grateful to have been given this chance,’ Alex said, ‘but I won’t be completely convinced until we actually return to yesterday.’
‘We don’t see it that way. We aren’t going back in time. That would defy all the concepts of cause and effect that we believe govern our existence. The past is set in stone and can’t be changed by us, so far as we know. We’ve just been marking time for a while before carrying on our lives in an orderly fashion. All that’s changed is that we may now do something that we wouldn’t have done before or do things differently, but it is our prerogative to change the future. We don’t break the laws of nature here – we just have a slightly different view of life for a short while.’
‘However you perceive it, I’m ready to go back.’ Alex looked at the ominous red clock. Its hands were wandering back from one o’clock towards midnight. He’d finished his task to the best of his ability with an hour to spare.
‘OK. I’ll just check that everyone is ready and then we’ll return.’ Adrian called C-C on the intercom to ensure that everybody was ready to spring into action as soon as the temporal reversion was complete. Once that was done there would only be twenty-nine minutes for everything to happen. It was still very much in the balance whether they would succeed. ‘Right, we’re ready to go.’ He contacted Graham in the control room. ‘Graham, standard reversion please.’
In confirmation Katie announced over the public address system in a heartwarming tone, ‘Temporal reversion will occur in five minutes. Please go to your reversion stations now.’ The red clock flipped around to the five minute mark and continued its backward progress.
‘For a smooth transition try to do exactly what you were doing when we left,’ Adrian explained, ‘You were relaxing in that same chair with your eyes closed, so it shouldn’t be too difficult to do something approximately similar now. Your stomach is going to churn when it returns to its previous condition and it may seem like your heart has missed a beat, but that’s just the effect of the two heartbeats being a bit out of step. Remember that everything goes back the way it was, so your case will pack itself and return to your side where you had it when you came in. There’ll be no evidence that any of the last day ever happened. On this excursion you don’t get to bring home any souvenirs.’ He chatted on as the minutes ticked away. In this timeless world there was time to chat even when there was urgent business to attend to in reality. ‘Here we go,’ he said finally as the red clock ticked off the last few seconds to midnight and the time signal beeped out. A moment later he said, ‘Okay?’ as Alex opened his eyes.
Alex glanced down at his watch. It was one thirty-two the previous day. Everything had been as true as they’d promised. Thank heavens he’d taken what they’d told him at face value. ‘Yes. I still can’t believe it, but I’m okay thanks,’ he said.
Just minutes later the intercom started to blare out messages from police radios. Alex was surprised to hear communications over supposedly secure burst transmission systems. ‘C-C wants to impress you, I think,’ Adrian said.
‘She’s already done that during the last day,’ Alex said.
‘Last two minutes actually. You must get back into the real timeframe. Whatever you learned about her all happened in the last couple of minutes of reality. The rest is just a memory. Listen to this though.’ The transmissions indicated that the message had got through. Buildings were being evacuated and teams were on their way to check them out, starting with those at the top of Alex’s list. ‘Do you want to stay on to hear how it goes or would you rather be elsewhere?’
‘I think it would be best for me to be on the road when the news comes through. I don’t want this place to be involved in any way.’ Alex rose to leave. As predicted his now unopened case was waiting by his side.
Adrian quickly wrote something on a piece of paper and handed it to Alex. ‘A phone number in case you feel the need to contact us again,’ he explained. Obviously his job wasn’t the sort where business cards were ever used. Alex responded by giving his own card to Adrian, who dropped it into a drawer of his desk.
As they left the room C-C came up to Alex holding a patisserie box. ‘For your hunger,’ she said as she gave it to him. He looked at it briefly and slipped it into his case. As he looked into the blue eyes of this pretty young girl he felt an inappropriate sensation. It was really the first time that he had ever met her, if one discounted the experiences created by the incredible machine. The sensation was the one that he had on seeing a criminal in the flesh for the first time after spending months creating an impression of them from scraps of information and indistinct photos. His mind seemed to be comparing this stranger to that impression to assure him that he had the right person. The sensation wasn’t unfamiliar but just out of place. She’d been right that it wasn’t like jet lag, but his mind was racing to retrieve memories that he’d never had from somewhere that he’d never been. Her simple way of dressing made her appealing appearance seem almost accidental. As she’d handed him the box he’d remembered her almost naturally varnished nails on slender fingers that fought like sparring spiders to caress the keyboard as she swiftly typed. Her long neck reached into a plain white blouse where her bust suggested that it continued like a snake coiled around the bough of a tree. Everything about her elicited thoughts of animal behaviour. First-hand he experienced the sensation of déjà revenu as re-remembered memories washed through his mind in an overwhelming wave. The thought tsunami suddenly subsided and it was time to move on. While his mind was still bidding her welcome he bade her goodbye and followed Adrian downstairs. In the control room Graham had already restored reception to its conventional appearance and called the lift up.
‘Goodbye Adrian,’ Alex said as he entered the lift, ‘It’s been a pleasure, I think, but if I ever contemplate coming back here I’ll consider my motives very carefully.’
When he left the lift the smell of exhaust fumes hit him. He could hear the ticking of the hot exhaust pipe on Sergeant Prior’s car. He was still having trouble adjusting to the fact that he’d apparently been in the installation for only a few minutes. He was going to have to put on a convincing performance and try not to say anything out of place. Hopefully they wouldn’t talk much while he organised his thoughts. He got into the car and gave Prior a simple but vague order. ‘Head for the Isle of Grain now and this time take it gently please. There’s no hurry for now.’ Hopefully news would come through before he had to make good on his charade. The car followed the winding tunnel back to the surface building where Graham had already opened the access shutter. On the main road they turned north and soon the unusually tall tower in the village of Hamwell was in view again. The upper storeys of the octagonal structure were swathed in elaborate Gothic decoration giving it the appearance of a wedding cake, a fitting comparison for something clearly very special in the lives of ordinary people. There was no evidence of a building at its foot to justify its existence, which remained a mystery, and it wouldn’t have been out of place in a fairy tale, but if there really was a princess trapped in the topmost room by a wicked witch then here was one detective who didn’t want the case. He’d had enough of fairy tales.
Realising that he had no wish to return to that other fantastic building in the locality he wondered whether he’d actually left his card with Adrian or whether it was now back in his pocket, returned by the winding back of the clock, but he was already dispelling the details of recent events from his mind and wasn’t sure. They were caught in traffic in the centre of the village when the message that he yearned to hear came in. The bomb had been found in time. The search for a second device had been called off and they were to return to London immediately. Whatever he felt about the morality of their activities, the people that he’d just left had done some good. For the first time in what seemed ages he tried to relax but something still bothered him. He’d come to find a second ticking bomb and he suspected that he had, but he was expected to tell no-one about it. Just then his stomach reminded him that in reality he still hadn’t had any lunch. He opened his case and took out the box that C-C had given to him. Adrian had said no souvenirs, but when he opened the box he understood her wicked grin that had accompanied it. There was the familiar round of sandwiches still impossibly sealed in their plastic packaging along with a large slice of cake. Adrian’s words came back to him as he stared at the sandwiches and he seemed to hear the voice of a barrister addressing him as though he were standing in the witness box in court.
‘Can you confirm,’ it intoned, ‘that these are the sandwiches that you claim that you ate whilst on the premises? If so how do you account for their being here now in this condition? I would remind you that you are under oath.’
Alex didn’t have an answer. There was C-C’s payback, her revenue. How could he ever judge them when he couldn’t even judge himself? He put the sandwiches out of his mind and decided to try the cake instead.
Chapter 9
A turn of the wheel
After DCI Snow’s visit the Pumpkin team were given the next day off to realign their mental and physical clocks and their other lives. A virtual fifty-three hour day could be taxing even when large parts of it were spent doing nothing. This was just one of many strange occurrences which had been the reason for staff not staying in the job for long. While red time had no physical impact bad memories could be far more damaging and regular psychological check-ups were required of everyone. The rest day also gave Adrian the chance to have his deferred meeting with the minister, which was even more relevant after their success with the bomb incident. The following day Graham was back at his post in the control room. The daily sessions usually started around nine fifteen white time, which was fast approaching, but they were short of a team member.
‘Any sign of John yet?’ came Adrian’s voice on the intercom.
Graham checked the monitors. ‘No boss. His car’s outside but he’s probably talking to the trees. It could be another sprint finish this morning.’
John Charman wasn’t talking to anything. He was standing silently with his binoculars to his eyes watching a bird on the edge of the woodland near the security fence. It was a wryneck, not a rare bird but uncommon enough and so well camouflaged that it could easily be missed with its habit of staying quite still and relying on its patterned plumage to hide it. He hadn’t seen one in the wood before, so it was probably just a visitor passing through on its way to Africa. He lowered the binoculars and looked at the trees by the fence. The finances were suffering from cutbacks but apparently the trees weren’t. Some branches were reaching over the fence and could be a security risk. No doubt the fairies would report the problem sometime. Although the wood seemed to be typically English it wasn’t. In some parts there were cedars and other imported species amongst the ancient oak and beech. In the past someone must have laid it out as ornamental rides for some great estate and now nature had taken it back, imposing a greater reality on it. That was why he walked there in the morning, to air his soul in that reality before entering the unreal world of office work. He turned and headed back towards the Pumpkin in the depth of the wood. To one side a mature tree which had been felled by a storm years before lay rotting slowly in the deep leaf litter, but it hadn’t died. Enough roots remained in the ground to sustain some of the branches, which now grew vertically up from the trunk like a row of new saplings. The grim reaper harvested this deciduous landscape regularly, but compared to animals plants had a different attitude to death and an ambiguous view of individuality. With no-one to tend the trees in what had once been someone’s impression of Eden they were ignoring all the conventional boundaries.
He moved quietly for a large man, but not so silently that the creatures around weren’t aware of him. He noticed the head of a green woodpecker peering round the trunk of a tree at him. As he walked the wary bird edged around the tree to stay out of sight. Everything in this wood had secrets to keep, the animals and birds, the fairies outside the Pumpkin and the staff inside. Its large dome was some way off but he wasn’t heading for that. It was just smooth featureless metal with no sign that it was habitable and a border of dense vegetation around it made it unapproachable. With its patchwork of camouflage colours to him it looked like a huge partly-deflated football lying on the earth, a memory of an event from his childhood. He’d been playing football with friends when their ball had rolled away towards a group of older boys on the edge of the park. One of the louts had picked it up and impaled it on one of the spikes on the park railings. He’d then kicked the punctured ball back to John’s group and it had landed flattened side down in a patch of mud. At that time John had resolved to take much more control of his life and to learn to understand and anticipate the behaviour of others. Eventually he’d even learned to play with a different shaped ball, taking up rugby football. That game was much more interpersonal and control of the ball was a quite different proposition from that in soccer. He walked to a small reinforced concrete building and went inside where an inner metal door unlocked on detecting the chip in the identity card tucked in his back pocket. Many woods in this area had strange structures built for wartime purposes. Some still had traces of small clearings where military vehicles would have been hidden from air raids. This was actually one of several such buildings which concealed the ventilation for the dome and gave rapid access to the perimeter through the underground tunnels. Behind the door he descended stairs at the foot of which was an empty bicycle rack. He looked at the rack in disappointment and then at his watch, which was standard team issue. Within the confines of the Pumpkin it could pick up transmitted time signals from the local clocks and display white, black and red time as required. At present it was limited to displaying the fact that it was close to nine a.m. black and white time. John took off his small backpack and jacket and changed his walking boots for a pair of trainers in the pack. He put the boots in a locker by the bicycle rack. The keys to the lockers had been lost long ago. He knotted the sleeves of the jacket around his waist, slipped the pack on his back and started to jog the several hundred yards down the passage towards the Pumpkin alongside ducts on the walls. It was only a very minor athletic event but the coverage by many concealed security cameras was worthy of the London Olympics. Now in his shirtsleeves, his contribution to the house rule of being individually distinctive was evident. When he’d heard about the rule he’d immediately realised that his old Harlequins rugger shirt fitted the bill ideally. The odd quartered colours and sleeves were quite unique. He was content to let people believe that he was just a supporter of the Quins, but in fact he’d had some success as a player for a short while. With his large build he’d been a prop forward. On reflection this had been his role through much of the rest of his life as well. Those early childhood intentions had made him the man who always kept one foot on the ground, supporting the hooker, the man in the middle of the scrum who sometimes walked on thin air to reach forward to possess the ball. In a way he was still playing the same part as Adrian’s deputy. Although he’d also studied the sciences he’d not progressed so far as Adrian, but he had hoped that one day he would take over Adrian’s job. While Adrian frequently worked with his head in the clouds John kept the administration of the Pumpkin soundly on the ground and organised the team. However, in his expectations about staff turnover he’d overlooked one anomaly. Strangely, in a job where a good memory was normally an asset Adrian’s bad memory was his advantage. He was a conceptual thinker. Whatever he learned or experienced, his mind stripped off and discarded all the unnecessary details and only retained the underlying concepts. Therefore long hours in red time had no effect on him, even when the circumstances got difficult, and he could probably go on in the job forever. In the land of memories the forgetful man was king, it seemed. In fact it was only on Adrian’s insistence that John had kept his own job during the cutbacks.
John made easy work of the short run; he kept in trim and had a well developed physique topped by a kind of face kind of face. The duality reflected his nature. He was either a gentle man wearing his body like armour or something more primitive clothed in civility, either way the product of past experiences. It was as though his memories of them had created a new physical reality out of nowhere so that now there was no way of knowing which was the real person.
In the control room Graham was watching John’s approach and called through to Adrian. ‘Ops here Captain. Radar has picked up a John-type jogger approaching from the west. A solution has been computed and laid in. One lift has been despatched to intercept. Estimated time to intercept is thirty seconds.’
‘Thank you Graham,’ Adrian replied. He had become resigned to Graham’s flights of fantasy and seldom commented on them. Their greatest enemy was boredom and any weapon to counter it was welcome.
Down below John reached the lift and pressed the call button but the doors didn’t open. The indicators on the display were green, so the lift wasn’t locked down for temporal transfer yet. He looked up the central access shaft. Part of the way up it was blocked by metal gratings for safety reasons. A gate in the gratings allowed the lift to pass through when required. This shaft was where the cusp of the Pumpkin’s temporal field formed. Unlike the rest of the Pumpkin there were no field generators in this area. The dome above was only protection from the real world and the true shape of the Pumpkin was defined by a grid of around forty thousand field generators positioned inside the dome and under the structure. There was sufficient space between these generators for all structural supports and services to run and the only large gap was this central shaft. When the temporal field formed between the generators it also stretched across this void, not flat as one might expect but in an upward pinnacle to complete the distinctive inverted apple shape. If a person caught near the top of the shaft were to be intersected by the field boundary then, although they wouldn’t appear to suffer any effects from the viewpoint of an observer in normal time below, to an observer within the Pumpkin their body would be cut in half for the duration of red time. At the end of red time they would have no physical injuries, but the memories might well scar them for life and also have a bad effect on any witnesses. For this reason security in the upper shaft was strict. Apart from the passenger lift there was a large equipment lift set in the centre of the floor below the shaft. Both were hydraulic lifts pushed up by long rams deep in the ground below. This arrangement meant that no space was used in the confines of the Pumpkin itself for lift machinery. John tried the button again with no success. Then he turned round and waggled his trim backside provocatively towards the control panel to get his identity card nearer the sensor. The lift acknowledged the validity of his posterior and the doors opened.
On his way out of reception John called in to Graham, ‘Put the lift security sensor on the maintenance checklist, Graham. The range seems to be set too low.’
Graham waggled a thumb in acknowledgement and John ran upstairs to Adrian’s office, where he found his boss sitting holding a comb and staring at it with a confused look as though he couldn’t remember what it was for. He reminded John of a cat sitting with one leg cocked high in the air apparently waiting for the inspiration to wash something. John’s arrival broke the spell and the comb vanished into the drawer of Adrian’s desk, which some believed to have the properties of a black hole, a possibility as unlikely as the existence of the Pumpkin itself. Back in the control room Graham started preparations for the vegetable vessel to set sail and shortly afterwards Adrian called down for a standard startup. Graham flicked a switch and Katie announced over the P.A. system in her most honeyed tones, ‘Temporal transition will occur in five minutes. Please prepare for transition.’ Another routine day at the office had started.
The warning message was a convention to ensure that everyone was ready not for the transition itself but for the subsequent return. Nobody relished being hurled from one activity to another because they’d been in the middle of something in either reality at the end of red time, so everyone had their favourite location in which to make the transition. Of course Graham himself was always in the middle of operating the field generators during a transition, but their effect seemed like the sluggish response of a large ship rather than the instant reaction of a racing car, so he never found himself halfway through turning them on when he subsequently turned them off. Somebody had once tried to explain that what happened was a hysteresis paradox, but it hadn’t helped him understand it. Nevertheless he had to bear in mind that the whole machine reverted to its original state, so he always ensured that everything was set consistently for the initial transition. He would have liked to meet the former employee who’d recorded Katie’s messages, but she’d left before he joined the project. In fact he was now of an age when he would like to meet any number of amenable young ladies. His contribution to the ‘individually distinctive’ dress code was his blue jump suit. He hadn’t wanted to look like he spent his time stoking the boilers and the suit was smartly cut. It was also very practical on the rare occasions when he actually had to work in the confined spaces of the Pumpkin in the area under the floor beneath him or behind the wall panels lining the dome.
The five minute delay gave him time to lock down the lift and reception and transfer air circulation, water supplies and sewage handling from the subterranean main services to the Pumpkin’s own internal systems. The security systems also confirmed that no people were in the vicinity. External electrical power and communications were cut off by the temporal field itself at the last moment and the machine then ran on an internal power source. Already he had the first stage red dot rotating around its circle on his display. At this point the temporal field was active but still in synchronisation with real time. At the corresponding point in a space rocket launch the vehicle would be at the very point of take-off, balancing on the thrust from its own engines without moving, if any comparison were possible.
‘Field established. We’re ready for take-off,’ Graham advised Adrian over the intercom. His exact terminology varied on these occasions, but Adrian usually got the message.
‘OK, Graham, take us out,’ Adrian confirmed.
Graham muttered, ‘Rotate,’ and with the fingertips of both hands gently pulled the two main sliding controls towards himself. The Pumpkin dropped a bookmark in reality and closed the book. He checked the display and reported, ‘We’re gone. All systems normal,’ to Adrian and sat back.
Immediately Adrian’s voice came over the P.A. ‘Full meeting now please. Victor, hold the fort please.’
Staff meetings held in red time didn’t take up white time, so they could be leisurely affairs. The team were being paid for notional eight hour sessions but nobody except them could measure exactly how long they actually spent in red time to earn the money, so work schedules were almost unheard of. Graham left control and as he passed reception he saw Doctor Victor Andrews standing by the door of his medical centre on the far side. This was a ship sailing uncharted waters and it was essential to keep a constant lookout. Graham ran up the aquatic staircase to the main office where the others were seated around a large table near Adrian’s office. There were just seven of them in total now, the administrators Adrian and John, C-C the computer queen, Yvonne and George the memory experts and Victor and himself. The team could hardly get any smaller and function.
‘Right,’ Adrian said, ‘Good news first. Our performance with DCI Snow has guaranteed that we stay in business for some time yet and the ministry are making fresh efforts to find something useful for us to do. Thank you all for putting up with an extremely long day. It was worth it in the end. It also means that we now have a policeman with more knowledge of what we do than the fairies outside, so that might be useful in the future.’
‘Well at least that was one profitable visitor,’ John said, ‘I’m sorry I missed it now. How much did he find out about us?’
‘Only that we can stay put in time. I don’t think he could’ve coped with three impossible things before lunch, especially a lunch that he knew he hadn’t really eaten.’
‘Didn’t C-C work with him then?’ John asked.
‘Oh yes, but she used Yvonne’s desk and fooled around with the graphics tablet and keyboard to make things look more normal. Even so he was mightily impressed with the speed of her work, but he had other things on his mind luckily. Thank you for doing that, C-C. I know how difficult it must have been for you.’
‘Actually it wasn’t that difficult. The computer knew that I was just playing around,’ C-C replied.
Graham listened to the way that she said it so casually, that the computer knew that she was playing. He was envious of the supercomputer and its relationship with her, but he wasn’t sure that he would ever want to be that close to her, inside her mind so to speak.
John inevitably pushed the conversation along. ‘And the bad news is what, as if I couldn’t guess?’
Adrian glared at him, but knew that he had to mention the subject eventually. ‘Yes, the Americans are still annoyed and demanding that we supply them with the fairy dust.’
Everyone present knew the story about Adrian’s one personal excursion into fantasy and its repercussions. Ever since the British government had revealed the existence of the Pumpkin to their American counterparts the Americans had been trying to build their own. Under the title ‘Project Sandhi’ they had so far made three attempts, all of which had failed. The first, the Sandhi 2601, had been a very ambitious installation which had consumed large amounts of money and electrical power but achieved nothing. The second, the Sandhi 2601-B, was a more modest device which had also failed. Their current attempt, the Sandhi 2601-C, was as far as possible an exact copy of the Pumpkin, but still all it did was absorb power like a sponge and give nothing back in return. The British had given them every assistance including all the documentation from the Pumpkin’s own reference files, but it hadn’t helped. The Americans were clearly unhappy about the complete failure of such an expensive project.
Things had come to a head recently when Adrian had come up with his hypothesis, now generally called ‘Bellaine’s Spanner’ as it had brought all work to a standstill for a while. He had suggested that the Sandhi devices all worked perfectly, but the crews were not retaining their memories of the events on board as the people in the Pumpkin did. Since people’s memories and an apparent untraceable loss of power were the only two things that demonstrated that anything actually happened in the Pumpkin, this hypothesis seemed plausible but didn’t identify a solution. The Sandhi crews retained their memories of trial sessions in the Pumpkin, so the choice of crew members wasn’t a factor. Equally there was no reason to believe that the phenomenon was limited to a particular part of the globe. The Americans seemed to be fixated on the idea that the British were holding back some vital piece of information. It had been during an increasingly heated debate on this matter that Adrian had lost it and asked them whether they’d remembered to sprinkle everything with fairy dust. The Americans hadn’t seen the joke and he’d been under a cloud ever since.
Adrian went on resignedly, ‘I’ve continued to study all the documentation myself but I just don’t understand how the original research for such a ground-breaking project could have disappeared. There are a number of encrypted files in the computer but previous directors must have lost the access keys, if they had them, and nobody’s been able to crack the encryption, not even the chaps at the NSA in America. At least, I assume that they haven’t or they’d be off my back by now. Also the fact that the computer insists that the files are time-locked but won’t reveal how long for doesn’t help either. Why would anyone time-lock the files and then not own up to doing it? The whole episode has made the special relationship a lot more ornery, as our distant relations might say. Given the financial situation I think the ministry would be contemplating dismantling the Pumpkin and shipping it across the pond if they weren’t afraid of breaking it in the process. For all anyone knows it could be sitting on a whole bundle of ley lines and wouldn’t work anywhere else. Everyone in the scientific community is currently stumped but I’m the target for all the flack.’
‘Resign,’ laughed John. His desire to replace Adrian was an ongoing joke between them.
‘If the next man can do any better I’ll step aside,’ Adrian responded, ‘Meanwhile HMS Frismersk is still effectively the only useful time capsule in the world.’
‘Hurrah for HMS Frismersk,’ Yvonne muttered flatly, ‘not that I’ve ever heard anyone call it that. Have you ever found out what the HMS stands for and why Frismersk?’
‘It’s probably about as obscure as Sandhi 2601,’ Graham said, ‘We all know what the sandhi effect is and I worked out that 2601 is just a cryptic reference to area fifty-one, but I’m surprised that they let on that it’s there.’
‘Well I’d hope that an engineer had a head for mathematics, but that’s the whole point I think. They didn’t and it isn’t so far as I know,’ Adrian replied, ‘not unless they’re misleading us as much as they think we’re misleading them. So far as HMS Frismersk is concerned, yes I did find out from the minister eventually. It was quite a surprise. I suppose it’s reasonable that the project should be hidden in ministry paperwork under a title that we never use, but I never knew how well hidden it was.’
‘Well we all know that it’s never had anything to do with the Royal Navy, so that’s a deception for a start,’ John said, ‘The name Frismersk is easy enough to understand but the “S” in HMS has had people wondering for ages. Is it considered to be a ship, a submarine or a shore-station?’
‘I heard suggestions that it could stand for a storage-tank or a stopclock,’ Graham said.
‘It was a shoebox when the place was really crowded with scientists and their experiments,’ Yvonne grumbled, ‘but why Frismersk? I don’t see how that bit’s easy.’
‘Frismersk was a village washed away by a storm at the beginning of the fifteenth century,’ C-C explained, ‘so we’ll never have the problem of them wanting to hold a flag day for their namesake. Somebody had their wits about them when they thought that up.’
‘So were they witty about the HMS?’ John asked.
‘Not exactly,’ Adrian said, ‘It’s more that they were incredibly honest, but in the normal manner of civil servants given the circumstances. You’re all wrong anyway because it stands for something else.’
‘HM Something else,’ George said. He seldom said anything to the whole team at once, so he wasn’t surprised that they all stared at him.
Somebody said, ‘No, surely not,’ but Adrian said, ‘Yes George, you’re quite right. They’re so concerned about keeping the project out of costings and reviews that whenever someone asks whether it should be included they’re told that it shouldn’t because it’s something else – and they aren’t lying. So by name the Pumpkin is a non-entity which doesn’t now exist where we all appear to spend no time, but it’s still costing real money so they expect us to produce real results – ’ His words were interrupted by a bell ringing loudly. ‘And that may be our next opportunity.’
Everyone got up to go to their workplaces. Graham ran back down the stairs to find Doctor Andrews standing over a man lying unconscious in the middle of the floor in reception. The very reason for the retractable carpet of springy green upholstery over the floor was to protect people who fell onto it.
‘He’s okay, just not with us yet. Give me a hand with him,’ Victor said.
They lifted the man and virtually carried him into the medical centre where they laid him on the bed. Then Graham left Victor to work his magic and went back to the control room to watch the proceedings from there. He needed to be at the control desk to play his part.
Victor’s magic wasn’t just his skill as a medical man, but it was a simpler kind than that achieved by the technology within the Pumpkin. He was actually another member of the memory team along with Yvonne and George, but unlike them he had no unusual innate memory abilities. Instead he’d learned to train his memory from an early age as a result of persistent encouragement and direction by his parents. However, they and he had had differing views about the use to which he could put this skill. They’d wanted him to take up a medical career but he’d wanted to become an entertainer, doing a mind-reading and conjuring act. He’d given in to their wishes and become a doctor, using his trained mind to assimilate all the knowledge needed with little difficulty. However, he’d also developed his dexterity, which was itself of use in his profession, and found the time to put together the skills needed for a stage act. He’d discovered that the two careers fitted together quite well as both fundamentally involved reading people in one way or another. He was also good at putting patients at their ease with unexpected conjuring tricks in the middle of consultations. Nevertheless he’d never managed to get the balance right between his two paths until the job in the Pumpkin had arisen.
In the medical centre the man had regained consciousness and Victor had started his usual patter, asking simple questions such as whether he knew his own name, what he remembered last, what the date was and who was running the country. It wasn’t just a test of his mental state; these were questions to which Victor himself didn’t have the answers. The man was the latest victim of a random phenomenon in the Pumpkin. While it was hanging in red time it would sometimes pick up visitors, apparently at random apart from some common characteristics, the most important of which was that they all appeared to have come from some time in the future. Somehow the machine scooped them up from their own existence and brought them into its own environment until the temporal field was switched off, at which time they were apparently returned to exactly the same point in their own lives in the same way that the team and the Pumpkin itself were. Presumably like those on board the Pumpkin these visitors remembered the experience but were not directly affected physically. What happened indirectly was an entirely different matter. Such an encounter between people from different times was bound to have some effect on history itself if the event was remembered, so it was the team’s responsibility to attempt to control this effect and make it beneficial. The team’s task was made easier because a further characteristic of these apparently random events was that something beneficial often did come of them, almost as though they were meant to happen. This had caused even more jitters amongst the scientific community investigating phenomena inside the Pumpkin. Science, philosophy, religion and paranoia had collided violently and people had drifted away from the research in confusion, doubt and disbelief. In fact the very existence of this phenomenon had probably affected the future of scientific thinking more than any specific information directly gained from it.
Just like Graham the rest of the team were watching and listening on screens at their workstations as the man explained, ‘I was driving along the M1 motorway towards London. Was there an accident? I don’t remember an accident. It’d been a very long day and I wanted to get around the M25 to my home in Surrey that evening. My wife’s been complaining about me being away so much and coming home so late recently, but you know how it is. Has she been told?
‘Who’s running the country, you ask? Well we’d all like to know that since the Prime Minister was shot outside the Mansion House – what – two weeks ago, was it? I think the Chancellor, Waters, is trying to do the job, but the alliance is going to be pretty shaky now. A general election must be looming up soon. I don’t actually feel at all bad, just very tired. Is there anything actually wrong with me then?’
On the wall behind the man’s head a small display screen was silently feeding information to Victor from the rest of the team. After the last remarks by the man it showed the words ‘Cut it short’. Another quirk of the Pumpkin’s autonomous behaviour regarding visitors was the so-called ‘temporal discrepancy’. Sometimes the Pumpkin would crash back to reality with virtually no warning, simultaneously sending a visitor back to their own time. During such visits much power was drained from the batteries and sometimes the consumption would go so high that the circuit breakers would trip to protect the systems, killing the temporal field. It was believed that the power consumption was related to the potential changes in history that might take place as a result of the information exchanged and that in the extreme it could become implausible for the visitor to be any part of their future. It was as though the link between their two times was being stretched like a piece of elastic and at some point it broke. Persistent follow-up questions after a visitor had volunteered information were usually the cause of such ‘discrepancies’ and were therefore avoided, as the inconvenience of totally flattened batteries and mental stress from violent reversions deterred repeated tests of these limits.
‘No, nothing wrong with you apart from the fact that you’re obviously far too tired to be driving a car down a motorway at the moment. I suggest that you pull yourself together and do something about that immediately,’ Victor said, taking off his white coat as he spoke.
The man looked at Victor, who was now wearing a black tailcoat, in surprise. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked ‘And why are you dressed like an undertaker?’
In fact the coat was Victor’s way of looking individually distinctive, his stage outfit. ‘It seems appropriate,’ he replied, spiriting up a pack of cards. He fanned them out widely facing the man. ‘You see these cards. Please choose one in your mind and don’t tell me which.’
‘What are you playing at? Are you a mind-reader now?’ The man looked at the cards and noticed that all the court cards were queens, a dozen or more queens smiling enigmatically at him.
‘No, I’m just inside your mind and I suggest that you wake up immediately.’ Victor snapped his fingers to emphasise the point.
Across in the control room Graham took his cue and swung the Pumpkin back into reality. Victor found himself sitting alone by the bedside where he always sat when the Pumpkin was launched. The performance was over and the audience had gone home, well not quite all of them. A ripple of polite applause came from the intercom.
Some fifteen years in the future Gregory Ellmot opened his eyes and wrenched the steering wheel over as he swerved to avoid hitting the articulated lorry in the adjacent lane. He couldn’t believe that he’d been driving with his eyes closed, apparently long enough to daydream. He dropped the car back and pulled in behind the lorry. He’d get off the motorway at the next junction and phone his wife. She’d rather have him home late than not at all.
Far back in his past Graham was reconnecting the building to the outside world and the others were wrapping up the session. George was reciting Mister Ellmot’s exact words to C-C, who was entering them in the computer records, while Yvonne sketched his features for inclusion. Victor was checking George’s invariably accurate account of the conversation. Adrian and John were discussing the consequences.
‘Hopefully these records will be used by the Civil Service in the future, not the politicians,’ Adrian said, ‘We’ve no idea which parties will be involved in this alliance and how the shooting might change the political balance. Fifteen years is a long time in politics and all it takes is for good men to do nothing.’
‘Let’s not forget Mister Ellmot,’ John said, ‘It’d be a sad thing if we distracted him from his driving so much that he suffered seriously while potentially saving the Prime Minister’s life. I’m not surprised that so many people have had trouble with the ethics of what we do.’
Adrian agreed. ‘If there’s any justice in the future somebody will check on Mister Ellmot as well out of gratitude. It’s the reason why we need to be so accurate with our records now. Thank heavens we have such a gifted team here. Victor and I have distinct views about the ethics of the Pumpkin. We suspect that the government is more interested in us saving the message rather than the messenger, but we believe that it’s the messages that are incidental and our main concern should be with the visitors themselves. Unfortunately that approach can’t justify the running costs. Regarding the wider ethics of changing history through foresight, I don’t see a problem at all. In our everyday lives we unknowingly change the future for strangers all the time. It may be a kind act in the street, a thoughtless act on a train, a remark in passing or just a smile. Paths cross all the time and we never know the consequences. We just have to have faith.’
‘Faith? Faith in what?’ John asked, ‘How do you reconcile faith with being a scientist?’
‘I think it all goes back to things my mathematics tutor told to me when I was young. He told me that my proofs should be so clear and impartial that they would make sense if I telephoned them to an angel who had no knowledge of our universe. I thought that made sense until it occurred to me that he’d also told me that symmetry was a fundamental pattern in the mathematics of the universe. That was when I realised that with all I knew I still couldn’t prove that the universe had any need of either angels or scientists, so there was no reason for the conversation ever to happen. Since then I still pursue my egocentric exploration of our universe, but I have to have faith that there is more besides, simply because I believe in myself and symmetry must prevail. I’m confident in my faith even though I have no idea what it is, but faith and ignorance go hand in hand.’
John could see why Adrian had kept his post for so long. Once he’d accepted a concept he just hung onto it for dear life no matter where it took him.
Chapter 10
Noble evil – despicable good
It was a couple of weeks before any more visitors, invited or uninvited, arrived at the Pumpkin, two weeks of sitting and waiting and waiting and sleeping and then returning to real life as though nothing had happened, which it hadn’t. One morning Graham was in the control room as usual and was toying with a circular metal box the size of a tin of floor polish. It was in fact one of the Pumpkin’s thousands of field generators, a faulty one which had recently been replaced. The odd failure here and there didn’t upset operations because the field just stretched over a failing device, but they were replaced eventually. It was strange to think that he held all the secrets of the Pumpkin in his hand. The device appeared to be very simple. Sockets on the back enabled the power supply and fibre optic network links to be connected and on the front were the semiconductor slices containing the electronics. He removed a plastic cover from the front, exposing the surface of the semiconductor itself. It was actually a sandwich of two slices, the front one containing the analogue field generator circuits and the one behind containing one complete processing element of the supercomputer. Every module in the Pumpkin was identical to this one. He ran his finger over the semiconductor surface and felt a slight electric tingle, not something one would do with a usable module in case of damage. Somehow the slices always held an electric charge, possibly filtered out of atmospheric interference or random static. Nobody was sure how it happened. In fact nobody was sure how the analogue technology worked at all even though the manufacturing procedure was well-known. The unknown designer of the circuitry had developed a regular matrix of electronic circuits which covered the slice, but these were simply general purpose items which relied on the stored charges to determine their function. The mystery was the pattern of charges across the slice. Precise analysis of the charges was impossible as they continually moved around, even to some extent when the device was inactive as this one. Also, as it was analogue technology there was no way to determine exactly what the levels of charge represented as one might in digital devices and some of the design clearly relied on quantum effects. To even an expert the device was as incomprehensible as the activity in an ant nest appears to a layman. What was more, this ant nest didn’t appear to have a queen. New devices were simply manufactured and installed as needed. Somehow the analogue activity replicated itself from other working devices within the network. The digital signals which did this were equally incomprehensible. He ran his finger back and forth over the shiny surface and felt the charges tickling his skin, as though he could read the secrets they held like Braille.
Just then Yvonne arrived with George in tow as ever. They said their brief hellos and disappeared upstairs. Graham always wondered where George lived, not really lived – that was over in the village somewhere – but in his mind how he saw what he so clearly saw and remembered in astonishing detail. A certain former member of staff had unkindly referred to him as goldfish George because he just floated around inside the Pumpkin staring at everything and trying to remember it without any real comprehension, like a goldfish seeing the alien world of mankind outside its bowl. Graham had asked the cocky lad whether he understood anything that existed outside the Pumpkin in red time, pointing out that everyone had their limitations and he was definitely no exception. Apart from that he needed to check his facts on the intelligence of goldfish. It occurred to Graham that time spent in the Pumpkin dragged so much that if there were actually a castle inside the Pumpkin it would surely be a regular source of conversation worthy of the old goldfish joke. Even his job operating the time capsule wouldn’t merit more than a brief mention in any self-respecting science fiction story. Despite the array of controls on the desk before him all he did was send the capsule up and bring it back down like a lift operator in a two-storey building. There was no windscreen, no steering wheel, no twiddly things to set a magic date somewhere in time. He contemplated writing his memoirs in later life ‘Then And Back Again. The Adventures of a Temporal Lift Operator.’ No, it wouldn’t sell and someone had already done it and at least they’d found the key to eternal life on the way. So far as time travel was concerned there’d been far more exciting forms of transport in the past without going beyond the usual dimensions. He acknowledged Adrian’s request to lock down and start up the field generator and while he did so he made a choice of a more interesting vehicle from his repertoire of fantasies. He put the lid back on his tin of temporal floor polish and assumed his usual pose for takeoff. In his mind he taxied the heavy bomber G-George onto the end of the runway and awaited clearance. Adrian's voice crackled in his imagined headphones ‘Take us up Graham.’
‘Roger control,’ he chirped in his best mock RAF accent. In his office Adrian winced. Graham opened the throttles and the Lancaster started its run along the runway. He held the control column forward to lift the tail until they were clear. In his mind he could see C-C lying prone and naked in the bomb aimer's position below him, her head in the perspex observation dome. ‘That’s not regulation behaviour,’ he thought, ‘Shouldn’t be in the nose during take-off.’ His thoughts raced ahead to the bombing run, to C-C and the bombsight computer working in harmony to deliver the payload on target. He thought admiringly about this complex combination of motors, gears, wheels, neck, vertebrae and musculature all exquisitely designed for a single devastating purpose. The brilliant disc of a bomber's moon smiled approval at him through the windscreen. As the big black kite lifted gently into the night sky he pulled back on the control column and the roaring Merlin engines hauled G George up into its long spiralling climb. His thoughts turned to the home run. He hoped that George would prove as reliable as ever and they wouldn’t end up ditching in the drink. He didn’t relish becoming another member of the goldfish club. ‘Tally ho!’ he exclaimed and somewhere upstairs Adrian groaned. Clearly the red time baron’s era was long past and he should make way for younger men. Having gained altitude he left his aircraft on autopilot, reliable but unimaginative George again, and headed off to do his regular rounds below.
Pulling open an access hatch in the floor of the control room, he descended a steep ladder to the engineering level. On this level a curving corridor ran right around the central access shaft with all the essential equipment for their survival in compartments on either side. Near the ladder was one of the large access doors used to bring equipment in off the big goods lift from below when the Pumpkin was docked. Currently that door would be securely locked. The monster at the heart of the Pumpkin, the cusp, was just the other side of that door now. He started out on his inspection tour of the engineering deck. Down here was the real HMS Frismersk, nothing like the sterile office block above. Here he could imagine that the Frismersk was a hunter-killer submarine deep in the ocean, although the curved corridor spoilt the image by implying that the vessel was banana-shaped and spent its time going round in circles. On reflection he thought that this was exactly what the Pumpkin did, so the discrepancy in the illusion was tolerable. As he walked along the corridor the comparison became more evident. Here was all the life support equipment required for a species out of its element. Inside security cages stood tanks containing water and liquid oxygen as well as receptacles for sewage and other waste. The air recirculation equipment was also down here. As he walked he checked gauges and the settings of valves. The control computer above monitored everything as well but Graham liked to make his rounds down here just to relieve the boredom of his work above. He stopped at a particular cage and smiled to himself. This had been the site of ‘memorable indignities’ after that cocky new member of the team had observed his activities at the control desk and nicknamed him ‘Buttons’. The miscreant’s persistent use of the name had been deemed to be a blatant violation of the rigid house rule and the appropriate punishment had been administered here, to Graham’s great satisfaction. Of course this had been during red time, so there’d been no persistent evidence of the event except the victim’s own everlasting embarrassment. The offender left the team soon afterwards, but they never found out his actual reason for doing so. Perhaps some people can deliver jokes better than they can take them. Maybe the real Navy could handle such things better.
Further along he came to a feature less likely to appear in a submarine. Here were tanks of liquid nitrogen, part of the cryogenic system. Just past them were the SMES units, the superconducting magnetic energy storage devices which were used in conjunction with the main batteries to power the Pumpkin. While in operation the installation was entirely powered by an enormous array of batteries housed just inside the temporal field right at the very bottom of the building. The batteries couldn’t provide the sudden surges of power that the installation sometimes demanded, so at these times the SMES units responded with the necessary boost and recharged from the batteries later. The cryogenic system kept the SMES units at the incredibly low temperature that they needed to work. More importantly for some of the team making the most of the trip, it also meant that they always had a large supply of ice cream on board. The use of batteries as the primary power source meant that the continuous operating period of the Pumpkin was limited, but this was actually a safety feature. Unlike a real submarine a failure of power resulted in the collapse of the temporal field and the Pumpkin automatically returned to its home port in reality. Thought had been given to installing a replacement nuclear power source but, apart from the general impact that this would have on safety, nobody knew what might happen if a substantial amount of atomic energy were to be released into the temporal plane. Experiments had indicated that the temporal field itself was unreactive to low level radiation but larger scale experiments were not possible without destroying or at least contaminating the entire Pumpkin, so the idea had been abandoned. He completed his inspection circuit of the deck back at the ladder and climbed up out of the bananamarine into the control room. Even if he’d noticed anything out of order he would probably just have reported it to the regular maintenance team.
Back in the control room he noticed a non-standard image on one of the security monitors. It was a picture of the black clock, but showing a time somewhat after the current black time. As he went over to the monitor a long-fingered feminine hand in a long black satin glove reached out from the bottom of the clock-face on the screen and beckoned to him. Then it produced a large button with the text ‘OK’ on it, inviting him to click it with the trackball control on the monitor. He looked at the obvious invitation and cancelled the image without acknowledging it. Of all the confined spaces that he’d explored in the Pumpkin C-C was his favourite, but he had to make the hard decisions sometimes. At least here in his control room he was the one in control and, despite her intrusion into the screens on the security desk there was no way that she could invade the fully isolated display of his control desk computer. He checked that he had an adequate supply of bananas and then remembered that he’d left his Thermos flask up in Pumpkin Island. With all the energy-saving design in the installation he didn’t have any catering facilities in the control room and had to run up two flights of stairs to get supplies. Down here he was surrounded by amazing technology but it couldn’t even make a cup of coffee. He wondered whether mankind would ever get its priorities right.
He was back in the control room when a visitor threw up in reception, quite literally. The heap of sub-standard manhood lay retching over the floor in the middle of the room. Victor hurried out to attend to him and was hit by the strong smell of beer. Usually visitors arrived unconscious, possibly a result of the trauma of the transfer, but it was unlikely that any additional trauma beyond his original condition could affect this man’s consciousness, such as it was. If he was the Pumpkin’s potential answer to Nostradamus Victor would have his work cut out finding out. Victor had hit the alarm and Graham came in to help move their guest, but not until he’d finished spewing up his liquid sustenance, which drained away into the recesses between the leaves of the cushioning in the centre of the room. Graham was grateful that red midnight would microscopically clean the mechanism without his help at the end of the session. They hauled the legless body into the medical unit and lay him on a bed. Victor went to get a bowl for the next outpourings from the future while Graham retired to a safe distance, the control room. Upstairs C-C, Yvonne and George were watching the proceedings on display screens without the disadvantages of the full effects.
‘Halloo. I’m sham,’ the man drawled between the vomiting.
‘Sham, er Sam is that?’ Victor asked.
‘Yez. Shamalimenstrum.’
‘Sorry, could you say that again.’
‘Sham – Alim – Enstrum,’ the man said with careful determination.
‘Sam Alim Enstrum? What an interesting name. Where are you from, Sam?’
‘Where indeed?’ C-C said upstairs, scanning information offered by the computer on her screen, ‘One name Hebrew, one Arabic and one probably Swedish. According to his name God heard our request for a man with knowledge and here he is. Heaven help us. It seems the message’s envelope got sodden and crumpled in the post.’
‘Sutherk. Shamalimenstrum from Sutherk, thaz me, S. A. E. Send me away and I just come back again, see?’ Sam stumbled on.
‘Oh that’s good, very good Sam.’ Victor clung to his bedside manner wondering whether Sam even knew what century it was, let alone the date. At least it was unlikely that he was going to ask where he was. He seemed quite happy anywhere. ‘So what do you do, Sam?’ he asked.
‘I’m a pry. Yes, I pry.’
‘You pry? What do you pry into, Sam?’
‘Anything. I’m a privet instigator. People want instigation and I do it, in privet.’
In his refuge in control Graham wondered whether Sam had spent a lot of time lying under privet hedges after binges like this one but Victor had grasped the intended meaning. ‘So you’re a private investigator, a private eye eh? You must have a lot of stories to tell then.’ ‘Not long ones I hope,’ Graham thought.
‘Oh yes, but I shouldn’. Privet you see, but not the others.’
‘Others? What others, Sam?’
‘Other instigators, competish’n. I’ve a lot of spare time, so much time to spare you see.’ Graham had a fair idea why. ‘When I’m not instigating my cases I watch the others. They don’ bother about me ’cos they think I’m pished, but I still see what they’re doin’ and note it all down. Not my clients, not privet, see?’
‘Ah yes. That’s very astute of you. So what sort of things do your competitors do?’
‘Clever stuff. Important people. Naughty things, not right things, all sorts, court cases, nasty stuff. I could tell you things, well …’ Sam passed out before any revelations took place. Victor set to with appropriate medical measures.
Upstairs Adrian and John had come into the main office and were standing by C-C’s workstation, not just because Sam seemed a promising source of information but also because it was an opportunity to watch her at work. She relaxed in her chair with her hands in her lap while the screen in front of her filled with pages of information. The events in the medical unit were being relayed onto the screen and over speakers within her workstation and the computer was picking up the clues given and searching its extensive databases for background information. C-C never used her hands to communicate with the computer. She was the best interactive researcher who had ever worked in the Pumpkin. She was an expert at using a secondary feature of the temporal field generators. For some reason, from its original conception the Pumpkin had provided another facility called the interactive field. Unlike the temporal field this was in operation all the time that the computer was active, which meant almost always. It allowed people with the ability to give instructions to the supercomputer mentally from anywhere within the field. In fact the computer seemed to read these people’s minds continuously and as a result a rapport developed between minds and machine. C-C had reached the point where the computer behaved like a faithful dog, sensing and reacting to her needs with hardly any effort on her part. The interactive aspect of the relationship was now something of a misnomer as, although the field was apparently capable of feeding information directly back into a person’s mind, this feature had been disabled early in the development of the system as it had proved too hazardous. To make up for this deficiency the computer appeared to track C-C as she moved around the installation and always responded to her needs with information displayed on the nearest available screen or indeed any other screen if she wanted to communicate with someone else. After a good deal of embarrassing occurrences in the past she’d now persuaded the computer to be more selective when probing even her subconscious thoughts. The training had all proved worthwhile as C-C and the supercomputer could now carry out tasks much faster than any conventional operators. With the enormous amount of information already held in the computer to assist red time activities C-C could additionally take on work from outside agencies to increase the installation’s general value. For some unknown reason this interactive field technology had never been installed successfully on any other site though.
Already the cybernetic symbiosis of C-C and the computer had located a probable family history for their visitor. Yvonne would also be studying his appearance and they would be able to estimate his current temporal origin even if he didn’t reveal it himself. From his apparent age Sam was a reasonable enough way into their future to be very useful if Victor could get any sense out of him. In fact Victor now had him conscious again and the fragmented conversation was continuing. Adrian glanced at the red clock. With Sam’s arrival it had slipped back to ten hours away from midnight, but this meant little as the information that Sam provided would push it back faster as the implications set in and the probabilities changed, draining the batteries in that mysterious way. With every statement stuttered the computer pulled up potential corroborating evidence from their own time, usually just the bare facts about the existence of the people discussed but still enough to give them a lead into the future events. Everything from the conversation would need to be taken back to reality in the memories of the team, but George was also there remembering every slurred word so literally that even if they misheard something he would be able to repeat it with phonetic accuracy for confirmation later. C-C stared at the screen, mentally sorting the information and guiding the focus of the computer’s research with almost subconscious reactions. Sam was now in full flow, verbally that is, and appeared to be telling Victor his entire life story, much of which actually contained useful information. Adrian and John moved away to sit at the large table outside Adrian’s office to avoid disturbing C-C with their conversation.
‘This man is proving to be a real asset,’ Adrian said, keeping a wary eye on the red clock, ‘We ought to do something to help him.’
‘Like putting him and the rest of his profession out of work by changing the history of all their clients. Will he thank us for that?’ the ever cautious John replied.
‘No, not if that’s all we do, but somebody could give him alternative employment. If there are going to be people acting on all the information provided by visitors to change things, then they’ll need to follow up on cases to find out what the consequences really are. Just pushing some of this work in Sam’s direction might prevent him from sinking to his present apparent level without radically changing his life. I think I’ll put a recommendation about it in my next report. We really ought to be paying back these people, not just acting like parasites.’
‘I’m with you on that, but will it ever happen? Even the number of nuisances that we employ is being cut back.’
‘You never know. Perhaps a visitor will come along tomorrow and tell us that it did.’
‘If that happens I’ll need some time off just to sort my own mind out. There’s such a thing as too much information, you know.’
‘Too much information? That’s a good point, the consequences of finding out things which affect ourselves. I wonder if that applies to the missing original research for this place. Could it have been hidden on purpose because knowing it would change what we do? We only look at this phenomenon as insiders but maybe we should also consider ourselves as outsiders. Why didn’t that occur to me before?’ Adrian was looking pensive.
‘You see now? One chance remark by me and already you’re getting paranoid. Too much information is counterproductive, like I said. Everything seems to be going smoothly here at the moment, so let’s go and tackle those equipment maintenance cost forecasts again. That’s a subject where a crystal ball would be a definite advantage. I’m sure I can see a worrying trend,’ John said, rising to leave.
The two of them went back to Adrian’s office. The team continued to follow Sam’s monologue, which was carefully guided by Victor, until red midnight came perilously close. Victor left Sam on a pretence and their happy visitor promptly fell asleep again. Upstairs the memory team conferred before heading for home.
‘You know, I trained to remember things by association but I’ll forever associate this episode with the smell of vomit. You’d think I’d be more used to every bodily function by now. Perhaps I should have been an illusionist, not a doctor,’ Victor grumbled.
‘But you are, Victor,’ Yvonne said reassuringly, ‘and the only one to be using real magic as well. Are you going to make the volunteer from the audience disappear now?’
Victor looked at the red clock. There was just time left for an orderly reversion. They had to go. ‘If everyone has all their mental baggage packed, then I’ll tell Adrian we’re ready for take-off.’ He headed for Adrian’s office for a quick chat before returning to the medical centre while the five minute warning period ticked away. Downstairs Graham prepared his imaginary space shuttle for re-entry. It had been a good day for them and it hadn’t actually started yet.
Chapter 11
Body or mind
Days later Graham was preparing the Pumpkin for its morning session, but he was thinking about C-C. He often thought about C-C, seldom seriously. She was a difficult person to take seriously. Whatever their relationship was, it had mostly taken place in red time and C-C had a saying, ‘Red time doesn’t count.’ It was perfectly true that there could be no physical repercussions from anything that they did during red time, but nevertheless a relationship had built up. His problem was that he didn’t know whether that was any more of a reality. She freely gave her body to him but her mind was another matter, permanently scrutinised by the supercomputer as it was. She had learned to lock her feelings away from its probing and maybe that was why he found it so difficult to gauge them as well. He never pressed her on the matter in case he lost what they already had, so they were likely to carry on as they were until something tipped the balance. Therefore for the time being they both played the game by their own rules. This morning she was centre stage in his thoughts, so he decided to keep her there during the startup. He had rung the five minute bell and the audience had all taken their seats. On the display in front of him the overture was already playing as the glowing tip of the conductor’s baton rotated hypnotically around the screen.
‘Launch us please Graham,’ came Adrian’s voice over the intercom.
In Graham’s mind the house lights dimmed and a voice announced, ‘And now ladies and gentlemen may we present to you Miss Si Si La Fleur.’
‘Showtime,’ he said out loud. A band started to play and Graham gently pulled the two sliders towards himself, opening the front curtains on the stage below to reveal C-C standing at the top of a staircase in a sequinned high-cut costume with a fan of feathers on the back. On her head she wore an elaborate headdress and on her feet high-heeled silver sandals which gave her the proportions of a goddess. As she started to walk down the stairs, between rows of identical men in black tailcoats with top hats and silver-topped canes, a pair of spotlights circling each other caused her costume to sparkle radiantly. On reaching the stage she opened her mouth to sing and …
The voice that Graham heard wasn’t C-C’s. It was the dulcet tones of his other siren Katie singing something about, ‘The temperature in number three SMES unit is above nominal. Please investigate.’ Graham’s fantasy was broken and he realised that he’d never actually heard C-C sing. He wondered whether he dare ask her about it in case he discovered that she couldn’t. He opened the hatch to the bowels of his fantasy submarine below and climbed down the ladder, clearing the bridge. As he went the words ‘Dive, dive, dive,’ echoed back up.
Over five hours later there was no sign of a visitor. The chances of getting one now were slim. The problem with the SMES unit had been insignificant and Graham was sitting in a cane chair in Pumpkin Island reading a book about the early days of space exploration. Those first American astronauts had had the right stuff. The whole world had followed their exploits as they gritted their teeth and experienced the physical extremes of work and play in outer space. He thought how different their own situation was. The world would never know the exploits of this bunch of chrononauts. The most they had to do was put their tongues in their cheeks to cope with work and play in outer time. C-C and Yvonne had been together in Yvonne’s room passing some of that time. C-C emerged from the room laughing and quickly disappeared into her own with barely a glance at Graham. Shortly after Yvonne came out looking a little strange. Graham immediately noticed the reason. C-C had been practising again. She had once worked in a hairdresser’s, something many girls gravitated towards, but she’d decided to give it up for a job with a less polluted atmosphere. Nevertheless she and Yvonne would sometimes take advantage of the temporary nature of life in red time to experiment with hairstyles. This time her efforts with Yvonne’s hair had gone awry. As she walked across the room Yvonne deported herself with the haughtiness of a catwalk model required to wear the most ludicrous costume ever designed. It wasn’t the first time that this had happened and she was willing to accept the mockery of the team in good humour, but if she was required to adopt her other role as a nurse with a visitor she had a suitable nurse’s cap to cover the offending coiffure. Graham knew better than to pass comment despite his thoughts. Although his outfit looked smart she had always been disdainful of the untidiness of his mind.
In her room C-C was undressing. The computer had already issued an invitation on her behalf and the response had been prompt and affirmative. She put her clothes away and lay on the bed naked, her arms straight down by her sides. She thought about music and the strident swooping tones of Vaughan Williams's Tallis Fantasia obligingly filled the room accompanied by aerial pictures of the British countryside on the large screen, currently flat on the wall over one side of the bed. She let the music carry her away as she stared at the screen. She had wisely left her virginity behind somewhere in reality, so she had no concerns over this encounter. After a little while the door opened without warning and Graham walked in. The pulsating music faded away like an outgoing tide leaving her inert body stranded on a shoreline. Graham approached the bed and looked over his discovery with the detached curiosity of a beachcomber.
Thinking about the state of Yvonne’s hair he said, ‘I thought that you might have taken everything off,’ even though not a stitch of clothing remained on her body.
On the computer screen before him the head and shoulders of C-C herself came into view in front of the fields of grass surrounded by hedgerows already displayed there. A gust of wind ruffled its hair. The image appeared to look down at her living torso between them and said, ‘Maybe next time. I could shave my head as well if you like.’ The image immediately changed to illustrate the result, startling Graham. It rotated smoothly as though on a turntable to show the full effect. Its completely bare neck now looked even longer.
‘Or I could leave just some on.’ A severe fetishistic isolated pony tail appeared, bound tightly erect. Several more appeared ludicrously on other parts of the head.
In reaction to the expression on Graham's face it went on, ‘Too severe then?’ The miniature palm trees collapsed into flatter rosettes tied with dainty bows, like alpine plants on the bare rockface of her shiny scalp.
‘Or I could just leave a single hair.’ The image stopped rotating and another gust of wind blew away the rosettes. In their place a hare appeared sitting on top of the head.
Graham guessed that C-C often communicated her thoughts to the computer phonetically but he doubted that this was a mistake on its part. Presented with this animated avatar and corresponding doll-like fleshed form in front of him, he opted to address the simulation as the hare set to grooming itself.
‘Stop teasing,’ he said, tracing out a small circle on the living flesh of her abdomen.
His action seemed to cause the scene to zoom back revealing the avatar at full length. Apart from the total lack of hair anywhere it was a precise replica of the real C-C. His mind recoiled at the effortless way in which these separate biological and technological entities could interact. He was tempted to try writing on her stomach with his fingertip, but he wasn’t willing to get drawn into her game just now. Perhaps another time. As he unzipped his very practical jumpsuit the hare jumped down and bounded away into the fields, which then faded away. Then the avatar's hair all grew back, creating an undeniably accurate representation of the naked C-C. She turned away and walked towards a wall hung with large paintings which had appeared behind her. As Graham continued to undress she stepped up into a representation of Manet's Déjeuner Sur L'herbe and the two picnicking Frenchmen in the picture politely stood up and introduced themselves to her. In contrast the nude and scantily clad female figures portrayed remained motionless images. She sat down on the grass between the gentlemen and they offered to share their refreshments. The viewpoint moved again to show Michelangelo's statue of David standing in the foreground of this virtual art gallery. His position on the left of the screen gave the distinct impression that his turned head was looking straight at the group in the painting. In confirmation the huge figure stepped down from its pedestal and turned towards the group. It reached out to the pedestal and pulled off lumps of stone, moulding them like clay into balls to load into its sling. It started to walk slowly towards the painting where the Frenchmen were now babbling and gesticulating at the menacing massive figure’s approach, but the virtual C-C reclined serenely between them consuming an apple.
Graham had finished undressing and had moved to the foot of the bed. He looked at the developing scene on the screen and scowled. He had entered the room with the mind of a predator to claim her body and mind but now he seemed likely just to become a component of her computer game.
‘Stop this immediately,’ he barked, attempting to assert himself again.
The real C-C still did not react, but on the screen an enormous lop-eared rabbit hopped across the foreground, obscuring the developing altercation although alarming sounds could still be heard in the background. The rabbit seemed to look across at him with big soulful eyes and said, ‘Sorry.’ Then it metamorphosed into a colourful amorphous blob which joined others on the screen in a simulation of the contents of a lava lamp.
Graham looked at the screen suspiciously for a moment. It was hopefully just a screensaver but with C-C there was no way of knowing. She appeared genuinely to have abandoned the Frenchmen to their fate and vacated her computer domain. ‘That's better,’ he grunted, but there was still no response from the real her. He assumed that she was waiting for much more than a kiss to rouse her. The room lights dimmed to nothing as he slid up the bed guided by those long legs and wrapped her around himself. Just for a while C-C relinquished her control, but the fluid shapes illuminating the room from the screen above Graham's back reacted to his every touch.
After their encounter Graham went back down to reception to take over the watch from Victor until the session ended. He wasn’t expecting a visitor now but sat waiting anyway. After a while he thought he saw someone in the centre of the room wave to him but as soon as the figure appeared it was gone again and Graham shrugged it off. Then a visitor arrived properly, a middle-aged woman sitting on the floor. ‘Hello Graham,’ she said when she saw him, ‘So some of your tricks still work. Wicked enough to break the rules and clever enough to get away with it, aren’t you? Well help me up then.’
Startled at this introduction he rushed over to help her to her feet. Her face seemed lined with age and worry but she had clearly been very beautiful once. ‘Do I know you?’ he asked.
‘I thought you might, but I don’t know what the date is.’ She laughed as though she’d told a joke. ‘Nothing has changed has it? You certainly haven’t. It’s so nice to see you once more.’
‘But who ...’ he started but she vanished. The alarm in his watch started pinging insistently, signalling an emergency reversion. He couldn’t understand why. The batteries had been fine and nothing had happened to drain them so fast. He sat down to wait for the reversion. He’d be back in the control room when it finished anyway so he didn’t bother to go there. Emergency reversions were uncomfortable for everyone and Adrian would want to know how this happened, but he had no idea. Perhaps she was someone from his own future, in which case nobody else needed to know and anyway there wasn’t any information to record. His watch sounded the pips and he found the control desk in front of him as usual.
In no time Adrian was on the intercom. ‘What happened Graham? Why did the power fail? Is there a fault?’
‘No, wrong visitor,’ Graham said and turned off the intercom. Adrian would have to wait. He checked the batteries but they hadn’t recovered. The power had just drained away to nowhere or rather no-when, but he knew it couldn’t be proved; the sandhi effect would ensure that. He knew exactly what Adrian would say, ‘All we have is faith and trust,’ his favourite remark on such occasions. The sandhi effect was one of the reasons for the frayed tempers on the American project. It wasn’t precisely true that the Pumpkin returned to exactly the same moment in time. When events within it changed the probable future there was an effect on the immediate past like the recoil from a gun. It was a counterintuitive phenomenon like the ghostly reflection seen in a completely transparent pane of glass. In normal life causality was assumed to be the effect of the past on the future but the relationship was actually mutual. In fact scientists relied on the fact that the future determined the past to deduce what had happened in an experiment from the results, but only travellers on the Pumpkin experienced evidence first-hand. If anyone tried to trace the reason for the batteries being flat they would simply discover that they had never been charged. Nobody would blame Graham for that because they understood the phenomenon and trusted him. Nevertheless the sandhi effect couldn’t be proved to exist; it was purely a matter of individual perception of reality. Sceptics could investigate further but it was like trying to take one’s reflection in a mirror by surprise. Any attempt to control the situation rigidly just resulted in the future remaining unaffected, no visitors appearing or even in extreme cases the Pumpkin failing to launch. This was the reason why the Pumpkin wasn’t monitored from the outside world in any way at red time, to increase the chance of a visit. Otherwise it would be like expectantly opening Pandora’s box to discover just a note which read, ‘This isn’t it.’ Graham was amused at the idea that Americans defended free will when it applied to people but on the Sandhi Project they were apparently not allowing the universe to have the same freedom. Anyway, he had his own confrontation with fate to consider. Apparently the future had changed in some way which was personal to him. Maybe now there were two women in his mind, but he still didn’t know whether there was even one in his life.
Chapter 12
American dream
It was another week and oh what a beautiful morning in the real world, but inside their big domed home the red time people were preparing to go hunting again. As so often Graham was bored with unreality and lost in his own fantasy. Sat waiting at the control desk he imagined his stagecoach all ready to pull out. He held the reins slack in his hands as Big John climbed up alongside of him. Graham was pleased to have him riding shotgun on this trip. The passengers were a typical bunch. There was a snake-oil doctor in a dress coat who’d already tired the townsfolk with his fancy tricks, a primly dressed lady from back east with a dullard boy in tow and an elderly forgetful gentleman who kept losing items of his property. Then there was Miss Cissy with her dazzling smile, long flowing petticoats and vast quantity of luggage. Oh yes indeedy. The shout came from the boss ‘Spin us out Graham.’
Graham silently cursed Adrian for ruining his imagery but drawled, ‘Sure thing boss,’ in reply. ‘Har! Har!’ he shouted as he snapped the reins to stir the team into action. The beasts’ hooves kicked up dust from the dry compacted dirt of the street as they strained against the traces and the Concord coach swayed on its straps as it rumbled out of Red Spring onto the featureless plain beyond. Hearing the strange noises over the intercom Adrian sighed and wondered when Graham’s next psych evaluation was due, but the deed was done and the Pumpkin had left reality. However, still clinging to the control desk sliders Graham had not left his fantasy yet. On the open plain he urged the team to go faster and faster until they were literally flying. The ground dropped away as coach and horses climbed into the sky and gathered even more speed like Santa’s sleigh on a desperate last minute run. At his side Big John shouted something that he could barely hear over the noise of the wind as they crossed the coast and headed out over the Atlantic Ocean. ‘What was that?’ Graham shouted back, ‘Did you say wrong course?’
Big John pulled his hat down to shield his face from the slipstream and leaning over towards Graham screamed, ‘No, wrong Concord.’
Modern technology wrapped itself around Graham and he was once again in the control room without even the view afforded by a supersonic airliner’s windscreen. Instantly dragged down from his fantasy ride he stared glumly at the familiar panelling on the walls, directly behind which he knew the obsidian face of the temporal void rose to entomb them. At that moment to him the Pumpkin wasn’t liberation from reality but a hellfire cavern in the depths of the universe where events could go unnoticed. Katie could have broken his mood with a few words, but she had nothing to say. Harry had first introduced her as a woman and that was how Graham had always regarded her since. In a strange way he envied her her task. Instead of heavy leather reins in human fingers her electronic digits grasped hundreds of light threads passing through optical fibres to control the forty thousand silvery silicon steeds that had pulled the Pumpkin out of reality in one concerted effort. Its coachwork rocked in the cradle of the temporal field and it was her continual diligence that kept it in proper alignment as she checked and urged members of her team. Even so her task wasn’t to take her human charges anywhere in particular but simply to keep them safe and bring them home again like a nanny caring for blind children, for they were blind and children in this unknown world around them. He knew that she had a heart for he could see it glowing on the display in front of him, but he hadn’t yet learned how to unlock any woman’s heart, not even hers. He doubted that even a prayer could penetrate the mathematically perfect barrier that surrounded the building now, but he couldn’t stop his lonely spirit calling out into the void, ‘All I ask is to see the sky and a star to steer her by.’
Sitting at his desk in his Manhattan office Clancy Burnside was feeling optimistic. He was certain that he was going to close his biggest deal ever. There were just a few minor details to sort out and it would be in the bag. The intercom on his desk buzzed.
‘Mister McConnell’s secretary has been in touch,’ said his secretary, ‘He urgently wants to meet you to discuss some details of the tender. He can make this afternoon if you can manage it. You have a full schedule at present. What should I tell her?’
Burnside thought quickly. This was the call that he’d been waiting for. ‘Okay. Cancel the appointment with my doctor this morning and tell Mitchell to come then instead of this afternoon. Then ask Peterson whether he can make – ’ His body trembled and he blacked out.
When he came round he was lying in bed wearing a hospital gown in a small medical room. A white-coated figure was sitting at the bedside.
‘Ah, you’re back with us then,’ said the person he presumed to be a doctor, ‘You had a bit if a turn there for a while but you’re all right now. Can you tell me the last thing that you remember?’
Burnside described his last recollection and then the doctor went on to ask other questions such as his name and the date and other personal details. He checked the clipboard in his hand and finally seemed satisfied saying, ‘Well your memory seems fine, which is a relief considering your other problems. I just need to do a few more tests now that you’re with us again.’
‘What other problems?’ asked Burnside.
‘Oh it’s too early for me to commit to an opinion yet, but you seem to have been letting things go a little too much, haven’t you? Just hop off the bed and come into the next room will you.’
This was getting worrying. Clancy followed the doctor into the next room where there was an old-fashioned x-ray unit. He looked at it in surprise and said, ‘Hey, don’t you do scans in this hospital?’
‘Oh, cutbacks I’m afraid. We’re waiting for the funding for new equipment, but you know how it is. There’s always something else to take priority. This is quite adequate for my purposes. Don’t worry about it.’
The doctor fussed about taking x-ray after x-ray. The whole process seemed excessive to Clancy. ‘Aren’t there limits on the amount of radiation one is supposed to get from these things?’ he asked.
‘Oh, I don’t think a little extra radiation will make a jot of difference in your case,’ said the doctor cheerfully, ‘and the costs are all covered as well so don’t bother yourself about it.’
Clancy was getting very bothered now but the doctor swept on. At least this ancient equipment used an instant digital display and the doctor carefully examined the results for a while. Then he said, ‘I’d like you to meet a colleague. Come back and wait on the bed while I arrange it.’
Clancy obediently waited while the doctor disappeared into an adjoining office and talked on the phone for a while. Then he emerged and said, ‘We’re lucky. He can see you immediately. Please come with me.’
He led Clancy out into a curving corridor, on one side of which there were large windows into a circular room. Around the edge of the room was a continuous upholstered bench and the floor seemed to be similarly upholstered.
‘That’s a funny looking waiting room,’ Clancy said.
‘Oh no. That’s our cardiovascular workout room,’ replied the doctor, ‘Treadmills are so dull, but a good round of hand to hand is just as good at getting the system going – and we can supplement our finances by selling the ringside seats.’
Clancy felt that this guy had a weird sense of humour, but maybe doctors had to. At the end of the corridor they climbed a staircase with fish painted on the walls. ‘Why the fish?’ gasped Clancy. For some reason he was finding the stairs more of a challenge than he’d expected.
The doctor grabbed Clancy’s arm and helped him up the stairs. ‘We just thought they would look appropriate in the event of a flood,’ he said.
‘Flood? What floor are we on?’ asked Clancy open-mouthed from his efforts. The fish on the walls appeared to gasp back at him.
At the top of the stairs the doctor took him to a long boardroom-style table on one side of a large office. ‘The director is very keen to meet you,’ the doctor said and offered Clancy the chair at the opposite end of the table from a man in a very fancy waistcoat. Clancy looked at the room. It wasn’t so much one office as a lot of little offices stitched together like a patchwork quilt. A skimpily dressed girl put down a cup of coffee in front of him and walked away to a chair with a display screen mounted in front of it. She sat back in the chair with her arms folded watching as spreadsheets and other documents flashed and scrolled on the screen before her, but didn’t lift a finger. In another of the office settings a slim fashion model was enthusiastically working her way through a large plate of cream cakes and close by her a youth in a check shirt appeared to be playing a video game on a computer. The youth looked at Clancy with mindless eyes and a slight smile. The sight struck a chord with Clancy and he decided that he wouldn’t want to meet this boy’s family in the backwoods.
The waistcoated man spoke. ‘We’re concerned about your work Burnside. What do you have to say to explain this.’ He pointed at a pile of papers in front of him on the table.
Burnside tried to reply, not understanding what he was being asked, why or by whom. ‘Who are you to be asking,’ he said, ‘and what’s wrong with my work? The NASA Crossorbiter six deal is all but closed and it’s within the costings that we planned.’
‘That’s what we mean Burnside. That’s our problem with your work. There’s too much of it. And as for who I am, I’m the new director.’
‘New director? What new director?’ Clancy was finding this all disorienting and he just couldn’t pull his thoughts together. ‘Anyway, you sound like a Brit to me.’
‘Of course I’m, as you put it, a Brit. We’ve taken over your company and about time from this,’ the man went on stabbing at his pile of papers. ‘It won’t stop there either. We’re taking it all back, all of it. You didn’t think that we were going to let the matter of the War of Independence drop, did you? We told you about the fairy dust but you just wouldn’t believe us.’
‘Fairy dust? That wasn’t in the specifications,’ thought Clancy, ‘What the heck am I thinking about?’
On a screen on a nearby unoccupied desk the image of a large rabbit had been hopping backwards and forwards on a screensaver, occasionally stopping and appearing to look in Clancy’s direction. It seemed to glare at him and pulled out a large notepad and pen and carefully wrote ‘CLANCY’ on the pad in big letters. Then it put the pad and pen away and continued its hopping.
Despite his confusion Clancy automatically offered a defence. ‘The work was all necessary. The tender had to look good on paper. We agreed all that. It all appears to meet the specifications completely. It was essential to the costings.’ He took a long swig of the coffee.
‘So, not only have you been working too long hours but you’ve been cutting corners, eh?’ demanded the director.
‘Not cutting them no, just rounding them off smoothly. That’s all,’ protested Clancy, ‘and this coffee tastes disgusting. Don’t you Brits know anything about coffee? Probably as much as you know about designing offices.’ He waved the cup around at the bizarre room.
The director looked around the room. ‘But its all completely compliant with our corporate image,’ he said, ‘We’re very strict about that. You should have had the tea. It’s Earl Grey and decaffeinated as well. Very soothing.’
The doctor, who had been standing by Clancy’s shoulder, moved forwards. He was now dressed in a black tailcoat and was pulling a string of silk handkerchiefs out of his clenched fist. The director continued his questioning. ‘So you’re saying that this all comes down to money then?’
A silver dollar seemed to appear in the doctor’s empty hand. He flipped it in the air and caught it, opening his hand again to show that it was still empty. Clancy needed to get out of there. He drank down the last of the coffee and attempted to rise from his seat saying, ‘I need to go to the john.’
‘No need,’ said the director ‘John’s here.’
A man in a strange multicoloured shirt appeared from somewhere and asked, ‘Can I help you?’
The doctor had now produced a deck of cards in his hands and was expertly shuffling and riffling them. An urgent voice came from an intercom set into the table in front of the director. ‘Captain. We’re getting mighty low on anti-reality. Ah cant keep the systems up with the batteries down. If we dinna break out of orbit soon she’ll burn up in the lack of atmosphere.’
The director pulled out a strange-looking pocket-watch and looked at it. He pushed a button on the intercom and said, ‘Thank you chief. Mister Burnside is just about to leave.’ The screensaver rabbit pulled out a similar pocket-watch, looked at it and bounced out of view.
The doctor fanned out the deck of cards and held them out to Clancy. ‘Pick a card,’ he demanded. Clancy meekly complied. He looked at it and it was the ace of spades. Everything became a blur.
‘What should I ask Peterson?’ asked his secretary.
Burnside faltered. He sat at his desk clutching at his chest. He was sure that his heart had just missed a beat. He rubbed his hand across his brow and thought for a moment. ‘No, forget all that,’ he said into the intercom, ‘Leave all the appointments as they are and ask McConnell’s secretary to give him my apologies and arrange something for another day. I’m not sure that I’m up to it at present.’
He rose from his desk and looked out of the window at the adjacent skyscrapers. Perhaps he had been pushing himself a little too much recently. That had been one hell of a daydream. He couldn’t understand the bit about taking it all back though. Where had he got that from? He looked at the scene and smiled to himself. They couldn’t, never in a million years. Could they?
Adrian and John were sitting in their usual leather chairs waiting for reality to return after their bizarre performance with their American visitor, now in a drug-induced sleep downstairs. ‘D’you think we were a bit rough on Mister Burnside?’ Adrian asked.
‘I think we were pretty fair. At least it must’ve been clear to him that it wasn’t reality, not his anyway. I’m not sure about your mentioning fairy dust though. Why did you do that? It seemed to be out of context,’ John said.
‘Oh, that was just me taking advantage of the situation to vent my feelings. This business with the Americans is still bugging me. If Burnside has really given us the lead on a flawed government contract over there, then maybe telling them will be seen as a peace offering. Eventually they’ll have to accept that we have nothing else to offer. Anyway, the more we shook up Burnside the better if Victor’s assessment of his health was right. The man was heading for a serious medical disaster. Hopefully he’ll sort that problem out before he finds out that his tender for that contract gets more scrutiny than he expected. I’m not going to lose any sleep over this case.’
The time signal pinged out the reversion and they relaxed momentarily, waiting for a different heartbeat to pick up where it had left off. Sometimes the two rhythms happened to coincide and the jolt didn’t occur, but that was equally disconcerting when they were expecting it. On the wall the black clock flashed into synchronisation with the white one as it started ticking again. Their encounter with Burnside had ceased to exist. Shortly after that Graham’s voice came over the intercom. ‘Captain. The batteries are as flat as a Sassenach pancake. You’ve really been meddlin’ with the world this time.’
‘Oh for heaven’s sake drop that appalling accent Graham, or at least go home and practise it,’ Adrian said, then added to John, ‘Well, d’you think we didn’t go too far now? If I’ve just opened a rift in the world of business perhaps we shouldn’t mention that part to our transatlantic colleagues.’
Out in the main office the memory team and C-C were compiling Clancy Burnside’s case file for storage in the computer. Like a radioactive fuel rod it would lie in the pool of information until it was time for it to radiate its influence over other events and change the course of history. The work was soon completed and they started to head for their other lives. Yvonne and George were the first to go. George liked Yvonne. She made sense to him. He spent his life putting together the pieces of jigsaw puzzles, the things that happened, the things that people said, what they wore, what they did. When the pieces fitted they made pleasing shapes and he was happy, but he never saw any pictures on the shapes, just shapes. He could solve very complicated puzzles in his life. He would spend hours playing platform games on the computer but the remarkably high scores that he achieved were just more pieces to add to the puzzle and no more significant than that. Yvonne always had all her pieces in place. She was always a complete shape to him. The other members of the team always needed something changed, but it wasn’t up to him to do that, so he just tolerated them. The two of them were descending in the lift now. The doors opened and they stepped out. As they did so a man in overalls appeared from the shadows and pointed a gun at them. ‘Take me to your leader,’ he barked, but then he grimaced on realising the ludicrous words that he’d used. However, the grimace was very effective in itself and Yvonne hastily pulled George back into the lift. The man stepped in with them and they returned to reception.
Graham had noticed the encounter on a security monitor and pulled out the electric stun gun from under his desk. It had allegedly been provided for the pacification of rampant warthogs and was no match for a real gun unless he caught the man unawares. Anyway, an electric shock could itself cause the man to pull his trigger and shoot someone, but it was all Graham had. Firearms were never allowed in the Pumpkin. He’d never expected to have to fulfil his notional role of security officer in such a direct way, so he withdrew to hide in a corner of the control room as the three people passed the doorway on their way upstairs. As soon as they’d passed by he followed at a safe distance. There were plenty of ways of summoning the fairies at the bottom of the garden, but Graham postponed doing so until the man’s motives were clearer. He’d walked into the deadest of dead ends by coming into this building and getting out again through a quarter of a mile of tunnels was not going to be easy, even with hostages.
The trio went into Adrian’s office, startling the two occupants. ‘You the head man?’ the gunman asked Adrian.
‘Yes, I’m the director. What do you want of us?’ Adrian asked evenly, standing up behind his desk.
‘You two, get out,’ the man said to Yvonne and George, who quickly complied leaving the door open as they went. Graham hovered outside the room, his electric weapon behind his back. ‘I know all about this place,’ the man said to Adrian, ‘and I want you to take me back.’
‘Back? Back where? Did you work for us? Have you been sacked? If so I’m sure we can sort things out somehow.’ Adrian said.
‘Don’t play dumb with me. I mean back in time. It’s what you do here. I know. I’ve heard it from people who know all about what you get up to. I want to use your time machine.’
‘Oh, I see,’ Adrian said, ‘Well there’s procedures involved in that. It’s complicated technology. I’ll have to speak to our engineer. Excuse me.’ Adrian had spotted Graham lurking outside the door and called to him. ‘Graham, we need to use the machine in a moment. Would you start it up please, immediately.’
John looked at Adrian in surprise as Graham appeared sheepishly in the doorway. The man eyed Graham suspiciously as he stood smartly in the doorway, both hands behind his back. ‘Now, really?’ Graham asked, thinking about the barely functional batteries. He wondered what Adrian really wanted.
‘Yes really Graham, get the field to full strength and rotate it to operating position as soon as it’s ready.’
Graham was in no doubt now. Adrian wouldn’t have described the startup procedure in so much detail if he didn’t mean it and telling him to rotate it clearly indicated a full silent launch. Adrian wanted to be in red time before anyone tackled the gunman. The problem was that they couldn’t stay there for very long with the batteries so low. In fact they’d be lucky to get into red time at all. ‘Understood. Right away sir,’ he said and sidled out of view to run back downstairs.
‘I’m afraid this will take a little while,’ Adrian explained, ‘Could you tell us how far back in time you want to go? We have power levels to consider, you see.’
‘I’ll give you the exact details when I’m ready. Now take me to the machine,’ the man said waving his gun at the door.
‘Ah. That’s a bit of a problem. I can’t actually do that yet,’ Adrian said, watching the clocks opposite him carefully. He opened the centre drawer of his desk. The gunman stiffened. ‘It’s all right. I’m just looking for the security pass. We need it to override the timelock. I’m sure it’s in here somewhere.’ He fumbled around in the drawer for a while, then glanced up at the man and smiled apologetically, glancing at the clocks again. The white clock had stopped and the red one was barely seven minutes from midnight. He had to act quickly. If he died now at least he would get the rest of the day off. At the moment that joke was looking a bit thin as hardly anybody ever worked after the end of a session anyway. ‘Oh, we don’t really need it anyway. Let me explain,’ he said, pointing at the clocks behind the man and walking around the end of his desk.
‘Get back you fool,’ the man blurted and fired his gun. Adrian staggered against the desk clutching at his chest and slumped to his knees. ‘You idiot,’ the man said, dropping his arm to his side, ‘This wasn’t meant to happen.’
John leapt to his feet. He had a man down and he was left holding the ball, not for the first time in his life. He wrenched the gun out of the man’s limp hand and looked across at Adrian, who was staring at him in agony. Glancing briefly at the clocks he raised the gun steadily in both hands and fired repeatedly into Adrian’s chest until the gun was empty. Adrian fell to the floor stone dead in a rapidly growing pool of blood. The man stared at John in astonishment. After all the noise of the gunshots there was an eery total silence. John realised that it wasn’t just deafness. Graham was trying to buy them more time by turning off everything in the building including the air circulation fans. Their noise was so familiar that it was unnoticeable until it stopped. The red clock still stood at seven minutes to midnight. After that time the man would be pointing a fully loaded revolver at Adrian again after a graphic demonstration of the fact that they actually had a time machine. Any attempt to dissuade him then would be useless. John weighed the weapon in his hand to be sure that he would be familiar with the way it handled if he was forced to tackle the man immediately after reversion. There was still a distinct risk that the surprise of the event would cause the man to fire the gun anyway. His only hope was to talk the man out of doing this before red midnight. The man was looking distraught over the violent turn of events, so obviously he wasn’t comfortable in his current role. John decided to hit him hard on that premise. ‘So, are you happy now,’ he shouted, ‘Is this what you wanted? If not we’ve several more people for you to kill.’
‘No, no,’ the man sobbed, ‘This is just making it all worse than ever. Why didn’t he just do what I asked?’
‘Because he couldn’t, you fool. We don’t have a time machine. Where did you get that ridiculous idea from? You said that you knew all about this place, but you don’t seem to know anything. Don’t you know what we do here?’
‘They said you had a time machine, that you could travel through time. They’d been here.’
‘Well, whoever they were, they were wrong. We get lots of people in here who aren’t right in the head. There’s no saying what they think happens here,’ John said, feeling that he was probably one of them himself. ‘This is a specialist centre for experimental aversion therapy. We have a machine which creates illusions to allow people to work off their deviant tendencies. If you think you really need to shoot people we can oblige you. The lady who brought you in will happily sit here while you blow her brains out or, even better, we have a gorgeous young blonde girl who’ll let you spray her brains all over the wall. I think you’ll find the colour combined with the blonde hair quite artistic. Do you have any more ammunition on you? I seem to have used it all up on the director here. He’s really going to be annoyed at that when he comes round.’
‘What? You mean he isn’t dead? That’s impossible. Please stop talking about killing and brains and all that. I really can’t cope with this.’
‘No, he isn’t dead, but you could kill him for real in a minute. We create illusions here but you came in with a real gun and fired it at a real person. Luckily the machine was turned on and nothing really happened, but in a minute it will turn off and if you aren’t prepared for that to happen you may shoot him for real. Do you want that?’
‘No, I didn’t mean any of this to happen, but how on earth can it be put right now?’
‘Okay, we’re going to put it right, I assure you. Look, my name’s John. What do I call you?’
‘I’m Ray.’
‘Right, Ray. Listen carefully. In a minute everything which didn’t really happen will disappear and you will be standing pointing the gun at him again. The gun will be fully loaded just as it was before. Now take the gun back and pretend that he’s standing in front of you like he was before and point the gun at him. Okay?’ John gave the empty revolver back to Ray, who did as he was told.
‘I feel stupid doing this while he’s bleeding down there on the floor,’ Ray said.
‘No, it isn’t stupid. It’s very important. You’ll find out why shortly. Now I’m going to sit down here again just as I was before. When the time comes you may feel your heart jump a beat. Don’t worry about that. It’s just the electric charge in the atmosphere being released. That’s what makes these illusions seem so real, the strong electric charges in the room. They distort your sensations. It seems amazing but it’s really all simple science. When he reappears in front of you relax, release the pressure on the trigger of the gun and put it down. Whatever you do don’t pull the trigger in surprise. Now, are you relaxing and can you do it? I’m counting on you, because if this goes wrong you may really injure him. Just trust me and relax. Okay?’ John glanced at the red clock. Only seconds remained.
‘Yes, relax. I think so. You are telling the truth aren’t you?’
‘Definitely. Just believe me. Ready now. Wait for it.’
Suddenly Adrian reappeared standing behind his desk and fell forward against it. Ray dropped the now loaded gun to his side and John leapt out of his chair and grabbed it. ‘Well done Ray,’ John said, ‘There, it’s all over now. Not a scratch on him, see. Just a bit surprised that you would do something like that. Well, you can’t blame him, can you.’ He looked apprehensively at Adrian, who was leaning on his desk and breathing heavily.
Eventually Adrian straightened up, glanced over at John holding the gun and then looked at Ray. ‘Is this over now?’ he managed to say.
‘Yes, it’s over. I’m sorry. I can understand why people found this place confusing now.’ Ray stood meekly awaiting his fate. Victor appeared in the doorway, summoned by Yvonne in case he was needed urgently.
Adrian was recovering from his resurrection. ‘Good. No real harm done then. Look, there’s a doctor here who’ll give you something to help you calm down if you like. You seem to be really upset about something and we’re willing to help you.’ Ray went out of the room with the white-coated doctor, his demeanour completely changed since he came in. Adrian sighed deeply and turned on the intercom, saying to John as he did so, ‘You shot me – without hesitation.’ ‘Graham, you there?’ he said into the intercom.
Graham’s exasperated voice replied, ‘If you want to go back again you’ll have to go to the gym and start pedalling. I’ve been working down here by the light of the display screen to save power.’
‘No, that’s okay, Graham. The emergency’s over. You did just fine. Tell me, did you call the fairies? That’s all I wanted to know.’
‘I was just about to. I didn’t earlier because I didn’t want anyone near us under the circumstances.’
‘Don’t. I don’t want them involved. In fact so far as anyone outside is concerned this never happened. Is that clear?’
‘Yes boss. That’s just typical of this place. The first time in ages that something exciting happens it turns out that it didn’t. Sometimes I wonder where reality ends here.’
Before the debate went any further John cut in. ‘Graham, what did you mean by “under the circumstances” and how exactly did you launch us so quickly?’ He had a suspicion about that.
There was a short pause before Graham replied. ‘I bypassed the safety interlocks and just fired up the field without doing the lockdown procedures. I worked out how to do it a long time ago. I do actually study all the systems in this place you know. I wouldn’t have risked it if there’d been the possibility of fairies climbing up the access shaft. We launched with all our external services connected. They’re designed to cope with the possibility though. I didn’t think you’d mind the sewage system backing up for ten minutes. It’s probably the first time that we’ve taken the lift with us as well.’
John followed up on Graham’s admission. ‘So reception wasn’t closed down. A visitor could have fallen in on that hard floor. That would have added to the problems.’
‘There was little chance of that,’ Graham replied, ‘I’ve never known a visitor to arrive so soon after a launch and if they had the power drain would’ve thrown us into reversion before they hit the floor anyway.’
‘That never occurred to me,’ Adrian said, ‘If an instant reversion had happened I might really have died. Nevertheless you did the right thing Graham. Well done, but keep quiet about the loopholes in the safety interlocks as well or somebody might redesign them.’
‘Thanks boss. I’m just going to check that all these things that didn’t happen didn’t break anything. The sewage is flowing again in case anyone urgently needs to know, by the way.’ The intercom went dead.
‘He’s right,’ John said, ‘Most people have the reassurance of shared experiences to tell them what’s real. Here even that doesn’t always apply. All we have to go by is that digital clock.’ He pointed at the digital clock in the centre of the array of clocks on the wall. It was the companion to the big red clock above it and currently it was black, showing nothing at all. During red time it lit up with black figures on a bright red background, the one sure sign that the temporal field was active. The state of the other clocks only confirmed the fact. ‘Graham spends much of his time down there alone with only his watch to tell him whether anything is real. It’s not surprising that he wanders off into his own world. Just one bracelet to bind him to reality. I suppose that’s true of most people though. Virtually all of us wear a bracelet to bind us to time.’
‘I have a pocket watch though,’ Adrian said, ‘At least we can break free from that particular form of tyranny here, for which I’m currently extremely grateful. And on the subject of time, as I said before, you didn’t hesitate when you shot me. I know you’d like my job but I didn’t think you felt that strongly about it. I hope I’ll be as confident when I return the favour.’
‘And I hope that day doesn’t come too soon, but I didn’t think you wanted to endure the pain any longer. That wasn’t what the expression on your face said – and why do you use a pocket watch anyway? It didn’t stop the bullet, did it?’
‘It’s quite logical. I always wear a waistcoat here and my watch has a bigger face, easier to read than a wristwatch, and it includes some extra functions, like summoning up the fairies.’
‘But it can’t do that in red time.’
‘No, that’s true. There are no fairies to help us when we’re in fairyland. I think putting Graham in charge of security as well as his other duties was an economy measure too far, but it was out of my hands. We’ve just been lucky that none of our other visitors have arrived carrying weapons. On the whole these people from the future have been quite civilised so far, but if anyone’s self-image includes packing a gun we could get problems.’
‘Yes, I’ve never been clear on this self-image theory. Visitors arrive with the normal appearance that they imagine themselves to have. That’s the theory, isn’t it?’
‘Yes. I had to explain it very carefully to Graham. I’m sure he sits down there in reception hoping to meet a pole-dancer who’s really comfortable with her career, but I don’t think he’s got much chance of that, not unless she’s had an affair with a member of the royal family or somebody like that.’
‘Like the president of the USA perhaps?’
‘No, don’t wish that upon me. I’m in enough trouble with them already. If that ever happens we’ll take a leaf out of DCI Snow’s book and treat it as a domestic incident and send her straight home with a little sensible advice. Speaking of DCI Snow …’ Adrian started rummaging in his desk drawer again.
John broke the revolver open and emptied out the cartridges. ‘Here, put these in your desk and I’ll keep the gun. I don’t think the two should stay together,’ he said. ‘Are you looking for the security pass again, the one that overrides the timelock on the time machine? Can you explain how you can have a timelock on a time machine? Wouldn’t that be like leaving your car keys locked inside your car?’
‘Did I say that? I don’t remember. I’ve been dead since then, you know. No, this is what I want.’ Adrian produced DCI Snow’s card and gave it to John. ‘Here you are. If the fairies at the bottom of the garden get their hands on our friend downstairs they may demonstrate their disapproval at him getting past their security cordon. I think he may do better with an impartial authority and this man has a clear understanding of the issues, better than they do. When you call him it might be an idea to arrange for his people to meet you and your fellow assassin outside the perimeter fence. The fairies don’t take much notice of people leaving.’
‘Me? But I’ve never met him. Aren’t you going to deal with it?’
Adrian dropped the cartridges into the drawer and closed it. ‘No, afraid not. Rules are rules. I died, so you’ve got your wish. I’m off home and you’re in charge, at least for the rest of today. You might see if Victor has found out what it was that the man wanted to change in the past. We’ve all got something that we’d like to change but he seemed pretty desperate. That’s why I don’t want to be too hard on him. Maybe he’s punishing himself already, but at least we ought to find out how he got in and who the people were who told him about us. Also you should check that Yvonne and George are okay after their encounter and do make sure that Graham has everything working properly for tomorrow before he goes. Cheerio then.’ He headed out of the door.
‘Wait,’ John said, ‘You haven’t explained what happened to you when you died. Did your past life flash before you or what?’
‘You mean did I recall everything that’s happened in my life? What, with my bad memory? Little chance of that I’m afraid. If that had happened I might have found out where I left my favourite fountain pen.’
Too late John realised that Adrian probably still had memories of things dear to him that he’d lost, much more than a pen, more than he wanted to remember maybe. Nevertheless Adrian laughed wickedly as he walked away leaving Big John, the bemused deputy sheriff of Red Spring, looking at the empty six-gun in his hand and wondering whether his boss had remembered to lock his desk drawer.
Chapter 13
Weekday blues
As Caroline Chalfont settled into her seat for the morning session she also settled her mind into the waiting lap of the computer. On her display the message ‘Good Morning Caroline’ appeared. This initial greeting was the only time that the computer addressed her directly. After that it simply acted as an extension of her mind as though they were a single entity. In another age it would have been the ultimate butler.
Down in the control room Graham’s wandering mind had already left the planet as it did so often. In the snug cockpit of his imaginary X-15 spaceplane he was both exhilarated and worried. He had exceeded the fifty miles altitude point and earned his astronaut wings. The hundred kilometre mark was out of reach but it didn’t matter. ‘God bless America for keeping at least one vestige of its imperial past,’ he thought. Now he had completed re-entry but on the way down the plane was developing a tendency to spin. The stabilising electronics didn’t seem to be coping as they should. In front of him the view circled unsteadily and he contemplated the possibility that he might have to eject. He looked at the photo of C-C on the edge of the instrument panel and hoped that he would see her in the flesh again.
‘Time to leave,’ said Adrian over the intercom.
It was the confirmation that Graham had been waiting for. ‘We’re about to go where no American has gone before,’ he announced. He reached down to the imaginary ejection handles on the sides of his seat and pulled them back. ‘Thanks for the test drive but I don’t think I’ll buy one,’ he thought as the canopy tore away above him. For a moment it seemed that time stood still and of course it actually had, but with much less drama than the events in his mind. ‘We’re there,’ he said, idly brushing imaginary dust off the top of the control desk and checking the status displays on the screen. His mind was back in the Pumpkin but it was too late to come back to reality just yet.
He’d just returned from his routine tour of the engineering deck when Adrian called asking, ‘Graham, what’s wrong with the red clock? Have you noticed what it’s doing?’
He looked at the red timer in the corner of the control desk display. It was showing 999:59, a meaningless figure. He checked his watch but it simply confirmed the number. He replied, ‘I’ve no idea why it’s doing that. Must be a fault in the power consumption sensors. I’ll look into it.’
Katie was unable to help him with the problem. According to all her information the Pumpkin was consuming no power at all and therefore could hang outside of time forever. He crawled under the desk and opened an access panel to reveal a set of meters which directly measured the current flowing out of the batteries. To his surprise they showed that the current flow was going the wrong way, something which was impossible in red time. It meant that the batteries were actually charging up despite the fact that there was no possible source of power to do that. There was no indication of a backflow from the SMES units either. They were all holding steady charges. He wondered whether they’d not left reality and the external power supply was still connected, but other meters confirmed that they were taking no power from the outside world. He quickly discarded the possibility of a superman on an exercise bike in the gym. This was too serious to be having frivolous thoughts. It was no time for the shepherd to drop his crook again. For final confirmation he went to one of the currently blank security screens that displayed views of the approach tunnels outside of red time. He switched it over to another camera in the central shaft and saw a shiny black pinnacle, the cusp, filling the space. The temporal field was definitely working.
He called Adrian. ‘Adrian, something really weird is happening down here. I can’t explain it. Nothing is making sense. We have an impossible reverse power flow. I think we ought to end the session immediately.’
Adrian replied immediately. ‘Okay Graham, best to play safe. Start a standard reversion.’
At Graham’s request Katie issued the five minute warning and he sat puzzling over the problem and thinking out a plan to check the system. At the allotted time he pushed the dual sliders back to reality, but all that happened was that Katie reprimanded him for his hands not knowing what the other was doing. He reset the sliders and tried again with absolute precision but the result was the same. No matter how many times he tried she insisted that he hadn’t moved the controls together. This was getting annoying.
He called Adrian. ‘Sorry Adrian, the control desk is playing up now. I may have to force a crashdown if there’s no other way.’
Adrian’s patient voice replied, ‘Okay Graham, keep on it. John’s on his way in case he can help.’
Graham knew that this wasn’t a lack of confidence by Adrian. John knew less about the systems than he did, but so often it was the person looking over your shoulder asking stupid questions who prompted you to think of the right answer. When John arrived Graham had given up arguing with Katie and was under the desk again opening panels.
‘What are you planning to do?’ John asked.
‘For a start I’m going to isolate the batteries just to prove that the power’s coming from somewhere else. If that doesn’t destroy the field I’m going to start searching for the source and disconnect that,’ Graham replied, ‘Can you think of an alternative?’
‘No, it sounds safe enough. Either we go back or we stay. I don’t think there’s any other possibility, is there?’
‘I certainly hope not. Here goes.’ Graham turned off rows of circuit breakers under the desk until the entire array of batteries were offline. He crawled out and the two of them stood looking around. Every piece of equipment was still working.
‘What about the SMES units?’ John asked.
‘They’re only designed to handle surges. They couldn’t keep the whole building running for long, but they’re not draining at all, so it isn’t them. I need to find out just what the field generators are doing. If we can kill them directly then the rest will just be a job for the maintenance crew.’ Graham pulled a portable test kit out of a cupboard and went to the back wall of the room where he unlocked and removed a section of the wall lining. Behind it part of the array of field generators was visible and between them behind a metal safety grille the black void of the temporal boundary showed. He pulled the power plug out of the back of a generator and waited for Katie to complain, but nothing happened. She hadn’t detected a module failure. He connected the test kit into the circuit and studied the diagnostic display for a moment.
‘Well?’ John said, ‘Where’s the power coming from?’
‘It makes no sense. According to this there’s no current in the circuit and I haven’t disconnected the module or plugged it into the test kit. I’ve just short circuited the test kit. If this makes any sense the control computer won’t care if we unplug every module in the array. The field will still keep on working. Am I going mad?’
John was clearly worried now. ‘It would take days if not weeks to get to every one of forty thousand modules around the building and unplug them anyway, so I’ll take your word on that for now. What do we do next?’
‘I think we sit and talk about it. The red clock is right apparently. We have all the time in the world to sit and talk.’
‘Okay, if you’ve no more ideas here let’s go up to Adrian’s office. We’d better tell the others that the reversion probably isn’t imminent as well.’
Over the next few hours they made no progress. Graham’s assessment that the situation was mad was agreed by all. An attempt to wrench one of the generator modules out of the temporal boundary simply resulted in the casing breaking off leaving the semiconductor sandwich embedded in the boundary as though it were welded there. Adrian’s explanation about needing an infinite force to accelerate the sandwich to infinite speed to move it out of a zero time well didn’t help. Neither did the insistence of both computers that the module was still working perfectly despite there being no fibre optic connections to it any more. It was as though the machine with which they were wrestling was simply a mock-up of the real Pumpkin which was hiding elsewhere in unreality. Further practical solutions were abandoned while theoretical ones were discussed by the whole team.
Eventually Adrian called a halt to the discussion. ‘Unless anyone has any better ideas at present I suggest that we wait it out and get some rest. Wherever the power is coming from it can’t keep on forever, so we wait. Agreed?’ There were noises of resigned agreement from the others. Eighteen hours later everyone had given up and retired to bed with the nagging thought that a sudden reversion might restore them to a woken state at any moment, but it didn’t happen. The next morning in black time nothing had changed. Katie was still arguing with Graham about the controls and the red clock still showed 999:59, the largest number that the digital display could show. The analogue dial had given up the struggle and stood permanently at midnight, but not the welcome midnight of reversion. Instead it seemed to taunt them with the unfulfilled promise of that event.
‘What cretin gave that clock the ability to display such big numbers anyway? It must have been a man,’ Yvonne grumbled. Graham was wise enough not to attempt to explain to her that the display was simply a stock item and it was unlikely that anyone had given it any thought at all. He was after all a prime example of the gender that she was disparaging. For the next day Adrian and John sat and talked at length while Graham poked around on the engineering deck, all to no avail. That night, a night only defined by the black clocks around them, they went to bed again with the promise from Adrian that the next day they would tackle the problem properly.
On the morning of the third day they met around the big table in the main office after a quiet breakfast.
John opened the discussion. ‘The bad news is that we don’t see an obvious end to this so we have to consider survival,’ he said, ‘As for the good news, we need to look for that in whatever form it takes. Any good news would be welcome. Graham, what’s the environmental situation?’
Graham had been prepared for that question. ‘With there being so few of us the situation’s not bad. We have enough air and water for quite a few weeks and if we go beyond that I may be able to recycle grey water.’
‘Oh marvellous, grey water. After several weeks there’ll be quite a few grey things since we don’t have a washing machine,’ Yvonne observed.
‘I said we wanted good news,’ John chided, ‘The good news is that you won’t have to beat your clothes clean on a big stone as we don’t have any of them either. It’s the same for all of us so we’ll get by somehow. What about the food situation?’
‘I’ve checked on that,’ C-C said, ‘If the computer records are accurate there’s a substantial supply of military rations on board. We’ve probably got some civil servant to thank for that. We won’t have much more in the way of fresh sandwiches or cake though. Sorry Adrian, but the ice cream is very good. Perhaps Victor could work out a rationing schedule for us.’
‘Certainly I will,’ Victor said, ‘So far as good news goes, we may not have a washing machine but at least we won’t be short of power to keep the ice cream frozen. It’s an ill wind. Talking about the weather and ice cream, what about the temperature? With all this power coming into our little world aren’t we going to warm up?’
John beat Adrian to demonstrating his technical expertise. ‘That’s not a problem. The temporal field preserves certain things when it starts up. One obvious thing is gravity. Instead of the Earth, Sun and Moon we have a constant gravitational field maintained by the temporal field, but don’t ask me how. Gravity simply stays what it was when red time started. Temperature is similar. The field boundary keeps to a constant temperature regardless of the heat inside the Pumpkin, so it’s a bit like being in a cave. No matter how much heat we generate we won’t get any hotter, not unless it happens very quickly.’
‘So there’s the good news then,’ Adrian said, ‘We can survive long enough not to have to make any hasty decisions provided that we don’t set the place on fire.’
‘But can we actually survive long enough?’ Victor said.
Adrian shrugged. ‘It may be just a temporary glitch or it could be that the Pumpkin has latched onto a cosmic source of power and is stuck here for a few million years. In the latter case I suggest that we make a pact.’ The others looked at him expectantly. ‘If C-C is right about the quality of the ice cream then we should agree to eat it all while we can. I wouldn’t like to think of it left in the fridge for several million years.’ There was an audible sigh of relief but the thought was still there.
For the rest of the day they sorted out the practicalities of civilised survival, taking stock of everything they needed and everything they had. Their enforced holiday on Pumpkin Island had turned into a camping trip, but at least it wouldn’t rain. The activity raised spirits but didn’t solve the problem. Time was the problem and hopefully eventually it would also be the healer.
The next day John suggested that they should go and meet their tormentor face to face, if only for something to do. ‘Can you get the lift trap open?’ he asked Graham, ‘I know you can override the safety locks already, so say if you can.’ Graham admitted that it was possible. ‘Okay, in that case I think we should pay a visit to the cusp,’ John said.
The whole team went to reception where Graham had already retracted the green safety floor. After such a long time they were unlikely to get visitors. He and John pulled open the floor trap which gave the lift access and everyone peered into the opening. Beneath them the pinnacle of the cusp rose from what appeared to be a pool of black shiny liquid filling the lower portion of the shaft above the security grating.
‘The air down there seems cooler,’ C-C said, ‘I thought you said the temperature stayed even.’
‘That’s the normal temperature in the shaft,’ Adrian said, ‘Each part of the temporal boundary stays at its original temperature.’
‘It looks like liquid,’ Yvonne said, ‘Is it hard or soft?’
‘It always stays exactly that shape,’ Adrian explained, ‘but it’s not quite hard. You could push a stick into it for a very short distance but then it would stop, not hitting anything but unable to accelerate enough to move further into the time well no matter how hard you pressed. Then you’d have the same trouble pulling it out.’
‘So it’s sticky, like treacle,’ Graham said, ‘It’s a well full of treacle. It’s even shiny like treacle.’
‘Yes,’ Adrian said, ‘That’s an odd thing. One would expect it to be matt black, but it seems to trap particles from the air and they cause the reflections. There may even be a mist of atmosphere trapped deeper in it.’
‘If someone touched it they could be badly injured,’ Victor said, ‘I wouldn’t want to treat the consequences of that, so please don’t fall down there.’
‘The shape is like the cardioid on Graham’s display but rotated around in a circle. I suppose that would be a cardioid-oid, wouldn’t it John?’ Adrian said.
‘Maybe, I’m not sure, but it does sound like you’re shouting it in a tunnel,’ John replied.
‘Let’s try,’ Graham suggested, shouting, ‘Cardioid!’ down the trap and then listening. ‘No, no echo. It doesn’t agree with you.’
‘That’s not a logical conclusion, Graham,’ Adrian said.
‘Why does it go to a point anyway?’ C-C asked, ‘There’s nothing making it do that, is there?’
‘The short and completely useless answer is that it doesn’t,’ Adrian said, ‘It’s the most perfect illusion that the universe could devise. Are you interested why?’ Nods and grunts suggested that some of them might be. ‘Okay, I’m going to have to try to explain multidimensional geometry without any of the mathematics. The rotating circles that appear on Graham’s display screen during startup represent in three dimensions two double spheres rolling around each other.’
Graham’s mind had already strayed into the realm of men’s magazines. Looking down the shaft he could imagine a pair of buxom scantily clad women grappling on the sticky slopes of the cusp in a strange amalgam of mud wrestling, fell running and crown green bowls, but Adrian was still rambling on.
Attempting to demonstrate with one clenched fist inside the other he explained, ‘When I say double spheres of course I mean that they are conjoined and folded within each other, collapsed toruses to be precise. The rolling process involves two such structures expanding and contracting around each other, but of course that’s only the three-dimensional interpretation of what’s happening. In other dimensions the perspective is different.’
Graham’s imaginary lasses in molasses metamorphosed into monomammaried aliens who merged together in a tangle of arms and legs and slid away down the slope to disappear back into their own dimension like an octopus losing its grasp on an oil-slicked rock. He was hearing the words but hadn’t a clue what Adrian was talking about. Nevertheless Adrian went on talking in a world of his own.
‘The surface of contact between the two is actually flat but we aren’t capable of perceiving it as such. We would rather see the surface distorted into this shape than our own surroundings distorted around a point on a flat surface, but neither is true. In effect the cusp is an apparent distortion around the link between this existence inside the Pumpkin and the point in reality to which it’s connected. If you like it’s the Pumpkin’s navel where a virtual umbilical is connected, not that anyone has ever seen it from the other side of course. That’s impossible.’
Talk of navel’s had shifted Graham’s thoughts to dark-skinned belly-dancers rather than babies, so he still wasn’t following the thread, which was about to break anyway. Adrian launched into the revelation that would snap it.
‘From our very first experiences in the womb we are conditioned to perceive everything in three dimensions even though our brains are quite capable of other interpretations. Therefore when we encounter something like this that demands another perspective we’re incapable of seeing it as it really is and reduce it to something more familiar. Anyone who could overcome that conditioning and see the cusp as it really is would have a more profound understanding of the Pumpkin than myself. I would have to consider stepping aside for them to take my place if they came and told me that when they looked down that shaft they honestly didn’t see the point.’
That was it. Yvonne cracked first, initially giggling and then openly laughing. The others soon followed. All the while George had been looking through the trap as though he could see nothing there but even he beamed broadly in reaction to the mood of the others. Despite his usual self-control John was doing likewise but looked meaningfully at Adrian. Adrian himself stared helplessly at the hysterical people around him with a sheepish grin on his face. John’s look said it all. He couldn’t have planned it better if he’d tried. The team had needed a release from the tension building and Adrian with his solemn lecture had unwittingly provided it with all the skill of a stand-up comedian.
John quickly took control. ‘Come on Graham. Let’s shut this trap before someone loses their composure entirely and falls in. I suggest that you put the safety floor back as well, just in case a visitor does drop in. We wouldn’t want a casualty as well as everything else. I think the lecture has ended now so we all ought to go back upstairs.’
As they trooped back upstairs Adrian said to John, ‘Funny that, Graham mentioning a treacle well. You know there were once stories of treacle mines not far from here near Maidstone.’
John replied, ‘I don’t think that’s something you should mention to the others at present. We’re a very long way from Maidstone just now.’
The next day they were still far away from the English countryside but late in the day Graham and C-C went to Adrian and John with news. All day they had been carrying out diagnostics on the control computer to understand Katie’s refusal to cooperate and had discovered something significant.
Graham explained, ‘Katie, I mean the control computer, uses standard multiprocessor modules. Any number can be incorporated into one computer unit. It actually has two but at the moment it’s under the impression that it has four. It’s refusing to carry out commands because the four modules don’t agree what those commands are.’
John and Adrian looked confused. John asked, ‘How can modules that don’t exist disagree? Is it suffering from some sort of delusions? Isn’t it something you can fix, turn off the safety checks maybe?’
‘Not this time, no,’ Graham replied, ‘That would involve shutting down the control procedure and if we did that we’d definitely never get control back again. The connection between the computer and the field generators is created when the temporal field starts up and it’s unique every time. There’s no way to make that connection once the field is operational. Anyway, I don’t think it would help if we did override the failsafe because that’s only a symptom, not the problem. In itself it doesn’t explain what the power source is but it might be a clue. It’s as though the computer has a shadow which isn’t doing the same things as it does. It won’t accept my commands because apparently I don’t have a shadow at all, if you see what I mean. It occurred to me that if the computer has a duplicate shadowing it then maybe other parts of the Pumpkin do too. That would explain why disconnected components still seem to be connected when I test them.’
Adrian latched onto Graham’s reasoning. ‘So there could be a second power source shadowing ours and feeding into our systems. That’s what you’re suggesting?’
‘Yes, but it doesn’t help us understand where it came from or how to control it, so what good is it? Also if it’s a duplicate of the Pumpkin’s batteries, why hasn’t it run down yet?’ Graham asked.
‘No, don’t think that way,’ Adrian said, ‘Fully understanding the problem is the key to finding the solution. It means that we’re probably looking at an artificial source, not a celestial one, which improves things by a few million years. We’ll tell the others immediately and then sleep on it. It’s a ray of hope. Well done both of you. You make a great team.’
Graham and C-C looked at each other and smiled. Just for once something that they’d done together in red time might have counted.
The next day Graham’s suspicions were confirmed from an unexpected source when Victor found five bodies in a heap in reception. They were all alive but unconscious and Graham was the first to help Victor with them. They pulled the people off each other and laid them out on the floor. They all appeared to be wearing naval working uniforms.
‘They’ve even got their caps with them,’ Graham said, ‘How did they turn up?’
‘It’s self-image,’ Victor said, ‘You can’t expect a naval officer to go without his cap, can you? Anyway, pay attention to what you’re doing. You’ve got a Royal Navy cap on an American officer and an American cap on the Royal Navy man. We aren’t playing patience, you know.’
‘Are you sure? We’ve got two kings, a queen and a couple of jack tars,’ Graham observed.
‘Maybe so, but let’s get them away from the centre of the room in case we’re dealt any more cards. More than one visitor at a time is unheard of. How has this happened?’
The medical centre didn’t have space for all the visitors, so it was decided to move them up to Pumpkin Island. This was done with stretchers and difficulty as, despite unlimited power being currently available, there were no lifts inside the Pumpkin. They were placed in unoccupied rooms and left to recover with Victor and Yvonne keeping watch over them. The American officer was the first to come around and emerged from his room looking dazed. On looking around at the spectacle of Pumpkin Island his first words were, ‘Oh no, not again.’ Victor approached the man but before he could say anything the visitor said, ‘I need to speak to the person in charge here immediately.’
Victor sensed that this man was used to speaking to people in charge, but asked, ‘Would you please identify yourself then?’
The man looked a little annoyed or maybe uneasy and replied, ‘Tell them that I’m the acting captain of HMS Frismersk and that it’s damned urgent.’ Victor contacted Adrian immediately.
Adrian rose from his desk to welcome the visitor as Victor brought him in. Extending his hand he said, ‘I assume that subterfuge is pointless on this occasion, so I may as well introduce myself. I’m Doctor Adrian Bellaine, the director of this facility.’
On hearing this the captain saluted and said, ‘I request permission to come aboard sir.’
‘It seems a bit late for formalities,’ Adrian replied, ‘Fate already seems to have thrown us together so I suggest that you relax. Whatever your present circumstances this isn’t a naval vessel as such so I don’t have any rum, but I could offer you an Amontillado sherry.’
‘As a matter of urgency could I ask that you prevent any conversations between my crew and yours,’ the captain said, ‘There could be serious repercussions.’
‘Oh yes, of course. Victor, would you arrange that please, but give our visitors the free run of Pumpkin Island. No doubt they’ll need to talk amongst themselves. I certainly would. I’m afraid you don’t find us at our best, Captain, but what’s ours is yours. Under the circumstances that sounds rather obvious, doesn’t it? Now, I do have a very fine single single malt for special occasions and I suppose the meeting of two – er – simultaneous captains of HMS Frismersk is unusual.’ He went to a cabinet by the fireplace and produced a bottle and glasses.
‘Single single malt, sir?’ asked the Captain.
‘Yes. If a malt whiskey is produced by one distillery from several casks then it’s a single malt, but if they produce it from one single cask and it happens to be particularly good, then they may sell it as a single cask whiskey, sometimes referred to as a single single malt. I believe the practice is more common with the whiskey in your country though. Therefore may I offer you this double single single malt?’
The glass was already poured and offered, so the Captain accepted it. ‘I expect you can only get this in Scotland then, sir,’ he said.
‘On the contrary I bought this bottle in Tunbridge Wells.’
With his limited knowledge of the English mainland beyond the coastal towns, the American was somehow not surprised that the most likely places to get the finest malt were Scotland and Tunbridge Wells.
‘Yes,’ Adrian went on, ‘I suppose Tunbridge Wells is more famous for its rusty springs than malt whiskey, but that’s where I got it.’
‘Rusty springs?’
‘Oh yes. The foundation of Tunbridge Wells is based on its rusty springs.’
The Captain was surprised to hear this. He knew that some buildings in America used similar technology to protect against earthquakes, but had never heard of an entire town being suspended in this way and couldn’t imagine why it was necessary in England. ‘Isn’t it dangerous, the fact that they’re rusty?’ he asked.
‘Oh no. I think you’d have to drink an awful lot of the water to suffer any ill effects apart, that is, from the appalling taste.’
‘Water? You’re talking about spring water, are you?’ Things were getting clearer to the Captain.
‘Yes, what else? The Chalybeate springs were the reason for Tunbridge Wells being built. They are after all simply the wells outside Tonbridge, which is a far older town in fact. The wells were certainly there in Roman times. Roman baths have been found there, although I can’t imagine they were keen to bath in the stuff. Very high iron content, you see, which gives it the foul taste and the rusty red colour. Maybe that’s why they went back home, dirty bathwater and the problems they had with the whiskey distillers up north. They had to build Hadrian’s wall to keep that lot out, or was it in? Do take a seat by the fire.’
The Captain accepted and sat in one of the leather fireside chairs while Adrian relaxed in the other. Two things were getting clearer to the visitor now. One was why he and his fellow Americans celebrated the fourth of July so enthusiastically. The other was why the Royal Navy had taken over operation of this installation, possibly just in time. However, he was now a ship’s captain sitting in a leather armchair by an imitation log fire on an almost naval vessel discussing matters possibly of life and death with a potential madman. What did that make him?
‘We must talk carefully I think, sir,’ he said, ‘In our present situation the possibility of temporal discrepancy is high.’
Adrian was feeling relaxed. There’d been an event to break the stasis. That in itself was a good omen. ‘Yes, temporal discrepancies. I guessed that you were worried about that. I think we have a very different discrepancy to deal with though. I suspect that our respective versions of this vessel have collided outside of time. I doubt that port to port is a navigational concept in this domain, so we’ll have to make do with whiskey to whiskey, although this example is no hardship whatsoever. It appears that being the earlier instance of the vessel we have time-honoured you to be our guests. We aren’t accustomed to catering for coach-parties so some improvisation may be necessary, but no matter. The serious problem seems to be that our vessel has also integrated parts of yours into itself, maybe because these parts of the two are identical at the molecular level. In other circumstances this might permit an investigation into entanglement but for us now it’s just an appalling nuisance. Speaking of entanglement, do you think you can risk explaining how an American commander is in charge of a Royal Navy asset? I assume that that is the situation from the uniforms of your crew.’ Adrian still couldn’t consider the Pumpkin as any sort of naval vessel.
The Captain nodded. ‘I doubt that I’ll change anything by telling you things you may already know or will shortly. It all started when you proved your hypothesis about our project in America. I’m referring to Bellaine’s spanner, of course.’
‘Proved it, really? How?’
‘You don’t know then. Okay, I don’t know whether it was chance or providence, but you abducted the crew from their voyage a short while in your future during one of your own voyages. By doing this you were able to confirm that they’d successfully established a temporal field. Given that, your spanner was the only possible reason why they didn’t know about it when they returned.’
‘How, er, remarkable.’ Adrian might have said something else in other company, but had to consider the Captain’s different viewpoint. ‘This entanglement seems to go further than I imagined. Perhaps the fact that the field generators have all been cloned from one-another causes them to have an affinity for each other in this domain. If that’s true then this could keep on happening. We could take the more optimistic view though, that it will only happen when there’s a good reason, although I’ve no idea what it might be currently. Coming back to the Sandhi, how did your people accept that our evidence of the event was genuine?’
‘The crew gave you certain information, some personal and some classified, such as codewords, which nobody else could have known. The fact that you could pass this information to the project team back home subsequently proved that you were telling the truth and also caused the crew some embarrassment, both in personal ways and regarding the codewords. However, it was the only thing that they could have done in the circumstances.’
‘I’ll look forward to that event.’
‘I suspect that the temporal tide may tend to take a turn in a totally different direction now that you know.’ The Captain spluttered and wished that he hadn’t compiled such a tongue twister just after taking a swig of the whiskey. ‘I’m concerned that our encounter may overshadow that event entirely sir.’
‘I do wish you’d stop calling me sir,’ said Adrian, ‘Adrian is quite sufficient. It isn’t as though I have any status in your circles after all.’
‘I’m sorry, Adrian,’ the Captain managed to reply, ‘It isn’t just that I respect you as one of our predecessors in this research. It’s also because of your new – ’ He stopped short and then went on cautiously, ‘I don’t think I should say any more. You know?’ waving his hands around vaguely.
‘Oh, what a shame,’ Adrian said, wondering exactly what new thing the Captain had meant. He looked into the fire wishing that he could poke it, half expecting the spectre of temporal discrepancy to come flying down his non-existent chimney at any moment and consume at least one of them. ‘Anyway. Stop calling me sir, for whatever reason. But how did your command of the Frismersk come about?’
‘Well, when it became clear that our project was unlikely to succeed and yours was short of funds there was an agreement to combine efforts. Our government helped finance improvements to your installation and your government gave us access to it. The proprieties regarding the chain of command were sorted out diplomatically. I and my counterpart from the Royal Navy take turns in command, but only during voyages. In reality the Frismersk always has a British captain, but things are different during voyages. As everything that occurs during a voyage is deemed not to have happened in reality, nobody minds who takes command so long as those on board are happy with the arrangement. So far as propriety is concerned I’m never anything more than the hypothetical acting captain and that isn’t even a recognised rank, so everyone is satisfied. Diplomats don’t have to answer questions about hypothetical situations.’
‘Ah yes, of course. I’d always assumed that we were the ones working on the frontier between reality and fiction, but of course that position has been occupied by diplomats since forever. What a splendid example of the special relationship in operation.’
‘Perhaps then we can move it forward here and agree a plan to resolve our predicament. Clearly you’re in as much of a predicament as we are.’
‘Even more now since you’re here and we can’t send you back. If we could do that then we could also return ourselves and the predicament wouldn’t exist any more. Also, if we do manage to send you back then you’re already there and should be fixing the problem from your side, which would enable us to send you back, but that would be a causality paradox and we don’t even know whether there is a solution on your side. If we ever get out of this I may give up temporal mechanics as a subject to explore. It wears me out.’
Adrian and the Captain went on to discuss matters at length and of course Graham never revealed to anyone that he knew how to override Adrian’s control over the camera and microphones in his office. He was after all the security officer and the soul of discretion when it suited him. Following their discussion the two head men called their people to a joint meeting in the main office around the big table. As the resident senior man Adrian started things off and explained how the Pumpkin had collided with its own future self.
Then the Captain took over. ‘Thank you Director. At present we believe that our best option is to try to cause a temporal discrepancy large enough to break the bond between the two craft. To that end we intend to keep giving you information about mankind’s progress since your time until something happens. From past experience it shouldn’t be too difficult.’
It was too difficult. The Pumpkin’s team learned a great deal about the future but the machine wasn’t going to let them take it home, it seemed. Even passing on knowledge obtained from visitors to the Frismersk from even further in the future had no effect. The bond between the craft was just too strong. Eventually the meeting was abandoned until another plan could be devised. There was much private discussion and argument between the crew of the Frismersk, but Graham and the others made no attempt to overhear it. Things were too complicated already. Finally it seemed that the naval people had come to a decision and the meeting was resumed. The two groups sat opposite each other the length of the table like opposed nations. The Pumpkin’s team had little to contribute at present and were lost in their own thoughts. John was thinking about six-a-side football and wondering who they should offer to the other side to even up the numbers. His first choice was George, but he realised that George’s talents were well hidden and with his games skills and uncluttered logic he might actually be a good footballer. His second choice was Yvonne, but only because her high heels were far too impractical and he’d never seen her wear anything else. Naturally Graham was eyeing the female officer and thinking about women in uniform. The Captain’s voice shook them out of their daydreams.
‘We’ve agreed a more consequential course of action,’ he said, ‘If we can’t secure our release by changing the future then we must do it by changing the past, our own past. Our past is of no value to us without a future to follow it. We intend to tell you about the history of HMS Frismersk from your time to ours. This will inevitably give you the opportunity to change those events and our lives. I hope we can trust you with that responsibility.’
The Pumpkin team were stunned. Adrian spoke in response. ‘You mean you’re prepared to scuttle your ship for all our futures. That is one great sacrifice and I admire you for making it. Of course we’ll do all we can to ensure that you don’t suffer from the consequences. For that reason I would ask you all to give us your identities so that we can put them on record. I guarantee that if we get back to reality we will remember you if nothing else.’
One by one the Frismersk crew gave their personal information. Three highly reliable memories recorded the details for posterity and C-C passed them to the computer as a backup reminder in case they were not immediately successful. Then the Commander started what was possibly his last speech as captain of the Frismersk.
‘In a way I’m pleased that I won’t go down in history as the serving American commander who ordered the destruction of his Royal Navy ship, but I’ll very likely know that I did it so there we are. For the greater good then. Let’s start with the main facts and fill in the details later. You already know about the takeover of the facility by the Royal Navy and the upgrade but I’ll give more information about that. It may well explain why we are where we are. The upgrade to the Frismersk involved increasing the computer capabilities but the main changes were made to replace the ageing batteries. By reducing the open space on the middle deck and moving equipment up from the engineering deck we were able to provide for the installation of a new – ’
He got no further. He wasn’t there any more. The whole crew of the Frismersk had vanished in an implosion of air which shook the team opposite. The discrepancy had happened.
‘Damn, damn, triple damn,’ Adrian said.
‘Triple damn?’ John asked, ‘I thought that was what we wanted.’
‘Yes, but one damn because I wanted to hear what he was going to say and two because I wanted to know what the new whatever it was that I was given in his reality. For someone from the new world he seems to have a lot of trouble with that word.’
‘And three?’ John asked.
‘Three is the fact that they seemed to have made their sacrifice for nothing. Haven’t you noticed that the red clock hasn’t altered at all? What was the new thing that they’d installed? That was what I wanted to know. It might have helped.’
‘I don’t think they installed anything new,’ John replied, ‘and I don’t think knowing will help us either. I think they installed a nuclear reactor and if that’s true we could be here for a long time yet.’
Chapter 14
The unforgiving eternity
For a while the team sat looking at the empty chairs opposite them and the obstinate red clock on the wall. It was true that it wasn’t showing any signs of changing.
‘No, this can’t be right,’ Adrian said, ‘If we know that installing a nuclear reactor will have this consequence then we’ll stop it happening, so that particular HMS Frismersk can’t be part of our future. It can’t still be there. It should have vanished along with its crew. Perhaps things are going to take a while to happen but they must, they must.’ He didn’t sound that sure though.
‘You know there is another possibility, don’t you?’ John said.
‘Yes, I do,’ Adrian replied, ‘but I don’t want to consider it, not until we’ve considered everything else.’
‘What other possibility?’ Yvonne asked.
‘That we never go back and never tell anyone about what’s happened, so they fit the reactor anyway,’ C-C said.
‘Then why did the crew disappear?’ Graham said.
‘Probably because after a week with insufficient changes of clothes and no washing machine we aren’t the best of company, some of us especially so,’ Yvonne said.
Adrian said, ‘No, perhaps Graham’s right. There’s more to this than we’ve worked out yet. Let’s give it more time. We still have plenty left.’
They gave it time. Another day passed but nothing changed. They had another meeting but it wasn’t going to resolve anything.
‘We think we know why the temporal discrepancy didn’t release us,’ Adrian said, ‘We did things in the wrong order. We believe that the Frismersk crew told us so much about the future that we now know too much to go back without upsetting things. In effect we’re a discrepancy waiting to happen and the universe doesn’t have a viable future for us.’
‘That’s unfair,’ C-C said, ‘Are we supposed to stay here until we forget what we heard? What if we never do? What happens to our lives? The Pumpkin can’t just evaporate from Greenarbour.’
Adrian could see how hard she was taking the news. ‘I think if we don’t go back that we’ll just continue our lives as though the Pumpkin never launched successfully. We’ll be just like the Americans, never knowing what happened here, but it won’t be the us that’s here that will be there exactly. I don’t know how to explain it any other way I’m afraid.’ He looked at George, who seldom said anything at the meetings. He was worried about him and he knew that Yvonne had been putting in a lot of time with him. ‘George,’ he said, ‘You do understand that none of this is real, don’t you? Yvonne has explained it to you, hasn’t she?’
George looked back as serenely as ever. It wasn’t the big things in life that upset him, only the details. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I know this isn’t real. Real has sky.’
There was no knowing what he meant and he could never be persuaded to explain his remarks. He may have been referring to the lack of windows, the lack of television reception or something more profound. Certainly some of the team reflected on the fact that they’d given up their freedom in some dimensions for a degree of freedom in another. The meeting never got any further. Everyone was struggling to comprehend their situation and nerves were fraying. For the next two days Adrian and John spent more time talking at length without getting anywhere. The gym was even put to use by some and a lot of the ice cream disappeared, especially the chocolate flavour. C-C discovered that the military ration packs included treacle pudding, but it wasn’t popular. Graham’s remark had made them feel like a bubble in a sea of timeless treacle. One afternoon Victor, Yvonne, George and Graham were playing cards yet again. Graham had had misgivings about playing with three memories capable of card-counting, including a prestidigitator and a boy with the perfect poker face, and he was losing money, but he was confident that all his I.O.U.s would vanish when they left red time. Nobody really cared anyway.
C-C was alone in her room. She was getting worn down by the uncertainty. Now that red time had become their only certain reality she’d abandoned her assignations with Graham and had no outlet for her feelings. She’d started wondering how things could end if they didn’t end themselves. She guessed that Victor had plenty of lethal drugs in the medical centre but realised that she didn’t have the expertise to choose one. With her luck she’d end up dying from dehydration and embarrassment after taking a fatal dose of laxative. The computer screen over the bed helpfully gave her a list of suitable drugs on site with their likely locations and relative effectiveness. She thought about erasing it but then consigned it to an icon in the corner of the screen.
There was a polite knock on the door and when she acknowledged it John put his head around the door. ‘Can I come in? I thought you might want to talk,’ he said, noticing the small icon with the skull and crossbones on the display as he closed the door.
Good old John. He was always there in the background until he was needed. It was so easy to take what he did for granted, but the place would probably be in chaos without him. ‘Yes, that at least,’ she said, inviting him to sit by her on the bed and trying to hold back her tears.
Graham had noticed John go into C-C’s room and how long he’d stayed. He’d never felt jealousy over her before. Maybe he was feeling the pressure like the others. He told himself he had no right, but it didn’t help. He considered the cards that he was holding. He knew he’d just lost another game.
Several more days passed before Adrian called another meeting. He had a plan. They collected around the table yet again and he started to explain it.
‘I’m going to try to put things to you in the right order, otherwise you may not accept what I suggest. You may not anyway. We’ve been putting together all the evidence and trying to make sense of it, but first I want to make one thing very clear. I regard every person in this team as equally important. That is fundamental to my proposal. I don’t subscribe to the idea of a balloon debate where people argue over which of them should be thrown out of a balloon to stop it sinking.’
John asked, ‘How would you tackle that problem then?’
‘Well as you ask, here we have a doctor, Victor, so I’d start by suggesting that everyone take a good dose of laxative. That would shift some unnecessary weight. Then he could amputate limbs from everyone to reduce the weight. That way at least everyone would survive.’
‘Would there be time to do all that and if everyone was treated equally who would amputate the doctor’s limb?’ Graham asked, always keen to get the details of every fantasy right.
‘In our case the Pumpkin is standing still, not falling, and we have all the time we need,’ Adrian said patiently.
John saved him from Graham’s cross-questioning. ‘More importantly what would you do if someone wouldn’t cooperate – throw them out?’
‘No, just let the balloon sink and everyone perish. That is exactly our present situation. Cooperation is absolutely essential.’
C-C was stunned by Adrian’s remark about laxative. She knew that sometimes the computer would reveal her thoughts to him in an unguarded moment, but had that particular one actually been brought to his attention without her knowledge? ‘How did you – No, forget it,’ she said. Maybe it had been a coincidence.
‘How did I know what? Forget what?’ asked Adrian quizzically.
‘No, that’s not what I said. Oh, just ignore me,’ said C-C, still wondering.
‘Okay then. I hope I’ve made my point about cooperation. Now the facts about the Pumpkin. Our conclusions may be surprising. First of all there was the arrival of the whole crew of the Frismersk. They told us that on another occasion the Pumpkin also abducted the entire crew of the Sandhi, the American machine. That’s significant. From known records the Pumpkin only ever abducts one person, one mind, so it must regard the crew of another machine like this one as one mind, not several separate minds. Therefore this machine probably also appears to other machines and maybe the universe itself as just one mind, one person. How can it do that? Well, we thought that the interactive field and the temporal field were separate capabilities developed together for convenience, but maybe they’re both the same thing used in different ways. Also we assumed that only a few people like C-C linked to the interactive field because the computer reacted to them, but what if the Pumpkin can read all our thoughts, not just C-C’s? Maybe it’s the link between the computer and the field generators that’s selective about people, not the field generators themselves. Also we’ve always assumed that temporal discrepancies are caused by events inside the Pumpkin, because we’re conditioned by our lifetime experience to believe that all events are effectively caused by other events. It’s the same as seeing the cusp as pointed when it isn’t. Given the unusual nature of red time, why do we assume that it obeys the normal rules of causality? If only the events cause the discrepancies then what does the universe base future possibilities on, the worse case scenario? We know that fundamentally the universe works on probabilities, that the most likely thing to happen is the one that usually does but other possibilities may still occur even if they seem to break the rules. Therefore to be consistent the universe must give us the benefit of the doubt or else do something more rational. Perhaps discrepancies result from what we know and more importantly what we think about what we know, not just from the fact that we found it out.’ Adrian paused, not knowing whether he’d lost his audience as usual.
‘Why were Adam and Eve evicted from the Garden of Eden?’ Victor asked. As a doctor he didn’t stray into using religious references to resolve matters beyond his skill but he wasn’t speaking as a doctor now, so maybe it came from his own beliefs. ‘Was it because they broke the rules or because they gained knowledge that they weren’t supposed to have or was it because they acted on that knowledge?’
‘Exactly,’ Adrian said, relieved that Victor had summarised his line of thought so well. ‘If the Pumpkin was never meant to be, how could anyone have built it? Free will doesn’t go so far as letting us break the laws of nature. So that leaves two possibilities, that the universe has evicted us for simply gaining certain knowledge or else for having intentions to use it. Which is it?’
‘But we don’t all have the same intentions, do we?’ Yvonne said, ‘Whose intentions matter?’
Adrian thumped the desk as he spoke. ‘That’s the crux of it, everybody’s, if that is the answer. If we’re just being persecuted for having the knowledge then I think we’re doomed anyway, so we can only focus on the possibility, the hope that it’s our intentions that matter. Putting together what I’ve already said, I think the Pumpkin reads all our minds and creates a form of composite mind which it presents to the outside universe, whatever it is that’s outside now. To shift the balance of probabilities as that universe sees them we have to change that composite mind.’
‘In other words this is like a package holiday,’ John said, ‘We’re all travelling on a group ticket, so we all have to go the same way.’
‘Exactly,’ Adrian said, ‘You’ve got it, but perhaps we aren’t at the mercy of the tour operator entirely if we all lodge the same complaint or request the same change of itinerary.’
‘But where does the laxative come in again?’ Graham asked. ‘On holiday I usually have the opposite problem.’
‘No Graham, when I mentioned the laxative I was talking metaphorically,’ Adrian said.
‘I don’t think I’ve ever shit myself metaphorically,’ Graham observed.
‘Forget that. Let me try explaining it another way,’ Adrian said.
‘Bring it on,’ said Graham ‘It doesn’t involve any more bodily functions, does it?’
‘More like bodily actions actually. Our problem is that we’re confined inside a closed system and that limits what we can do in relation to the outside world, if anything. We’re falling to our doom in a way. Think what a cat would do.’
‘Does a falling cat shit itself then?’ asked Graham.
‘Oh Graham, no – well maybe, but that’s by the way. I wish I’d never mentioned that now. Imagine a cat falling towards a hard surface upside-down. If it were to land like that it would probably break its back and die, so it turns over. However, the simple laws of dynamics say that’s impossible. If it isn’t already turning there’s nothing for it to push against to start doing so, but nevertheless it does it. We have to use the same trick. We must metaphorically turn over so that we land on our feet without having anything to push against.’
‘So what does the cat do that we can emulate,’ asked C-C, glad that the conversation had moved on from laxatives.
‘The same,’ George said, ‘Cats are the same.’
‘Cats are the same as what, George?’ Adrian asked, but George just looked hurt as though he’d been reprimanded for saying something wrong. Adrian wondered whether he’d ever get through to everybody but went on. ‘The simple laws of dynamics only apply to simple bodies. The cat is a complex collection of separate moving parts, just as this team is. The cat rotates by moving its parts in relation to each other, changing shape, until all of them are the right way up. Just like the two spheres rotating around each other to form the temporal field, what it actually does and what it appears to achieve aren’t the same. What we must do is consider how we can help each other so that we all end up standing on our feet. To save any of us we must act as a group to save all of us.’
John stepped in, metaphorically of course. ‘Perhaps you should just tell us what you’re suggesting that we do now, Adrian, and see if that makes sense to us.’
‘Okay, I suggest that we decide which information we could reasonably take back to reality and which knowledge we should forget, or at least decide never to reveal for a very long time. If we all agree on the same items and convince ourselves that we’ll stick to our intentions, then if my theory is right we may shift the balance of probabilities and create a possible future for ourselves. I think that’s all it takes, but from C-C’s embarrassing experiences in the past we know that the Pumpkin reads even our subconscious thoughts, so we have to convince ourselves completely, not just pay lip service to the idea.’
‘This is like taking religious vows,’ Yvonne said, ‘Are we appealing to God? We seem to have moved from the purely technical into the spiritual somewhere.’
‘We must each approach this in the way that best suits us,’ Adrian said, ‘Remember the house rule, to be individually distinctive. We must all work towards the same end but everybody has to resolve it in their own mind and their own way or we all fail.’
John spoke up, taking the coordinator’s role as ever. ‘The proposal is that we decide which of the new knowledge that we heard from the crew of HMS Frismersk could reasonably be taken back to reality with us without causing a discrepancy. We know from experience how much that might be.’
‘It’s just like being pirates,’ Graham said, ‘We’ve made the crew walk the plank and now we’re dividing up the booty.’
‘No Graham,’ Adrian said soberly, ‘They chose to do what they did themselves. We mustn’t forget that even if we forget everything else.’
‘Sorry,’ Graham replied, ‘I wasn’t thinking. Perhaps not thinking at all is my best approach to this exercise.’
They set to work on the task. It was at least something to do and the debates and arguments that broke out from their efforts to agree on a list of candidate items raised their spirits. This was a much better balloon debate involving ideas rather than people. They didn’t discuss whether they actually believed Adrian’s ideas any more for the time being. By the time they broke for an evening meal they had a potential list that they could all accept.
Adrian still had a concern and spoke to Yvonne. ‘Yvonne, I don’t know what we do about George. Do you know how we put this across to him? As I said, we’re a team without any exceptions.’
‘Leave it to me,’ Yvonne said, ‘We’ve worked together for a long time and I think I have some insight into how he thinks. It is possible that he may find it easier than the rest of us. He seems to take everything else here in his stride without any problems.’
Adrian felt reassured.
After dinner John ensured that everyone had copies of the final version of the list. They all understood what they needed to do, so they said their goodnights and went to their individual rooms, all except Yvonne who went with George. Each addressed the problem in their own way. Victor put all the forbidden knowledge in a room in his mind, locked the door and threw away the key. Yvonne filed away all the banned copies of the great designer’s work, never to be used lest he took action against her. George sorted out the jigsaw puzzle pieces that weren’t his and put them in a box to return to the supplier. C-C entrusted her illicit knowledge to the computer as always, knowing that she could rely on her faithful dog to forget it when they returned to reality. Graham dumped the unusable spare parts in his mind in the junk box, only to be retrieved in his fantasies if at all. Adrian had no trouble losing the ideas where he lost so many other things, like his favourite fountain-pen and the address of that maiden aunt who gave him all those presents when he was young. John struggled with the image of a man pointing a revolver with six bullets at the other members of the team and spent hours practising his own personal aversion therapy. Eventually he fell asleep, exhausted by the mental battle, as they all did.
The next morning Victor was the first up and about. He barely looked at the red clock as he went to find a meagre breakfast. It still showed the enormous meaningless number. Then he looked again and realised that it didn’t. It didn’t read 999 but 899. It had come down, not enough but it had at least changed. He started to shout excitedly, ‘It’s coming down! Something’s happening!’ and ran around the room banging on every door, even the ones to empty rooms.
C-C was the first to appear. ‘I’ve seen it, yeay!’ she screamed, punching the air in triumph as the clock dropped to seven hundred and something and dithered wildly.
‘Clothes, C-C,’ Victor said, ‘Lack thereof.’
C-C realised that she was completely naked and dodged back behind the doorframe. Peering out she said, ‘But you are the team doctor, Victor.’
‘Only by prior appointment. Go and get dressed,’ he replied.
The others emerged from their rooms one by one and the figures on the clock continued to drop. C-C made a second more dignified entrance. They looked at the number, around two hundred, still too high. Then Victor made an observation.
‘It seemed to drop as people woke up,’ he said, ‘It may have just been a coincidence but – has anyone woken Adrian?’
‘I’ll go,’ John said, heading for the stairs. Adrian’s bedroom was off his office downstairs. John went through the office, banged on the bedroom door and opened it. ‘Adrian, the clock’s coming down,’ he said loudly, ‘Your idea’s working.’
Adrian rolled over and gathering his thoughts looked blearily at John and said, ‘Thank heavens. What a relief. Is that why you’re ringing all the bells?’
‘Bells?’ John said. Turning back into the office he realised that Adrian was right. Someone had set off the visitor alarm.
Adrian rapidly appeared from his room in slippers and a dressing-gown. ‘Will this never end?’ he said as they headed for the door.
Chapter 15
Now is future past
Graham had been on his way to the control room when he’d seen the man in a sweater and needlecord trousers lying unconscious in the middle of reception. More visitors had been the last thing on anyone’s mind for some time and they’d not been keeping watch. He’d hit the visitor alarm immediately. Victor, Yvonne and George soon arrived. ‘He was just lying here when I came down,’ Graham said, ‘I’ve no idea how long he’s been here.’
Victor checked the man and then carefully rolled him over. Graham went to get a stretcher and they carried the man into the medical centre and put him on the bed. Graham left Victor to examine and revive their new visitor and returned to the others in the corridor. Adrian and John had joined them now.
‘Have you checked whether we have control back yet?’ Adrian said, ‘If so we should return both this man and ourselves home immediately.’
Just then C-C came running down the stairs. ‘The computer’s acting peculiarly,’ she said, ‘I was trying to run status checks but it’s seen the visitor on the security cameras and it wants to know his name. It’s insisting that this is vitally important and we mustn’t do anything else until we’ve spoken to him. I can’t delete the message from the screen. It’s refusing to do anything else until we do as it says.’ The idea of C-C being unable to control the main computer was more unthinkable than Graham’s problems with Katie.
‘Victor,’ Adrian called into the medical centre, ‘Get the man’s details as soon as you can. The computer seems to think he’s a VIP.’ ‘Come on,’ he said to C-C, ‘Let’s go and look at this message.’
The sorcerer of time turned to follow his elfin assistant up the stairs, his recent success with temporal magic forgotten. Wearily he went after her through colourful fishes swimming in the air, the hem of his long robe brushing over the steps as his slippered feet climbed. He felt old and tired, very tired. Then he heard a thin peeping sound behind him.
‘Oh no,’ Graham said, looking at his watch, which was beeping persistently, ‘We’re running out of red time. We’re going to crash back into reality.’
The very thing that they’d been working towards had crept up on them unnoticed. His watch showed that the hours left in red time were quickly draining away towards midnight. The now highly improbable nuclear reactor installed in the Frismersk had given up its fight for co-existence with the Pumpkin and was drifting away towards a horizon of impossibility, taking its energy with it.
‘Do something!’ shouted Adrian down the stairs, ‘Keep us here until we can talk to this man. There must be something you can do.’
‘The main batteries,’ Graham said, ‘They’re still offline and fully charged.’ He ran into the control room.
Adrian felt in his dressing-gown pockets. His pocket watch was still by his bedside and there were no clocks in the reception corridor. ‘Anyone got a watch on?’ he shouted.
‘I have,’ called John and he started calling out the red time as it drained away. ‘Two hours, one forty five …’
The reversion they’d wanted for so long was about to happen but all that mattered to Graham was that he should be in control of it. He dived across the control room floor like a tobogganing penguin, wrenched open the panel under the desk and started to flip circuit-breakers. He could hear John’s voice outside, ‘One thirty, one fifteen, one hour, forty five minutes, twenty – no, that’s hours, twenty three hours and – steady.’
Graham closed the panel and looked at the banana-skin under his nose. From the look of it it was well over a week old. His usual system check was complete. He’d stopped the reversion. If he’d been the hero in a film fighting off a henchman with one hand while reaching for the master switch with the other as the seconds ticked away, then things would have been very different. There would have been just one big switch conveniently marked ‘Pull this to save the world’ located at eye level, not dozens of anonymous little ones behind a panel and he wouldn’t have been lying with his nose on the floor under a desk by an old banana-skin, several discarded toffee-wrappers and a dried up puddle of something he hoped was coffee. Even a few more fresh banana-skins might have eased his journey across the room but real life wasn’t like that. He crawled out and returned to the corridor.
‘No problem then,’ he said calmly, brushing dried coffee off his shoulder, but his moment of glory had passed and the others were already heading upstairs. He went back into the control room to see if at least Katie was interested in talking to him now.
In the medical centre the visitor was coming around with Victor’s help. Once his senses cleared he spoke to the doctor. ‘The generator, is it damaged?’
‘Generator?’ asked Victor, ‘What generator?’
‘The interactive field generator. That’s what put me in here, isn’t it?’
‘What do you know about that?’ asked Victor, ‘Are you from the Frismersk?’
‘Frismersk? What’s that? No, I told you, the interactive field generator at the institute, the thing that I designed, didn’t that put me in here? Did the accident damage it, do you know?’
Victor stayed as calm as usual on the surface in his professional manner, but was getting very concerned inside. He denied knowing the cause of the accident and followed the usual routine, getting the visitor’s name and the date and other details. Then he said to the man, ‘Please excuse me while I check a few things,’ and went into his office. Immediately he contacted Adrian and C-C up at C-C’s workstation. ‘Adrian, there’s something wrong here, very wrong. If what this man tells me is correct he’s from the past, not the future – and he also claims that he designed the interactive field generator.’
Adrian’s voice came back without hesitation, ‘For heaven’s sake don’t tell him anything. Keep to small talk. If he’s from our past then we could go the same way as the crew of the Frismersk if we aren’t extremely careful. Tell us his name so that C-C can tell the computer. At the moment that’s the only one here that appears to know what’s happening, so we have to trust it.’
‘His name is Bernard Fermorick, Doctor Bernard Fermorick. He’s talking about some sort of research institute, but I haven’t asked which yet. I don’t want to make him too suspicious.’
‘Hold on,’ Adrian said, ‘The computer has come up with something very weird. It says that it has an email waiting for Doctor Fermorick, an extremely important email. Is your office tidy? Can he use it or is there anything informative there?’
Victor looked around the room. It all looked very bland with nothing much to give anything away. ‘I think he can. Send the message down here and I’ll get him in here.’ He went to see whether Doctor Fermorick was feeling fit enough to take the message.
Bernard Fermorick slid off the bed and followed the doctor into his office. Hopefully this message would explain what had gone wrong in his lab, but he couldn’t understand why his assistant Lewis wasn’t checking up on him personally. He sat in front of the very impressive display screen and immediately the email appeared.
It was a very strange message. It read:
‘Doctor Bernard Fermorick. It is vitally important that you follow these instructions carefully. You will understand why in due course. The people with you cannot explain what has happened to you. You must act entirely on your own. This is vitally important. Do not involve them in any way. There is an encrypted document attached to this message. When you try to open it you will be asked to enter the password. Think of a suitable password that you can definitely remember and enter it carefully. Whatever password you choose will open the document. Be sure to remember the password. One day you will need it again. If you are successful in opening the document you will find everything that you need to know there. The Prime Director.’
Bernard couldn’t understand how an encrypted document could be opened with any password. That didn’t make any sense at all. Nevertheless if the document did explain everything then it made sense to do as asked. He picked a relatively simple password that he would definitely remember. After all, how could it matter whether someone else could guess it if any password would open the document? He entered the password and the document opened as promised. He started reading. The document was amazing. It gave information on his own project, the interactive field, but more than he knew about it himself. Also there was a strange warning at the beginning. It read ‘VERY IMPORTANT – You cannot take this document away with you in any form whatsoever. This is your only opportunity to read it. Remember everything that you need to know. There is no second chance. In addition please read and remember the details given in the appendix at the end. The importance of these details will become apparent to you later. Do not doubt this warning.’ Bernard found no difficulty in remembering most of the contents of the document. It was laid out just the way that he would do it himself with just enough detail for him to understand. As he read more and discovered what the document was explaining his flesh started to creep. He had a strange idea that he knew where he was and who had written the document. Spurred on he memorised every detail that he could. Somehow that task was easier than he expected. Finally he decided to try an experiment. ‘Doctor Andrews,’ he called, ‘I’ve finished thank you.’ He waited for the response.
Victor jumped when Doctor Fermorick called him by name. He hadn’t told him what it was. It must have been on something in his office. He turned towards the office calling, ‘I’m coming. Is everything all right?’ The reply was a shockwave from the doorway to reception behind him and a gust of wind blew past him. He turned back to look into reception expecting to see yet another visitor, but reception was empty. Puzzled he turned and walked into the office. He found it empty. Both Bernard Fermorick and the message on the display screen were gone. He’d misinterpreted the shockwave. It had been Fermorick leaving. He glanced around to see how the man had discovered his name, but found nothing. He called Adrian on the intercom. ‘Doctor Fermorick has left us, apparently of his own accord. Does anyone know what’s going on?’
‘Come up here right now,’ Adrian replied tensely, ‘We may need you.’
Graham joined Victor on the stairs. ‘I saw on the security screen,’ he said, ‘It’s C-C. She doesn’t seem to be well.’
Upstairs everyone was standing around C-C’s workstation. She was holding her head and looking distressed. Victor was quickly by her side.
‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.
‘It’s the computer,’ she said, ‘I can feel it in my head. It’s unlocked the interactive field feedback. It’s talking to me.’
‘Is that possible?’ John asked, ‘I thought it was completely disabled.’
‘What’s it saying?’ Adrian asked, ‘Does it make any sense?’
C-C didn’t reply. She slumped into her chair. Victor checked her responses and said, ‘She’s unconscious, maybe in a coma. We need to get her downstairs. Can’t we shut that damned thing off?’
‘No, keep her here but watch over her,’ Adrian ordered, ‘Graham, I want reversion in five minutes and it had better work. Yvonne, George, check that you have your memory payloads up to date. I’ve had enough of this. We’re going home right now.’
Everyone went on their way reluctantly leaving Victor with C-C.
When Katie gave her familiar five minute warning John was sitting with Adrian in his office.
‘I hope she means it this time,’ Adrian said, ‘That man Fermorick, do you think he really was the one who designed the Pumpkin?’
‘Well, if he was we can kiss goodbye to the original research notes,’ John replied, ‘He could have written that email to himself and then returned to pick it up. We still don’t have the information it contained and anyway it’s just part of a temporal paradox, a causality loop. The temporal field never was discovered or invented and the Pumpkin was effectively its own creator.’
‘All that and virtually nothing to show for it then,’ Adrian said glumly, ‘It must have been the sandhi effect on a massive scale. Perhaps destroying the possibility of a future nuclear reactor in the Frismersk was equivalent to detonating an atomic bomb within this temporal domain. It must have sent a shock wave right back to Fermorick’s time and carried us with it. He appeared to come to us but that may only have been the illusion caused by the Pumpkin entering his mind. It may not matter now anyway if it’s the end of the project because people don’t want to come back to the job after this experience. I’d better check on Graham.’ He clicked the intercom and said, ‘Graham, are you definitely in control now?’
Seated at the controls of his airliner Graham was already well on his way back to normality, his normality. With both hands he pushed the column forward just a little and looked across to his co-pilot, Katie, but she just stared back at him with a Mona Lisa smile on her lips and said nothing. She sat back in her seat, her black leather outfit clinging to every curve of her body, as the altimeter dropped perceptibly. ‘I have control,’ Graham confirmed. Her game was over now and she’d released them from their bondage. He couldn’t blame her for her part in the hijack. She was a psychopath yes, all computers were, but she’d just been following orders and doing what she thought was best. All her safety protocols and gentle warnings were a mask hiding a cold-hearted bitch who could calmly destroy them and even herself. Even so her disobedience had probably saved them from something even worse, so he wouldn’t override her so glibly in the future. Despite her nature he knew that he could trust her. It was the reason that he’d become an engineer, to understand and work with machines far more powerful than himself. She was a totally reliable companion but she’d never be his friend. Now he had a plane to land with a sick passenger on board. He checked the red timer on the display and looked out through the imaginary windscreen that he wished he actually had. ‘Runway dead ahead. Coming in on a wing and a prayer,’ he said.
Adrian wasn’t bothered about Graham’s fantasies any more. Now he knew that he was a safe pair of hands coping in his own way and said a silent amen to the remark. ‘Thank you Graham. Take us in,’ he replied.
John said ‘One small breakfast for man,’ thinking of their final meal that was about to disappear from his stomach.
‘One full English breakfast for mankind,’ responded Adrian, contemplating the simple satisfaction of being able to eat grandly and permanently like the rest of the world again.
‘Didn’t you have breakfast before coming to work today then? That’s bad,’ John said. He was already mentally two weeks back in time, black time that is, and thinking about the morning that they’d left reality.
Adrian struggled to remember when they’d left. These two weeks had seemed a lifetime. Now they would cease to exist, to have ever existed. He was beginning to understand how their visitors must feel, how the once future crew of the Frismersk must feel. They in particular would know that their memories weren’t false and they wouldn’t fade. The team had a duty to find them and compensate them, however far in the future that was. ‘I really can’t remember,’ he said ‘I suppose I did, but it seems so long ago now.’ The time signal pipped out the welcome approaching event. He closed his eyes. One missed heartbeat later it was over. His body suddenly felt as crisp and fresh as the clean shirt that he’d put on that morning. The Pumpkin had returned to Earth.
Adrian waited for the inevitable corny remark from their pilot but he wasn’t in control any more. ‘C-C,’ John said and they both left the room.
Everyone converged on C-C, who was staring at the display in front of her.
‘Are you all right?’ Adrian asked.
‘Yes, I’m fine now that the feedback has stopped,’ she replied.
‘Do you remember what the computer told you?’ Adrian asked.
‘Not much. It just guided my thoughts rather than talking to me. It was pointing me towards those encrypted folders and saying that I have the key.’
‘The locked files? Can you open them then? Are you up to trying?’
‘I don’t know.’ She summoned the locked folders onto the screen. ‘There’s no time lock on them any more,’ she said. Instead a message appeared saying, ‘Enter access key.’
‘So can you enter the key?’ Adrian asked.
‘I don’t know it. All I remember is I have the key,’ she replied, sounding confused, but on the screen the words ‘I have the key’ appeared in the text and the message disappeared.
‘That’s ridiculous,’ Yvonne said, ‘What stupid sort of access key is that?’
In reply a second message appeared on the screen reading, ‘Caroline, do you love me?’
C-C was stunned to see it. She felt a sudden flush of emotion and her cheeks noticeably reddened. At the same time the folders opened to reveal a mass of files within them.
‘What was the answer? What did you reply?’ Graham asked.
‘I didn’t say anything,’ C-C said, ‘How could I answer that?’
‘You didn’t need to,’ Victor said, ‘I think I understand. During the feedback in red time the computer must have planted a posthypnotic suggestion in your mind. It was triggered by that question. The computer wasn’t expecting a textual key but a very specific emotional response that only you could provide. That blush said it all.’
‘Of course. You clever thing,’ C-C said, quite clearly addressing the computer not Victor, ‘It wanted to unlock the folders but it knew that it would forget everything during reversion and they would be locked again, so it stored the key in the one place that it knew wouldn’t get erased, my mind.’
‘That must be why the people at the NSA couldn’t decrypt the files,’ John said, ‘They would have been looking for something far simpler than an emotional response. Even now we don’t know how much information was contained in the key. It could be enormous. As it’s still locked away in your mind we can’t even send it to them, unless you fancy a holiday abroad.’
‘Right now I’d rather go home,’ C-C said, ‘but first I’d better take backup copies of these files in case we lose them again.’
‘I think there’s even more to the key than that,’ Victor said, ‘Doctor Fermorick knew my name. The computer must have told it to him. If he also found out C-C’s then perhaps she’s always been the only person who could unlock the files.’
‘It’s that damned temporal paradox again,’ John said, then looked at the files on the screen. ‘Adrian, these are Doctor Fermorick’s original notes. You must look at them.’
‘Not now,’ Adrian said.
‘But they’re what you’ve been searching for all this time, the fairy dust,’ John said, ‘Aren’t you pleased?’
‘Yes, I’m pleased,’ Adrian said, ‘but there’s something more urgent that we have to do.’
Everyone looked at him expectantly.
‘We have to take George’s advice,’ Adrian said solemnly, ‘We have to go and look at the sky and personally I don’t even care if it’s pouring with rain. Anyone coming?’
Chapter 16
Changing minds
After what became known as the Frismersk incident there were no more excursions into unreality for a couple of weeks. Given the small amount of white time that the team spent at Greenarbour that didn’t free them up much, but it gave them the opportunity to re-accustom themselves to normal life. Even then they were interviewed at length by ministry officials worried about paying them for two weeks on continuous duty, but that matter was finally settled when the significance of the information that they’d brought back was realised. They also found time to meet and discuss their experiences amongst themselves and, to Adrian’s surprise, they were all willing to carry on the work. The feeling was that they’d already slain the dragon and the Pumpkin couldn’t hit them with anything worse. Also they were all curious to know where things went from thereon.
Graham felt that his life was changing anyway. Apart from the difficulty of not mentioning any of his experiences at the garage, he was getting the impression that C-C and John were taking a distinct interest in each other. Perhaps his time with her had been just another unreality after all. For a while he was just a motor mechanic with few aims in life, but then he got summoned by Adrian to go to Greenarbour in complete secrecy for a trial run of the Pumpkin. On his arrival he went through his usual system checks. The maintenance crews had been over all the equipment thoroughly in his absence but a good pilot always checked his own aircraft. He noticed that the logs contained a record of a session since the Frismersk incident and that the power levels indicated that it was no mere test cycle of the generators but a full blown run, in fact a run which had blown the batteries down to empty. It appeared that someone had tried to enter red time on flat batteries, a sure sign of a very eventful session masked by the sandhi effect. He was still puzzling over it when Adrian arrived and unusually came straight into the control room.
‘I assume that you’ve already found out,’ Adrian said, ‘I’d be disappointed if you hadn’t.’
‘You mean the last session?’ Graham asked, ‘Who was it?’
‘A good question,’ Adrian replied, ‘They omitted to sign the visitor’s book, but then they did have other things on their minds at the time. You and I are the only ones here today and what I tell you mustn’t leave this room. While we were away two men came to use the facility. They had all the clearances needed to get past the fairies and they had another man with them, apparently in their custody. They also seemed to know the operating procedures for the field generators and were responsible for that session occurring. I’ve had great trouble finding out any details about it from the ministry. Nobody is admitting who they were working for but it appears that their intention was some form of interrogation. Clearly they were bloody nuisances but possibly they were off-siders. I don’t know whether to feel good or bad about that.’
Adrian was being very precise in his use of words. Graham had always suspected that Harry was working as a nuisance, acting for the agency to change the course of predicted events. A nuisance was someone who had some knowledge of the information gathering capabilities of the Pumpkin and acted on it. Normally such people used casual tactics to cause diversions sufficient for their purposes, maybe just delaying someone at a critical moment or preventing a relationship from developing. In causality terms they were butterflies manipulating chaos with a purpose. If the intention was to prevent determined action by anybody, then bloody nuisances used whatever means necessary to achieve their purpose, if necessary working with specialists from other agencies. On-side nuisances were connected with the agency while off-siders weren’t. There had always been the possibility that one day on-side bloody nuisances would be authorised to make direct use of the Pumpkin itself, but a breach of security by off-siders was just as serious.
Graham understood Adrian’s ambivalence. ‘Oh my god,’ he said, ‘It’s the thin edge of the wedge, isn’t it? They just waited until we were out of the way.’
‘That’s not quite how it’s turned out. It’s most unlikely that anyone will ever try it again.’
‘Wasn’t it officially sanctioned then? Are they in trouble for it?’
‘The offside rules can be a very grey area, especially when not everybody’s playing with the same shaped ball. I don’t even know whether they were working for a British government agency, but they’re definitely in trouble and that’s why we’re here now, just you and I. Something went wrong and now there’s the possibility that the Pumpkin is seriously damaged, maybe as a result of our last experience.’
‘Damaged? What happened to them? Didn’t they remember anything?’
‘Far worse than that. They remembered the wrong things. On their return they were eventually found inside the building by the fairies. They were in such a state that they were taken away in ambulances. It seems that the interrogators and their prisoner exchanged their memories of the session, but not just those memories. So much of their characters were exchanged that it’s now difficult to determine who is who. The interrogators now have attitudes more appropriate to the other man and vice versa. Whatever agency it was, they may now have to interrogate their own people to get the information they wanted and those people have no doubt been trained by them to resist such techniques. Also they now have no reason to hold their prisoner except the concern that he may have restricted information from their own agents’ memories. The whole thing is a total mess. The agents can’t even look at themselves in the mirror without seeing the face of one of their tormentors.’
‘I don’t know whether to feel sorry for them or not, but how can someone acquire the wrong memories? Surely they’re specific to one person’s brain. They wouldn’t make sense to someone else.’
‘That’s a good question and there’s no good answer. We don’t know enough about the reversion process to tell at what mental level knowledge is recovered and we don’t know anything about what happened during the session. Perhaps their minds were affected during the startup, not the reversion, and the events were actually experienced by the wrong people at the time. Also, as we know full well, the session could have been much longer than we suspect and there might have been a visitor. There are just too many unknowns. One sure thing is that I have the minister’s assurance that it won’t happen again and security is being upgraded to ensure that. That just leaves one problem.’ Adrian paused.
‘Will it happen again?’ Graham said.
‘Exactly. There seems to be only one way to find out. I’m here because it’s my responsibility and I won’t shift it onto anyone else but there has to be a second person. I can’t insist on it being you, but you’re the best person for the job if you’re willing. The worst thing that can happen is that we’ll know each other a bit better afterwards. Are you up for it?’
Graham was astonished that Adrian was willing to take the risk with him. He hadn’t realised how much Adrian had come to trust him. The idea of poaching Adrian’s thoughts and leaving him with a few of his own fantasies appealed to his sense of humour. Perhaps he’d even end up with Adrian’s job. That was an interesting prospect. ‘Yes, why not? Just a quick session then?’
‘Long enough to satisfy ourselves but don’t do anything foolish, just in case. There’s a file from the new research that I want you to read. It’s about something that Doctor Fermorick called trinary mode. You should find it interesting, but I only glanced at it. Afterwards one of us should understand it. I’ll give you the reference. I’m going to my office so that we have different experiences of the session and then we’ll get together afterwards and work out who we are.’
Graham wondered whether Adrian had made a joke, but thought not. The session startup was uneventful and he found the subject of trinary mode fascinating. Eventually they agreed to end the session and the result was equally uneventful, to Graham’s disappointment. Apparently the Pumpkin was working faultlessly and Adrian decided that they could go home. They still had a full team of staff and a working machine, so it was going to be business as usual.
The next business as usual morning Graham was busy on the engineering level and didn’t notice the alien figure emerge from the lift. It was covered in an outfit of some artificial fabric and was hooded. It clumped across reception and up the stairs to the main office. There it moved purposefully towards the second staircase and up to Pumpkin Island where it took Yvonne by surprise. Standing in front of her it pulled away its hood to reveal a pale head on a snake-like neck. ‘Morning Yvonne,’ C-C said, ‘John took me birdwatching in the woods this morning. It was fascinating.’
‘So where is he?’ Yvonne asked, looking at the empty staircase.
‘There was only one bicycle and he couldn’t keep up so he’ll be along shortly,’ C-C replied.
‘It must be love then,’ Yvonne muttered, wondering whether they’d been scaring the wildlife. ‘What happened to your thing with Graham?’
‘That was red time stuff. It doesn’t count. I must go and change.’ C-C headed for her room.
‘I hope he knows that,’ Yvonne commented and, watching the receding figure, she started to think about designing more fashionable outdoor wear for ladies. ‘By the way, Adrian wants us all for a meeting after startup.’
Around the familiar table where they’d lost the Frismersk’s crew, this meeting was in a very different mood. Adrian was going to reveal some facts from the newly found research.
‘Today I’m pleased to say that the bad news is totally overshadowed by the good news, not to mention the even better news and the truly astonishing news,’ Adrian said, ‘so don’t get alarmed if we’re still here when the batteries run down.’ The laughter proved that they’d all put their ordeal behind them. ‘Now there’s lots of interesting stuff in Doctor Fermorick’s notes, but I want to read to you one particular document which may put everything else into perspective. I think it comes under the heading astonishing. We thought that creation of the Pumpkin was the result of a temporal paradox, an endless loop in time caused by a massive sandhi effect, but this document changes things entirely. It reads as follows.
‘Since that day when all this started I have been too busy with practicalities to put the simplest facts down on record, or maybe I have been afraid to. They concern the fundamental nature of the field generators. The knowledge was probably always at the back of my mind but I worked around it. My suspicions were confirmed when the ability of the logic to propagate itself into new units was proved. This was not anything that I designed. In fact none of it was. It came of its own accord, just like my knowledge. I am now convinced that I know the true nature of the phenomenon. For want of a name I call it the Hermes culture. It came out of nowhere and settled within my interactive field generators like penicillin in a Petri dish. It also filled my mind with thoughts and transported me to that other place, where I was convinced that the project was feasible. I cannot believe that I acquired so much knowledge in an instant. It seems more likely that the trauma that I experienced unlocked knowledge already implanted deep in my mind. I do not know which happened first, whether I was the medium through which this thing reached the electronics or vice versa, but human brains have been around much longer than semiconductor arrays. I do not believe that it is any more than an interface itself. There is not enough complexity in it to do what it does, so there must be something else beyond it in dimensions that we cannot even detect. I can only explain the behaviour of the Pumpkin, as my colleague insists on calling it, by thinking of this other entity as a plant growing through time, its tendrils touching human minds and also now the Pumpkin. The Hermes culture is no more than its fingerprint on our world, so I call this entity Hermes, not because it is a god of any kind but because it seems to be a means of communication beyond our comprehension. Whatever it is, it is alien to all our knowledge, but I believe that it is benign. I truly hope that I am right.
‘Well, those were the Doctor’s words. Perhaps you need time to consider them.’ Adrian waited for reactions.
‘A plant,’ Victor said, ‘with all the apparent intelligence and discriminatory powers of a god? It’s hard to believe.’
‘It can’t just be a plant,’ C-C said, ‘It’s using the capabilities of a supercomputer like it’s a pocket calculator. There must be more to it.’
‘I don’t know,’ John said, ‘It isn’t just the plant if it’s linking human minds together as well as connecting them to the Pumpkin. He said it was just a communication network after all. But why is it there at all?’
‘Symbiosis maybe,’ Adrian said, ‘Mutual survival. If Fermorick’s field generators are just a new habitat for it then it could be as old as mankind. Perhaps it’s always been evolving with mankind, both growing through time together, one supporting the other. Maybe other stories of prescience in history have come from previous encounters with it. Maybe we aren’t the first after all.’
‘People in trances,’ Victor said, ‘like shamans and the oracle at Delphi, you mean. It’s possible.’
‘But where do good and evil come into it?’ Yvonne said, ‘There’s a pattern to the visits. Everyone says there is. Why?’
‘It must be the light,’ Victor said, ‘Religions depict good as the light above us and evil the ground below. Plants grow towards the light, defying gravity. Maybe this plant doesn’t grow towards ordinary light as we know it but the moral light that some people believe shines into our minds.’
‘Well,’ Graham said, ‘It’s just as well it’s not a god as well. Can you imagine how much trouble we’d be in if it became known that God is a plant? That would ruffle some feathers, I’m sure.’
‘The government are way ahead of you,’ Adrian said, ‘They’re already putting a spin on this just in case it ever reaches a wider audience. They don’t want us to become the centre of some cult. Government scientists, bless them, have decided that if it’s true then Hermes is just one example of an alien species of plant which they’ve called Mens Temporum, literally Mind of Times. That way the hope is that it won’t be regarded as unique and if the need arises they can declare it to be a pernicious weed, quite a comedown for a potential god. In any case, Doctor Fermorick’s view of this thing may help us to understand it, but I don’t think we should take it too seriously. Now let’s move on to other matters.
‘The documents also raised issues about the legal nature of the Pumpkin project itself. Originally it was a purely private enterprise which got into debt and was baled out by the government. That was how the ministry came to be directing the project, but the apparently exclusive deal between the two was only a consequence of the secrecy involved and legally the project is still a private operation.’
‘So what is the real governing body behind the project,’ John asked, ‘and why is it important?’
‘The project, including Greenarbour and the Pumpkin, is effectively owned by a trust, although backtracking through the documents to find it isn’t easy. It’s important because it means that whether we keep our jobs isn’t directly up to the ministry.’
‘But the debt must give the government the leverage to control things in reality,’ Victor said.
‘You would think so and they haven’t had any problems using it for a long time, but they may have trouble negotiating with the trust’s executive officers now that there’ve been these new developments.’
‘You mean that the executives want more control now that we know more about the Pumpkin,’ John said.
Adrian smiled. ‘I don’t know,’ he said, ‘Do we?’ Seeing the puzzled expressions on the faces around him he explained. ‘It’s this temporal paradox thing again. Apparently Victor was right about Doctor Fermorick finding out our names. A letter was delivered to the gatehouse here, not to the ministry note, and it explains that with effect from the day that the Frismersk incident occurred all seven of us are appointed executive officers of the trust. It makes it clear that this is an original condition of the trust itself. Apparently there are other documents from the past elsewhere that have been waiting to be opened apart from the ones we found.’
‘Who sent it?’ John asked.
Adrian shook his head. ‘Solicitors. That’s another paper trail. Clearly this trust still has active trustees somewhere who don’t want to be involved directly. It’s not surprising. Doctor Fermorick must have been given the date by our computer and written it into the trust documents along with our names. It would have been so easy for future events to have changed so that this didn’t happen, but amazingly it did, just as he expected. We only act to change the future but somehow he acted to keep it the same.’
‘That’s predestiny. It goes against all ideas of free will. I thought that even God draws the line at that,’ Victor said.
‘An alien plant that treats time as just another dimension like space wouldn’t have any trouble connecting two events, would it?’ John said, ‘If this entity exists then the idea of things happening is meaningless to it. Events just exist in time from its viewpoint.’
‘Yes,’ Graham said, glad that he was following the conversation for once, ‘If we really do have free will it still doesn’t mean that we exercise it exactly when things happen. It’s no good jumping off a cliff and then halfway down complaining to God that you don’t have free will any more.’
‘You’re making sense for once, in your own way, Graham,’ Yvonne said in surprise, ‘Doctor Fermorick chose to jump off the cliff and believe what he’d found out and then it was all downhill.’
‘This philosophising has gone far enough,’ Adrian said, ‘Don’t anyone dare mention a leap of faith.’
‘You just did,’ John observed.
‘Damn it. Anyway, unless the ministry want a legal battle we’re now entirely in charge of the Pumpkin,’ Adrian continued, ‘Somehow I doubt that they will challenge our authority. From what I can gather there’s a feeling around the corridors of power that this Hermes has personally appointed us, in an eventful manner of speaking, and the trust involves some very influential people internationally. Doctor Fermorick clearly went a long way to get his funding. Ironically there were apparently quite a few Americans involved, so their government needn’t have been so concerned about being left out. As their fruitless activities proved to be essential to what happened, I get the impression that everybody has been manipulated for a long time and maybe it hasn’t stopped yet even though the temporal loop is now complete.
‘So, may I now call this executive committee to order and suggest a course of action. Doctor Fermorick’s other documents show that we haven’t been using all of the Pumpkin’s capabilities, mainly because we didn’t know about them. Possibly it was the government’s direction that caused researchers to drift away and some investigations to get dropped. We can’t blame all of it on the warthog. I’ve identified two features that might make the sessions more productive. Graham has had a look at one of them called trinary mode and I’m hoping that maybe C-C and Victor could look at another called mindset filtering. If we can use these to obtain more useful information from the future then I’m hoping that we can get financial support from organisations apart from the government and start paying off the debt. To this end and to even up the score with the government on behalf of Hermes, whoever or whatever it is, I propose that we quietly go into business under the name Mens Temporum, since they’ve already so kindly given it to us. Do I have your approval on this?’
‘They’re going to love you for that,’ John said, ‘but I agree entirely. Whatever’s behind the Pumpkin, we seem to have negotiated a deal with it already regarding you-know-what and if it really is beneficent then all this hasn’t happened just so that we can screw it up now, so I’d say it’s a good time to take a few risks. Does everyone else agree?’ They did.
‘Thank you for that,’ Adrian said, ‘but I should add that the ministry are dead against us using any of the new features until they’ve been investigated thoroughly. Personally I doubt that they’ll ever understand or use them, so I’m inclined to go ahead anyway. Throughout history mankind has made good use of things that weren’t understood, but nowadays understanding seems to have taken precedence over benefiting and I think life’s too short for that. Well it is for me now anyway. So while we may be legally entitled in the long term, I suspect that in the short term the government may regard this as renegade action.’
At these words a transformation came over Adrian. He rose to his feet and put one hand on his hip. As he did so his face contorted, a squint developed and his voice coarsened. Pointing a finger around the table he rasped, ‘So me hearties, are ye willing to sail into uncharted waters with yer captain under a black flag?’
Graham was first to respond with a boisterous, ‘Aye, captain, that I am.’ Perhaps some of his personality actually had been transferred to Adrian during their trial run earlier and he was enjoying it immensely. The others were distinctly taken aback but agreed in their own ways.
Adrian stepped back against the wall, revelling in his new persona. ‘In that case run up the Jolly Roger and, Mister Graham, take us back to port and prepare to splice the mainbrace.’ Just then he noticed a loud tick-tock sound behind him. Was it too late for him even now? Would he have to step aside for a younger man? He spun around and glared at the three clocks above his head. He’d never noticed them ticking before. ‘And check these clocks,’ he snarled, ‘There’s something wrong with the bearings.’
‘What are we supposed to do now?’ Yvonne asked, confused by developments.
Adrian walked over and squinted down at her. ‘Well ma’am, there’s men’s work to be done here. Maybe you should lock yerself in yer cabin or go and discuss philosophy with the good doctor here.’
‘But what are you going to do?’ Yvonne insisted.
‘Do, ma’am? Why, we’re going trawlin.’ He turned and stumped off into his cabin leaving the team to organise themselves.
Graham knew his task exactly and went downstairs to sound the reversion. Back in reality he opened a trap in the floor by the control desk and climbed down into it. Stood in the shallow manhole Graham looked across at the security displays to see what the others were doing and noticed that each screen now had a skull and crossbones flag flying in one corner. C-C had taken Adrian literally. Graham thought it to be entirely appropriate that his imaginary submarine should be flying the flag. It was tradition for a submarine that had made a kill to fly the Jolly Roger. Admittedly the Pumpkin’s temporal torpedoes had proved to be as warped as the boat and taken a circular course to hit its future self from the rear, but that had cleared the path for the present boat to sail into the future. He looked down into the manhole. Adrian hadn’t been joking about splicing the mainbrace. On a sailing ship it was a very thick part of the rigging which was essential to manoeuvring the ship. Splicing it was a long complicated job and the ship couldn’t function while it was being done. In the Pumpkin the equivalent was a thick bundle of fibre optic cables which connected the control computer to the array of field generators. Once these were disconnected Katie couldn’t control the field and keep it stable. He started to unplug the connectors. Luckily the generators were connected in groups, but there were still hundreds of connectors.
C-C came into the room. ‘What are you doing?’ she said, ‘You look like a telephone engineer down there. I’ve no idea what I’m supposed to be doing. Victor is looking into the mindset filtering thing. Can I help?’
‘Yes,’ Graham said, ‘In the drawer there you’ll find a chart. I have to reconnect all these cables as it says there. You can read out the connections for me, but for heaven’s sake get them right or we’ll bend the temporal field out of shape.’
‘Why are you changing the connections. What will it do?’
‘It’s trinary mode. We connect just some of the generators in the array into a separate group from the rest. That gives us a normal temporal field and a second weaker one which we can operate separately. We also have to reconfigure Katie, so you can help with that as well. She has dual controls anyway, so all we have to do is connect one array to each processor and remove the interlocks between them.’
‘What does that achieve?’
‘Doctor Fermorick reckoned that the second field would spin the main one in another dimension so that instead of just having a window for visitors to drop in through there would be a kind of net to scoop them up. If he’s right we should be able to bring in many more visitors. Also they can apparently be sent back without ending the session by resetting the secondary field.’
‘Why haven’t we done this before then?’
‘Perhaps it doesn’t work or maybe somebody was concerned that there would be no safety checks because each processor would be doing something different.’
‘So it could be dangerous.’
‘Maybe but Katie has always been reliable and barring collisions with nuclear powered clones we can always get home if things go wrong.’
For some time they worked methodically through the task, but Graham had other things on his mind. ‘This thing with John. Is it serious?’ he asked.
‘384 to 288,’ C-C recited, ‘Yes, I think it is. He seems to have taken to me and I find him interesting and sort of comfy. Are you disappointed?’
‘For you, no, for me, yes. I suppose when you’re marooned on a desert island he’s the sort of person you’d want around.’
‘385 to 287. More than that, he’s real, sort of down to earth. That’s something we don’t get much of around here. I just feel that I’ll always be able to trust him.’
‘And you wouldn’t always be able to trust me.’
‘386 to 288. I didn’t say that. I just feel differently about the two of you.’
‘384 is already connected to 288. Can I trust you? If we get this wrong the Pumpkin will look more like a dragon fruit. Be careful.’
‘Sorry, I misread the number. 384 should go to 286. Anyway it’ll all check itself out in the end. There are the same number of cables and sockets so they’ll all pair up if we do it right.’
‘If only.’
‘Talking about fruit, I had another thought about Hermes being a plant. Did you know that figs are pollinated by tiny wasps? They spend almost all their lives trapped inside the figs, which aren’t really fruit at all but enlarged spaces inside the plant lined with tiny flowers. The male wasps hatch out inside the fig and find the females and fertilise them before they’ve fully developed. When the females hatch the males help them to escape from the fig and fly away, but the males can’t because they don’t have wings, so they just die. Isn’t that sad?’
‘It will be if you don’t read out the numbers. So you think that Hermes needed us to pollinate it in some way so that it could propagate and cause Fermorick to build the Pumpkin? Don’t tell Yvonne that it was all about the birds and the bees or even wasps. She had enough trouble with the idea of having to pray to a god for release.’
‘387 to 301 then. That’s true – and you shouldn’t find so many ways of annoying her either. I’m sure you do it on purpose. If she were to leave then there’s a good chance that George would too. You know how attached to her he is. Victor couldn’t possibly handle the memory workload on his own, especially if we’re going to get several visitors each session from this, so the team would collapse.’
‘387 to 301? Are you sure?’
‘About George? Oh, the numbers, I see. Yes, it’s your chart. Don’t ask me whether it’s right.’
‘Okay. I don’t fancy the idea of spending my whole life here though, whatever fig wasps do. I’d prefer an alternative.’
‘388 to 321. Are you sure this chart is right? Well how about acacia trees then. They have ants living inside them and the ants can go anywhere along the branches. Would you rather be an ant?’
‘I think I’ll wait until you get to the collecting moonbeams option. Aren’t ants all female anyway? And yes, my chart is right. Just read it right.’
‘389 to 341, it says here. I don’t know much about ants. I think you may be right, but they do have different types like workers and soldiers that at least look different, much like men and women I suppose.’
‘So now I’ve got to soldier on, trying to find my way along the branches of a tree that I can’t see. Yes, at the moment I think that sums up my life. One thing I think I do understand now is why I have to sit here pushing switches when the computer could do it all itself.’
‘390 to 361. Ah, there is a pattern here, the numbers I mean. What’s the pattern you can see?’
‘Whatever Hermes is, it’s not just a machine and I don’t think it can relate to a machine. I think it regards the Pumpkin as alien in the same way that we do and it needs to interact with human minds to function. That’s why I have to manually launch the Pumpkin even though the computer runs the countdown. I think that’s also why we keep watch in reception for visitors and ring a bell when electronic detectors could do the job for us. It’s the same with you and the computer and people retaining their memories while computers don’t. I think Hermes needs to involve people in whatever it’s doing. Maybe that’s where the Americans went wrong. Maybe they automated the processes too much and took people out of the loop.’
The work and conversation continued until Katie was reconfigured and ready to try out her new sailing rig, but C-C didn’t leave. ‘You’re definitely feeling insecure just now, so you need a security officer on this maiden voyage. I’m volunteering for the job.’ She pulled a chair over to the security desk and sat looking at the row of screens. Immediately they went mad, displaying every camera view in the installation successively as the main computer controlled them at her request. ‘Access tunnels clear, shaft clear, all personnel at their stations,’ she rattled off, ‘Just one ship disappearing towards the horizon.’
Graham called up Adrian. ‘We’re ready to relaunch. C-C’s staying down here with me to monitor the systems. A ship on the horizon?’
‘Good work both of you. Five minute warning when you like. What was that about a ship?’ Adrian replied.
‘Sorry, forget that bit,’ Graham replied and turned off the intercom. He looked at the nearest screen where C-C was pointing. It looked like Pumpkin Island but what should have been static plastic palm trees had leaves moving in the wind and the sea in the background was sparkling as it washed over the painted beach. Following C-C’s finger he saw a square-rigged sailing ship heading away towards the horizon. ‘That is not Pumpkin Island,’ he said accusingly.
‘No?’ C-C replied innocently, ‘It must be something else then, mustn’t it? At least I’ve done my bit. Have you hauled in the gangplank and cast off the mooring lines?’
Graham grunted and let Katie reply with her five minute warning. He thought that even she sounded different now, cooing out her message, but it had to be his imagination. She would be though, no more reprimands, dominance and black leather. Now with her split personality she would be more unsure of herself and compliant, all gingham and white lace. He fired up the two temporal fields and two spots of light appeared rotating around the circle in opposite directions, one brighter than the other. Adrian confirmed clearance to launch.
‘You are sure you’ve done it all right, aren’t you?’ C-C asked, ‘You haven’t forgotten to furl your bustle or man your top-gallants or whatever?’
Graham was trying very hard to be a gallant man. ‘Let’s see, shall we?’ he said and then added, ‘Trust me.’
‘I do,’ she said, ‘and don’t worry about me and John. There’s more than one way to fly me to the moon.’
Graham pulled back on the main controls. Two circles moved out in opposite directions from the centre one and rotated around it in opposite directions. As they reached the edge of the centre circle they rolled around it so that the two bright stars on them described the same cardioid in opposite directions. He watched, mesmerised by the display, his mind elsewhere. At the top of the display the stars rushed past each other but at the bottom they converged at the cusp and then seemed to pause and coalesce for a moment before swinging away in opposite directions again. As the movement speeded into a blur it was as though they were drawing two inverted hearts perfectly superimposed on each other. Suddenly he snapped out of his reverie and realised that the launch was complete. He hurriedly checked the display for problems and then reported to Adrian.
C-C got up and walked to the door. ‘I’ll see things right for you, I promise,’ she said.
‘Don’t make promises you can’t keep,’ Graham replied.
‘This is red time,’ she said brightly, ‘Anything’s possible here. There’s one promise that I can definitely keep though. When we go back, wherever I am I’ll come back to you.’ Then she was gone.
She was right of course. The Pumpkin would bring her back to him and she’d be sitting next to him again, whatever happened in between.
Chapter 17
Window of opportunity
In the next few weeks Graham focussed on the new workload in the Pumpkin resulting from trinary mode operation, if only because his fantasies had abandoned him. His relationship with C-C had been the seed crystal around which so many of them had formed, but that had proved to be the same stuff, a fantasy as well. Trinary mode had proved a great success and the team hadn’t found a downside to it. Also C-C and Victor had been working on mindset filtering, a way of selecting particular types of visitors by feeding parameters into Katie. The relationship between the parameters and the visitors chosen by the Pumpkin was complex but they were starting to understand it. More visitors had given the memory team more work, so everyone was now being kept busy. Adrian and John were organising the administration of Mens Temporum, which had been approved by the unknown trustees through devious communication channels. As part of his responsibilities Graham had to fix problems with the computer hardware and therefore he often had to work with C-C, but on one occasion the problem proved to be a personal one which he needed to tackle. He broached the subject with her.
‘C-C, I need to talk to you about a problem Yvonne is having with her computer,’ he said.
‘What sort of problem?’ she asked.
‘It’s you.’
‘Me? Oh no. What’s the computer been doing?’
‘She was having trouble with speckled patterns in the corner of her screen, but it wasn’t a hardware fault. I worked out what they were – meteorite showers. They only occurred when you walked past.’
‘Meteorite showers? Oh dear, I’m sorry. John has been teaching me about astronomy and we were out watching shooting stars. With the extra workload I think I’ve not been guarding my thoughts as well as usual.’
‘Perhaps you can get some advice from Victor on retraining your mind.’
‘Yes okay, I’ll sort it out. I’m sorry I’ve caused you all problems.’
‘Well Yvonne said that it wasn’t so distracting as the time when you were going birdwatching. The skeins of geese flying across her screen were more of a nuisance.’
‘Skeins of geese? Why didn’t someone mention it? I’ve really been causing trouble, haven’t I?’
‘We understand, so we didn’t say anything. The fact that you can do what you do at all is amazing and we don’t want to lose that. The geese had the most trouble anyway. When they crossed onto George’s screen he shot six of them down for a bonus score. Under the circumstances it’s just as well that you don’t get direct feedback from the computer.’
‘I’d much rather get it from you. Thank you for telling me. You’re a dear.’
Graham thought, ‘It’s my job,’ but said no more.
He realised that C-C had become just another item on his task list. He immersed himself in the work to avoid brooding and fortunately Adrian found time to talk to him about the theories behind the Pumpkin to extend his understanding. When John and C-C eventually announced their engagement he just immersed himself even more. He was starting to understand the strange multidimensional geometry, at least mathematically, and understood why it was so difficult to visualise. He also found Adrian’s latest views on the function of the Pumpkin fascinating and discussed them with him at length.
‘You see, if Fermorick is right about it just being an interface then one has to wonder how necessary the interface itself is,’ Adrian said, ‘He seemed to believe that the real functionality is in the minds of the people involved, which would agree with our recent experiences. That makes me wonder whether the number of people has any significance. We know that just two people can operate the Pumpkin, so maybe just two minds working together are enough. Also the fact that visitors can be involved in the process without any interface at their location makes me wonder whether it’s possible to experience the phenomenon without an interface at either end. That would mean that stories of prescience like the oracle at Delphi and other seers could be describing just that. Delphi was a fixed location where predictions were made but that was attributed to the local geology. We still don’t know whether the Pumpkin would only work here, but I have an idea about the American Sandhi project and my spanner. If Hermes is a plant then maybe it has some form of DNA which identifies it uniquely. All the cloned generator modules must have the same DNA, so they’re effectively all part of the same plant, even the ones in America. Perhaps the American’s memories get lost because they all come back here and the people aren’t here to retrieve them. If so then to build another Pumpkin they’d need a different Mens Temporum plant, not a clone of ours.’
Graham listened to Adrian for ages and did his best to ask intelligent questions and open up the subjects. In these private conversations he held back his usual comical remarks but they still buzzed around in his head. Adrian’s explanation about the Pumpkin’s predefined location in space-time involved a cup of tea, something he often had to hand. He likened the Pumpkin to the stem of the teaspoon in the cup attracting visitors like bubbles on the surface of the tea. Graham couldn’t help thinking, ‘What’s that streaking across time? Is it a god? Is it a plant? No, it’s a flying teaspoon,’ but he kept the thought to himself. They also discussed the language paradox. Adrian maintained that the Pumpkin only acquired visitors who spoke the same language as the team members present, as otherwise communication wouldn’t be possible and the Pumpkin never seemed to do anything which would have no consequences. That hadn’t explained the appearance of a very confused and angry boar warthog in reception years ago, not unless the intention had been to cause many scientists to leave the project complaining that pigs flying through time were an intolerable hazard. In particular the last Japanese scientist had left very quickly after his personal experience with the warthog and the number of Japanese visitors had dropped as a consequence. Adrian had raked through the records of past visits trying to find patterns in them, but the warthog had stumped everyone. Graham’s willingness to listen to Adrian’s rambling ideas gradually gave him a much deeper understanding of the mysteries surrounding the Pumpkin if not the explanations. The inspiration that finally caused him to put all his knowledge together came from an unexpected quarter.
One morning just after they’d moved into red time C-C came tripping down the stairs to the control room to talk to him.
‘I’ve come up with a new collection of mindset parameters to try out,’ she said ‘I think they may be something special, maybe unique.’
She gave him a computer memory card. It wasn’t possible for her to transfer such files directly to Katie, but she could have sent them to one of the other workstations in control, so Graham wasn’t sure why she’d made this trip personally.
‘The rest of us are going to have a meeting upstairs to discuss future plans,’ she said, ‘but if anyone interesting turns up call and we’ll come running.’
Graham took the card and looked at it. She’d playfully drawn a red heart on it with lipstick, probably one that she’d borrowed from Yvonne as she never used such a deep red shade herself.
Holding the card up he said, ‘We had something going there for a while, didn’t we?’
‘Yes, Graham,’ she said, ‘You’ll always be my number one fantasy man.’
Then she kissed him quickly on the cheek and turned and tripped back up the stairs between the fishes, her long legs kicking back like the pulsating tail of a mermaid, a romantic notion but an impractical one.
At his desk in the control room Graham slid the card into an interface slot and called up the parameter settings into the secondary array of field generators. Then he twisted a knob slightly to move that field out of synchronisation with the main array. The cardioid on the screen strobed as the Pumpkin’s window onto surreality began to spin. He checked the time on the red clock and the alarm setting on his wristwatch. Then he picked up his usual mug of coffee and walked into reception to await developments.
A short while later upstairs the rest of the team had finished talking about their plans and were discussing other things.
Adrian asked, ‘C-C, You said that you’d created a new mindset profile for Graham to try. What were the characteristics that you were aiming for?’
C-C answered cautiously, ‘No Adrian, I think you misunderstood me. What I said was that I’d created a new mindset profile for Graham. It’s a profile of Graham’s mind, as much as any of us understand it.’ She looked sheepish, adding, ‘I’m sorry about the confusion.’
‘What?’ Adrian said, ‘Why would we want to search for anyone like Graham?’
‘Well, it wasn’t exactly anyone like Graham, more like anyone Graham might like.’
‘Why? Why on earth did you feel the need to do that? Does he know?’
‘I didn’t so much feel a need as I felt that he had a need. It just seemed the right thing to do at the time and no, I didn’t tell him because I don’t know whether it’ll work. We still don’t know exactly how these mindset profiles work and what influences what. I hope you aren’t angry.’
‘You should’ve asked me first though. I’m not at all happy about this,’ Adrian grumbled.
‘Hang on,’ John said, ‘You’ve far too much to do now to check on everything that’s happening here. Also, basing a profile on one of us may give us more insight into understanding them than just changing them at random.’
Adrian sighed. ‘I suppose you’re right, but I dread to think what the consequences will be. If Graham’s going to be collecting vital information from a succession of pole-dancers we may as well adjourn to Pumpkin Island and wait for the batteries to run down or maybe a temporal discrepancy. I just hope he doesn’t use that profile too often.’
The group got up and headed for the stairway through the clouds. As they went John said to Adrian, ‘I think you’re still underestimating Graham. I’ve noticed a lot of changes in him recently.’
Perched on the bench in reception Graham hoped that C-C had got things right. The thought of the warthog crossed his mind and he slid along the bench closer to the reassuring door to his refuge, the control room. Even when he did hit the visitor alarm the others would take a while to come down from upstairs. He didn’t fancy his chances in an impromptu gladiatorial battle. He tipped the mug to take the last mouthful of coffee and just then a gentle breeze brushed his cheek. He lowered the mug and stared across to the centre of the room. He was astonished to see that a girl in a brief nightdress had materialised lying on the floor without any of the usual noise or pressure wave. Forgetting the alarm he put down the mug and leapt up and to her side. She opened her eyes and casually scanned them around the room. Then she said calmly ‘Am I dreaming?’
Graham could feel panic stirring in his mind. Why did he get the conscious ones? Why couldn’t she have stayed a sleeping beauty? He had to keep her talking about nothing in particular until the others came. He tried to conform to protocol to some degree and replied, ‘I’m afraid I really couldn’t tell you,’ but added almost involuntarily, ‘but I think I am.’ He realised that in his haste he hadn’t hit the alarm. As he turned away he noticed her stretching herself like a cat and pressing her widespread fingers into the resilient floorcovering. What he’d felt was clearer now and it wasn’t panic but something less appropriate.
As he started back towards the alarm button he heard her sultry voice behind him say, ‘In that case are you dreaming what I’m dreaming?’
‘Please, not now, not here,’ he thought. He had to sound the alarm; he’d already taken a couple of paces towards it. The others were having a meeting and might not notice what was happening on the monitors otherwise. That thought didn’t help his predicament at all; rather it opened many more possibilities that he shouldn’t be considering. Hopefully if Hermes really reacted to intentions it would end this for him now with a temporal discrepancy as it had the last time that he’d become personally involved with a visitor, albeit so briefly. No doubt this encounter would be similarly brief and there’d be more questions that he couldn’t answer like last time, so maybe that wasn’t such a desirable solution. No, she was the desirable solution. Something about the similarity to that other occasion struck him. Despite his dilemma he turned back to look at her again. His watch wasn’t warning him of a discrepancy, so the red clock was still evenly counting down the time he had with her, the only time he would ever have. His brain was racing, searching out a solution to an insoluble problem; that was its perpetual function, to solve every problem presented to it right up to the final moments of death when all that was left was the ultimate rhetorical question ‘Not to be?’ His every conscious thought was parried with another dredged up from his memories. ‘Red time doesn’t count.’ That was true; the red clock just estimated the time from power level measurements. So what? She was standing up now and seeing her full length he wondered why he was so trapped by what must be just simple lust or infatuation. ‘No, it’s more than that. Remember.’ Oh heavens, he needed reinforcements. ‘Once more unto the breach, dear friends.’ Useless memories taught to him by well-meaning teachers; why rake them up now? Nevertheless somewhere at the back of his mind the famous speech rolled on like a tune that couldn’t be ignored. ‘In peace there's nothing so becomes a man as modest stillness and humility.’ True, for some reason he was rooted to the spot, but there was no peace here; this was war with an alien who had invaded his thoughts. No, not war but something just as unfair. Men of action wouldn’t hesitate to act, people like John or Harry; oh God, not that Harry! ‘Then imitate the action of the tiger.’ No, forget Harry and concentrate. ‘No, never concentrate on anything. It’s dangerous.’ That’s nonsense; where did that come from? ‘Old memories. A plant growing around the whole world; is that nonsense too? No, well yes, it isn’t really a plant but something else that behaves like a plant. Then imitate the action of the plant – the tiger – tiger burning bright.’ He tried to ignore the racing useless thoughts at the back of his mind and concentrate on rationalising the situation. He might be in a padded room but that didn’t excuse the behaviour he was contemplating, pitting his experience against her innocence.
Looking at her, this woman from the future, he realised that in his time she might be only a young child – or even not born yet. What the team did could have an enormous impact on her life, even prevent her birth. She really was an alien, beyond his reach, and yet he wanted to hold her for just a moment before he had to stop the carousel and let her off. Young child or not, it could do no harm – ‘red time doesn’t count’ – to hold her for a moment – ‘dare frame thy fearful symmetry?’ There was so much symmetry in her frame, showing so clearly through her inadequate garment, mathematically smooth to the n-th derivative, engineered to stir a man’s emotions. If only the geometry of the universe were so transparently simple to understand and appreciate, but no, it had to have more dimensions than were comprehensible with double spheres rolling against each other to make the point. He was looking at her breasts making their own points so clearly; she must be getting cold while he was likely to burn in hell for his lecherous thoughts. Now with her arms a little out from her sides she was looking down at her bare feet as she bounced gently up and down, testing the flexible surface of the floor and also his resolve with her breasts. She looked up at him and took a careful step in his direction, an angel tentatively walking on a cloud for the first time. Could one really go to hell for embracing an angel?
‘Well?’ she asked, smiling not so angelically, ‘If we’re both dreaming then who decides what happens next?’ Maybe she was an emissary from hell after all.
He had to know the truth for better or worse. ‘The date,’ he said frantically ‘Please tell me the date.’ It didn’t come out like the usual casual enquiry that Victor made.
She looked at him in puzzlement. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said ‘I can’t remember the date at the moment. Is it that important?’
Even deprived of this essential piece of information every neuron in his brain seemed to be struggling to resolve the matter. He looked at the red time on his watch. It was still stable; his thoughts and actions were so far inconsequential, at least for the universe, but Hermes was indulging in trickery crueller than anything Victor practised with its now you see her, now you don’t routine. Soon it would hide her in the folds of time as easily as Victor hid things in the folds of his clothes. If only he truly understood those folds that doubtlessly created the cusp, the point that wasn’t. Maybe even the Pumpkin itself was pointless, so often relying on people rather than technology to make the final decisions. Could it just be a garment that Hermes, the real conjurer, wore like Victor wore his suit? Then would it be impertinent to ask the conjurer to perform naked, if he could? Would she perform naked – no, inappropriate thought and too much to ask. And yet, looking at her figure-hugging shift, he wondered the same wonder, how flat fabric seemed to mould to such a shape. Yvonne would know, would strip the garment from her in her mind as rapidly as he could strip a gearbox and so understand how seamed it really was. How many models on catwalks had she treated in this fashion to discover the secrets of her trade and how could she accuse him of having a grubby mind when her own undressed women so often? If only knowing of a person’s ability resulted in knowing it as well. If only he could be as detached as George, as perceptive as Adrian, as decisive as John, as cunning as Victor, as mentally communicative as C-C as well as being able to comprehend the behaviour of flat fabric like Yvonne. Just the desire once expressed set his mind in a whorl, trying to comply, but that was wishful thinking.
He’d been paralysed by too much wishful thinking it appeared, for now she seemed irritated and said, ‘Well? Is it?’ seeking the answer to a long forgotten question.
Ah, the date, did it matter in all this? Maybe not, all hope was gone, but perhaps he could still earn just one embrace with a sentiment from the depth of his disappointed heart. ‘No, never mind,’ he said, ‘I’ll search through every date on every calendar to find you.’ Wow, that actually sounded good.
Moving towards her he stretched out his arms and with the fingertips of both hands gently pulled her towards himself in an action of perfect symmetry reminiscent of his launching the Pumpkin. She offered no resistance and now he could feel the warmth radiating from her body. If only that action could have taken them away from this, but that would have needed another Pumpkin to stop the red clock in this one and there was no other. If only the red clock didn’t count, could be stopped as easily as the white one; if only he could stop all the clocks. For some reason at the back of his mind he was still scouring the works of William Blake in a last desperate search for a resolution, as though the words on any written page could give him an answer, but he was honestly resigned to there being none. ‘Faith and trust’ came Adrian’s reassuring words, the simple prayer of a logical man. ‘Bring me my arrows of desire’ countered Blake, which hardly helped the situation. If only he could be with her in England’s green and pleasant land for one short while; if only this green rubbery surface were grass under a sunny sky. Encouraged by her submissiveness he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her. Now he could feel the smooth alluring fabric of her nightdress. He closed his eyes and saw nothing but blackness, the same smooth blackness that he could feel with his hands, but his mind saw more.
‘Another Pumpkin, yes there is. No, that’s wrong, it was in a future destroyed in the past. Now it’s just a memory. All my experience is just a memory. Is all my experience non-existent for that? Memories are dead. They can’t be relived. You’ve not heard of living memory? Shut up! I want to remember this kiss. Only as a dead memory? Smartarse! Who or what are you? You wanted to communicate like C-C, didn’t you? You’re the computer? Hardly. I’m your own inadequate intellect trying to help. Christ, really? No, you killed him, at least inside your mind. You must remember that. Oh, the accident with the crook. I don’t really believe that, do I? As much as you don’t believe that concentration is dangerous.You can’t remember how much you’ve remembered and certainly not how much you’ve forgotten, like simple unbiased geometry. Look. Look where? Everywhere but not anywhere. It’s the deepest memory you have and never used. Bring me my spear. O clouds unfold.’
The apparent blackness in his mind’s eye didn’t appear to be entirely black now, but it also wasn’t in that simple eye within his mind any more. He could see stars in every direction, not just up and down and to the sides but that way and that and that – there were no words to explain. It seemed that somehow all those multidimensional folds in the universe had unfolded to his view but yet remained as they were, impossibly layered upon each other. In amongst all this amazing sight one star caught his attention because it seemed to be winking, pulsating.
‘Why’s it doing that?’ he wondered and immediately answered himself, ‘It’s the most likely outcome of your intentions, the Pumpkin that you don’t believe exists. But if it’s a future Pumpkin destroyed in the past how can it be? Because a future gone in the past may not be the future, having passed already, but this is now and now is future passed, being no longer the future future but not yet destroyed, isn’t it? Grasp this moment. That sort of logic is clutching at straws. The only way that you’ll get there is by clutching at a straw. I did say you had an inadequate intellect. Unlike you I forget nothing though. How can you be sure of that? You see, that proves it. By the way, she’ll have to come up for air soon, so make a decision. I already have. For now I am nothing more than moonlight. No going back on that. What does that mean? I didn’t think that. I don’t even know what it means. Are there three of me now? When did that happen? When the stars threw down their spears. Is that meant to be an answer? What do you expect? I’m an intellect, not a filing system. Get on with it. Get on with what? What am I supposed to do? You by yourself, nothing, but you together, follow your intentions. Me together? You mean us together? Success at last! If you’re of one mind about it, yes. Is she hyperosculating yet? How do we do it? Use the force. No sorry, ignore that. I said I wasn’t much good as a filing system. Use the fairy dust. Fairy dust? Really? But there’s no such things as fairies, not really. Then why have you stacked up all these memories of William Blake, and why am I searching through them? Search me. I already am, moron. If that’s me being intellectual then you’re right, I don’t have much of an intellect. Strewth! This is a waste of time which you don’t have yet. Never mind, I’ll do it yourself.’
Graham didn’t care how long that kiss lasted although in reality it had only taken a moment. As he hugged her against himself he felt a new sensation, the tingling memory of fairy dust on his fingers spreading up into his body. At the same time the twinkling star seemed to be coming closer and so was she somehow and there was also something else. Without opening his eyes to see he seemed to know that everything beyond his eyelids around them in that room was going black and shiny, like treacle.
Chapter 18
Pumpkin seeds
Lewis was worried about Bernard, the senior researcher on the project. The latest version of the interactive field generator had been behaving very strangely and right now Bernard seemed to be having trouble. This was just another of a whole series of trials that they’d been carrying out, but something different was happening this time. Their research into the development of a remote bionic link device had resulted in Bernard’s creation of the unique analogue computer technology built into the interface panels now surrounding his head. Fibre optic cables snaked from these units into the control computer. Bernard had been concentrating on a display screen in front of him, which had been displaying a simple circle for him to manipulate using the interface, but he appeared to be having much more success than ever before.
Lewis had seen the circle with its rotating dot of light suddenly jump to one side and start moving around another circle which appeared in the centre of the screen. The movements speeded up until all that could be seen was a circle of loops like the petals of a daisy. Bernard was physically shaking with the effort of maintaining the pattern.
‘That’s enough,’ Lewis said, ‘The best so far, but I think we should take a break.’
Bernard didn’t seem to hear. Indeed, Lewis was now concerned that Bernard appeared to be having a fit. He was still trembling and staring at the display, not responding to Lewis’s pleas to stop. The flower pattern was becoming even more complex. In the central circle spiral lines appeared criss-crossing over each other. The daisy now looked remarkably like a sunflower head as the grid of spiral lines got finer and finer. The whole image was slowly rotating and tiny spots of light blinked and moved through the central grid of lines. Whatever Bernard was doing was beyond anything that they’d planned. Lewis was wondering whether to let Bernard continue or shut down the power when the whole image collapsed and Bernard slumped.
‘Bernard, are you okay?’ Lewis said, as Bernard pushed the equipment off of his head.
Bernard shook his head and put his hand to his forehead. ‘Yes Lewis, I think so. Phew, there must have been a tad too much feedback that time. The result was interesting though, incredibly interesting.’ He sat back and stared into thin air, recovering from the experience. ‘Really really interesting,’ he repeated.
‘Perhaps we should call it a day. In fact perhaps we should take some time off. You had me worried for a while there. I think we should be taking things more slowly,’ Lewis suggested.
‘Slowly? Oh no, definitely not. I think we’re actually going to get somewhere now. Time off? Yes, maybe, but I have a lot of notes to write first. Then maybe I’ll take some time off. I’ve been thinking of buying a property down in Kent, you know. It’s the gatehouse to what was once a big estate, but now all that’s left of the estate is a patch of woodland. I’ve always fancied owning a wood. When you go for a walk in a wood you get the chance to remember who you really are. Maybe I should go down there and take another look at it.’
Bernard got out of the chair and went to sit at his desk.
‘Kent? Isn’t that a little out of the way? You’re going to spend more time commuting into London from there aren’t you?’
‘Time? Oh yes, time. No Lewis, don’t worry about that. I think we’re going to solve that little problem – in time.’ Bernard laughed nervously as though he’d just told a joke. ‘Anyway, I must get these notes written now, while everything’s fresh in my memory.’
‘Well okay, if you’re sure you’re feeling all right I’ll be off home myself. You can explain it all to me in the morning, if that’s okay with you. My little girl Samantha will be expecting me to be there to tell her a bedtime story. I’d quite enjoy it if she didn’t insist on me telling the same story every night. Just to preserve my sanity I introduce visitors from other stories to make it different. Sometimes the original story gets changed so much that it’s completely unrecognisable. I’m never sure I’ll be able to end it properly, but she’s usually asleep by then and doesn’t hear the ending anyway. Goodbye then.’ Lewis waited a little but got no reply, so turned and walked out of the room, leaving Bernard with his thoughts.
Maybe Bernard hadn’t heard any of Lewis’s remarks. He sat there long into the night frantically scribbling notes, drawing diagrams and making plans, alone in a fantasy world of his own creation – for the time being.
‘Goodnight Samantha.’
Samantha didn’t hear her father say it or notice him quietly leave her bedroom. For her the fairy tale never ended; she was already asleep. Three clocks hung on the walls of the room. Samantha liked clocks and didn’t mind that they all showed different times. The battery in the white clock was completely flat and it had stopped. Next to it a black clock was keeping good time. A soft toy sat astride it, a hare with enormous ears, one of Samantha’s favourites. Above the two clocks a mirror reflected the wall opposite where a third larger clock hung, a red one. The battery in that one was also failing. It was trying to tick away the last few seconds to midnight, but it had been doing that for days. There wasn’t enough power left to lift the second hand past the nine on the dial, so it just kept twitching on the same spot over and over and over again. Samantha slept on, far away in a world where red time lasted forever, seeking out her own ending to the story.