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Part 1 – The Story Today
 




  

Chapter 1 – In the Beginning
 

 

The traffic along London’s Whitehall was unusually light for a Friday morning. There were several taxis seeking an early morning fare, one with a small flashing Christmas tree in the back window. A pair of red double-decker buses were leapfrogging from stop to stop, a white delivery van slowed as it passed each street sign and an ambulance was speeding to the junction at Parliament Square. The two policemen standing in front of the hydraulically operated vehicle barrier at the entrance to Downing Street, looked cold but were cheered by the knowledge that their night shift would end soon. A cyclist passed them, crossed Whitehall and mounted the pavement close to the entrance to the Ministry of Defence Main Building. He folded his Brompton bicycle and walked up the steps to the MoD south entrance. Once inside he swiped his ID badge and, with the folded bicycle in his left hand, went through the barrier rather awkwardly. At 7.30am the building was coming alive with people scurrying to their offices, some with backpacks slung over one shoulder, others with briefcases. Everyone appeared to have a sense of purpose even though, for some, it was just a determination to get in from the cold morning air.

 

The cyclist, an Army Colonel, had managed to shower and be in his suit before 8am. He had a difficult day ahead, one that he had been dreading for the last 3 weeks, ever since he was tasked by his General to facilitate a secret meeting of the Joint Intelligence Committee, a group more used to meeting in the Cabinet Offices across the road. This particular meeting was to be held with as little ceremony as possible. The main topic was very sensitive and the Colonel, despite his seniority in the world of military intelligence, would not be allowed to know what was about to be discussed and he would certainly not be in the room at any stage of the JIC meeting. Outside the conference room, two MoD Policemen were stationed and a desk had been set up for the Clerical Officer from the JIC to process the attendees as they arrived. The Colonel checked that the MoD Policemen were happy with their brief and that they had his telephone number in case of a crisis. At 8.30am, an Army Foreman of Signals, dressed in civilian clothes, emerged from the conference room with two large metal briefcases. He had finished his electronic sweep of the room and confirmed that it was not bugged. The Chairman of the JIC arrived at 9am and greeted the Colonel. He had arrived an hour ahead of the start of the meeting in order to satisfy himself that everything was in order and also to read through the agenda one more time. 

 

Big Ben began the hour chimes at 10am. It was just a few days before Christmas 1999. A few weeks earlier, Boris Yeltsin and Bill Clinton had fallen out over the war in Chechnya and there were confusing intelligence reports coming out of Moscow. Boris Yeltsin was in his second term of office as President of post Soviet Russia. His first term in office had been dogged by a variety of problems, not helped by his poor health. Now, in his second term, his drinking habits had become the stuff of legend and his closest friends were going out of their way to avoid him. There were rumours of a potential coup and the Russian Prime Minister, Vladimir Putin, had cancelled several key engagements. 

 

The members of the JIC had all been instructed to make their way on foot to the MoD Main Building and they were even told what time they should arrive and which entrance to use. Most of them had been given false appointments with arbitrary officials inside the MoD in order to disguise the fact that a JIC meeting was planned. The usual close cooperation between the United Kingdom and the United States of America over intelligence matters had hit troubled waters after an aborted operation close to the Iraq and Iran borders had cost the lives of two members of the SAS and a CIA agent. The failed venture had caused some diplomatic strain and some friction between the Head of MI6 and the Deputy Director of the CIA. Unknown to the British, this was not the only failed operation in the Middle East for the CIA.

 

Waiting to be called in to brief the JIC was Professor Sir Stephen Appsby, a newly appointed senior scientific advisor to the Government. The grey haired scientist was fidgeting with his notebook and kept glancing at his watch nervously. He was dreading this first appearance in front of the JIC but at the same time was annoyed to be kept waiting. The young man at the desk sensed the frustration but could offer little solace. He was about to try and placate the scientist when the large padded door to the conference room opened and a bright young aide appeared. “Sir Stephen Appsby, we are ready for you now Sir.”

 

Appsby walked through the open door and glanced around the large windowless room. He recognised the Chief of Defence Intelligence, Lieutenant General Sir Mark Stiles, and nodded a greeting. There were others whom he had met before but this was not a social occasion. He was directed towards the lectern where he opened his notebook and waited for the Chairman to introduce him to the committee. The JIC was chaired by Sir Bob Lakehurst, a relative newcomer to office and a perfect gentleman. “Lady and Gentlemen, may I introduce Sir Stephen Appsby, one of our scientists, who is here at my request to update us on a subject which none of us can avoid. Sir Stephen.” The Chairman sat back to listen to the guest speaker.

 

“Chairman, Lady and Gentlemen. In less than 10 days from now there is the potential for world wide disruption to transport, commerce and strategically critical systems due to countless short cuts made by computer programmers. I am talking about the Millennium Bug.” He pressed the button to bring up his first PowerPoint slide. “I must at this stage, point out that I am not the UK’s expert in this area although I was, for a brief period, a member of the Millennium Bug Advisory Panel. Shortly, as we go into the year 2000, calculations of time or dates, using only the last two digits of the year, will produce wrong answers.” The scientist used several PowerPoint slides to illustrate his talk and many of the members of the JIC made notes. At the end of his five minute piece, he invited questions but there was only one trivial question which was answered quickly. He closed his notebook and was about to step away from the lectern when the Chairman spoke. “Stephen, thank you for that fascinating summary of the Millennium Bug. Could we be very cheeky and pick your brains a little? I understand that you are an acknowledged expert on Sun Spots. I realise that you will have had no warning of this question but could you give us your views on the dangers that satellites face from Sun Spots?” Sir Bob Lakehurst sat back, glanced briefly towards Sir Mark, and waited for the response.

 

Sir Stephen Appsby was nobody’s fool and, as he gathered his thoughts on Sun Spots, the penny finally dropped. He was surprised to have been invited to talk about the Millennium Bug when there were others far more familiar with the subject, but Sun Spots and satellite vulnerability were more his bag. He decided to make the point. “Bob, now I understand why you invited me here. The Millennium Bug will be pretty much a damp squib and by the end of January you will all be wondering what the fuss was about.” He paused and the Chairman interjected. “Stephen, I am sorry for the subterfuge but our agenda seems to find its way into many embassies and this is a subject that we wish to keep to ourselves for as long as we can, and we particularly do not want our friends across the Pond to know what we are about to discuss. Hence we are in this rather cramped briefing room with very few beyond this room, I hope, knowing what we are up to.” He deferred to the scientist.

 

“I understand.” He managed a weak smile and continued. “As you may well know, Sun Spots are areas of the sun where the magnetic fields are vastly stronger than elsewhere on the sun. They occur in a reasonably predictable cycle reaching a peak every eleven years. We entered the current peak in October. The effect of these strong magnetic fields can reach across the entire solar system and have been known to cause power failures and disruption to communications here on Earth. During the last peak in 1989-90, there were reports that British soldiers on exercise in Germany were picking up VHF radio transmissions from taxi drivers, thousands of miles away, in New York. I am aware that at that time the US lost a communications satellite. It has been documented, I think I read about it in the New Scientist magazine.” Appsby paused and General Stiles contributed. “They have just lost another satellite, one of the Artemis constellation, a spy satellite in the Arabian–Indian sector. It went into a system reset then failed to wake up. Telemetry was lost at the same time and it fell into the Pacific Ocean three weeks ago. What we need to work out, Stephen, is how to protect our surveillance satellites.”

 

The scientist ran a hand through his grey hair and then leant forward against the lectern. “Solar flares and Sun Spots are nothing new. Almost every satellite launched will have some form of protection but nothing is perfect. On board redundancy is often favoured, but never foolproof. If you want to fully protect the instruments and sensors, the launch weights would be far in excess of any lift systems that we have today. The problem is not helped by what appear to be ever higher strengths of the solar flares.” The one female member of the JIC, a senior official in the Cabinet Office, had a question. “Sir Stephen, forgive my technical naivety, but surely there must be some shield or electronic deflector that could be employed, or how about a safe haven where satellites could be corralled during a solar crisis?” Appsby was not a politician, he was arrogant and a chauvinist. “Madam, you have been watching too many episodes of Star Trek. I think that the issue is more fundamental than the simple protection of satellites. If you want to encourage original thought and get meaningful advice then you need to make clear what the objective is. It’s no good complaining that you can’t go to the hairdresser because the car won’t start and then devoting eons trying to fix the damn thing when your objective could be reached by getting on your bike or taking a taxi.” Appsby felt good for just two or three seconds before the embarrassed coughs and hum-hums reached his ears. “Forgive me for being direct. I have seen government money wasted on solutioneering where contractors and even scientists have been told what shape or form their product or solution should take. Perhaps if you were to be open about the requirement rather than the problem, then science, armed with sufficient facts, might be able to come to your aid.”

 

There was a curious silence and some awkward glances between some of the committee members. The senior MI6 man broke the ice. “Almost all of our intelligence products, the stuff that the security services, politicians and the Foreign Office use to help guide their decisions, are a cocktail of satellite data, Human Intelligence and Signals Intelligence. Leaving Signals Intelligence to one side, we rarely use satellite data alone, except for tracking big bits of kit like nuclear submarines and capital warships. That nice Mr Gorbachev did a lot to thaw out Cold War politics, but the Russia of today is too unpredictable. In many respects life was easier before Glasnost. In the old days, we all knew where we stood and both political and military planners had a relatively easy time. We have always done our best to build redundancy into our intelligence gathering systems and we certainly avoid putting all of our eggs in one basket. The one area that we need to improve is the detection of the big stuff. We need to be able to track a submarine without relying on a satellite. There will be little scope for Human Intelligence once the subs are at sea and so we need a clever gadget, a box of science that solves the problem. Now, Sir Stephen, can you tell us if this can be done or do we all need to stop watching Star Trek and cycle to the barber’s?” He had delivered the rebuke for the minor discourtesy to the member from the Cabinet Office and Appsby took the point. The woman smiled.

 

Appsby thought briefly, then replied. “I assume that sonar buoys are no good as you want a passive system. Hydrophones come to mind but you would need thousands of them to cover the oceans and they could be easily spoofed or destroyed. Thermal imaging to detect the slightly raised temperature in a submarine’s wake would still need a satellite.” He then remembered something significant. “I know of a study, it might have been for NATO or with the Americans, about ten or fifteen years ago where magnetic techniques were considered for the detection of submarines. The UK contribution was looked after under a Royal Navy research project at Malvern. I can do some digging and see if there is likely to be any value left in that early work. Forgive me as I am new to this business. Am I allowed to get help from anyone in the wider UK scientific community?” Appsby knew someone who could help.

 

The Chairman answered the question. “Not without my express consent, Stephen. Do you have someone in particular in mind?” he asked. “Actually I do. There’s a chap at Imperial College who has done some amazing work with magnetism, Professor James Gordon. He was an advisor to the Ministry of Defence on mine detection – that was all to do with magnetism and I know that he has pioneered some of its clinical uses.” Appsby leafed through the pages at the end of his notebook. “He works for Professor Martin McClean. He’s the Principal of the Natural Sciences Faculty at Imperial.’

 

The Chairman looked towards the Chief of Defence Intelligence, “Do you know McClean or Gordon at all Mark?” General Sir Mark Stiles responded “We know McClean quite well, but I haven’t come across Gordon but that doesn’t mean he’s not on our books.” The Chairman turned to Appsby. “You can have a chat with McClean but make sure that he is aware of the sensitivity of the matter. He will know just what Gordon might be able to contribute. Perhaps you would report back to us for our meeting after next.” He glanced down at his diary. “Thursday the 13th of January and we will be back across the road by then.” With that, Appsby left.

 

The JIC discussed what Appsby had said. Their next outside briefer was a Naval Commander from the Chief of Defence Intelligence’s empire who had been tasked to give a status report of UK intelligence satellites and facilities provided to the UK by US satellites. The briefing revealed a sorry story of ageing satellites, shortages of fuel to keep them on station, and damage caused by high levels of solar activity. The US considered their situation to be dire and the loss of the Challenger space shuttle and the subsequent grounding of the fleet did not help. Despite their relatively large number of space assets, they were openly discussing reducing the facilities available to the UK. The US had already offered to make intelligence products available in several key areas but deny the UK access to the original or raw intelligence. The last thing the JIC wanted was for intelligence products to be controlled almost entirely by the World’s dominant power; the UK had to be able to gather its own intelligence and create intelligence products that were not tainted by political or cultural bias. The UK also wanted to keep an eye on her allies. 

 

The JIC meeting was concluded by lunchtime. The following day Sir Stephen Appsby telephoned Professor Martin McClean and the two agreed to meet in the New Year. 






  

Chapter 2 – Work at Last
 

 

Imperial College of Science and Technology sits discreetly on London’s Exhibition Road. Most people would walk straight past, on their way to or from the Science Museum and the Victoria and Albert Museum across the road. Tom Brooker had enjoyed three fantastic years of fun, friends, rugby and reasonable freedom at the college, and had managed to gain a modest 2nd Class Honours Degree. This result was not good enough to allow him to go on to study for a second degree, as he had hoped, and was making job hunting difficult.

 

Tom had been so elated on the day of his graduation ceremony in May 2000. He had collected his degree in the sumptuous surroundings of the Royal Albert Hall, just a short walk away from Imperial College. He had been delighted that his father was at the ceremony, but disappointed when he had made excuses to leave early from the reception afterwards. It was only a few days later that tragedy struck; Tom learnt that his father had died. He was devastated.

 

Now, in the middle of November 2000, sixteen months after finishing his degree and six months after his father’s death, Tom was finding life in London rather difficult. After several quite disastrous job interviews, he was clearly not going to become a banker, a fast-track civil servant or a producer at the BBC. Part of his problem was that he had studied engineering but had wanted to do something a little more exciting where his engineering knowledge or skills might be a useful adjunct. He was a nervous interviewee and his degree result was simply not good enough to offset his deficiencies. A succession of part time jobs was getting him down. He had enjoyed the challenge of driving the florist’s van in the rush hour but the novelty had worn off after about a week. His career as a painter and decorator lasted just 2 days and that was followed by 4 weeks as a security specialist or, more accurately, night watchman. He did quite like the regime of 4 nights on and 3 days off but this soon became a total bore. His longest spell of employment was as an assistant buyer for a large department store near Sloane Square but after 4 months, the routine of 6 or more hours a day telephoning manufacturers, wholesalers and other buyers became too much and he left. His social life was becoming erratic as his circle of friends became smaller and smaller, and he had not had a girlfriend for several months. He was no longer eligible to play for the university rugby team and his brief membership of an amateur club had ended.

 

He was now in his bed sitter, “between jobs” and feeling quite sorry for himself. His room was in a dilapidated basement flat, an oasis of poverty in Elm Park Gardens, just off the fashionable middle reaches of the Fulham Road. He had lived there for almost 3 years. The flat was owned by a once successful journalist, Angus Merchant whom, through a combination of alcohol and depression, had lost his way in life. Perhaps not surprisingly, Tom had met Angus in the local pub not far from Elm Park Gardens.

 

Tom was a keen pub quiz competitor and through this had met Charlie, an elderly and bright eccentric with excellent general knowledge. Tom would seek out the old man with his unkempt mottled beard and would usually team up with him for the monthly quizzes. They enjoyed each other’s company and Tom did not mind being forced to learn all sorts of trivia. Tom was able to recite the winning FA cup teams and most of the racing classic winners from 1945 onwards as well as other “little gems” that he was told could clinch a close quiz. Although Tom took his instruction seriously, he could not remember a single quiz night when a little gem made any significant difference. “But Tom, my dear boy, having these facts at your finger tips will one day save your bacon. Trust me on that one.” It was through Charlie that he had met Angus Merchant who rather liked the idea of taking Tom in as a paying guest in order to make ends meet. 

 

Angus Merchant had been a successful feature writer and did a short spell as a deputy editor. It was this latter assignment that had been his final undoing. He was already used to a life of liquid lunches in Fleet Street and did much of his research through face to face encounters in restaurants, clubs and pubs all over London. When he was promoted to deputy editor he kept the same routine and eventually was sacked. He found it impossible to re-establish his previous position and so his spiralling journey of decline had begun. He was still able to get the odd article into print, but his influence with the broadsheet editors had all but disappeared. In the summer time, he would wear a crumpled cream jacket, a poor choice given his deteriorating personal hygiene. The rest of the time, he would wear a light tweed suit with or without a waistcoat depending on the order in which the items presented themselves, having been scattered the night before. He would occasionally be touched by the threads of habits past and put a carnation in his button hole or apply a splash of aftershave. At most other times he was lucky to remember to shave.

 

Tom did his best to avoid his landlord whom would either be drunk or hung over and looking for sympathy. He had enough money to last about two more weeks and realised that he had to pull himself out of this rut and find proper employment. It was after his second coffee and the dipping of the last of the custard creams that he finally had a glimpse of a realistic future. He had seen an advertisement for an assistant in the Faculty of Natural Sciences at Imperial College; an engineering background, practical approach to problem solving and good interpersonal skills were demanded. In order to stand any chance of getting this job he had to sort himself out. 

 

First, he needed to work on his CV. He managed to reduce it from four pages of loosely connected facts to a punchy one pager of condensed life which he was able to re-type on an electric typewriter in the Imperial College student union office. The application form was straight forward and he delivered the large A4 envelope in person.

 

It took 5 days before his application was acknowledged and by now Tom had been forced to find yet another temping job. He was delivering leaflets for a marketing company. He had been chased by a pair of dogs, propositioned by a lady older than his mother and had the start of a blister on his left heel. His mobile rang and a secretary in the Imperial College Faculty of Natural Sciences invited him for an interview the following week. The remaining leaflets in his satchel were stuffed into the letter boxes at the next block of flats – perhaps someone would benefit from 70 or more half price yogurts or was it home delivery pizza today? He needed to focus his full effort on the coming interview. It was now Thursday and the interview was at 10am next Tuesday.

 

Tom Brooker’s wardrobe consisted of one tatty Austin Reed jacket, countless pairs of jeans, most of which needed burning, a variety of cheap shirts and some grubby sweaters. He went shopping that afternoon and was surprised to find that Marks and Spencer in the Kings Road had everything he needed. 

 

The following day Tom showered early and dressed in his new “interview” clothes. He looked in the mirror and was pleased with the minor transformation. He was no longer the grubby student but the five o’clock shadow looked scruffy. He quickly took off the jacket, tie and shirt and had a wet shave and made an effort to trim his sideboards. He was not happy with the final result as his hair looked even longer sitting atop his now whisker free face. He reluctantly decided that it was time for a haircut. He went around the corner onto the Fulham Road and spent fifteen minutes reading a year old copy of “What Car?” followed by five minutes of hollow banter from Wayne, the spotty youth with the scissors. Perhaps he should have paid an extra £5 and had Nigel but Wayne seemed to be doing a good job. When the minor ordeal was over he went back to his bed-sit and had a second shower to get rid of the loose hair clippings. He put his smart clothes on again and hardly recognised the young man staring back at him from the mirror. He removed the tie, unbuttoned the jacket and set off for Imperial College. 

 

His plan was to find out everything he could about the job on offer and try to get some additional intelligence from the girls working in the Faculty of Natural Sciences admin office. What a morning he had. On the way to Imperial he bumped into Charlie who was also walking towards Exhibition Road. “You need to do everything you can to get this job. When it comes to the interview, trust your instincts and whatever you do – be yourself. Make sure you tell them how good you are with your hands – they want a practical type just like you.” Tom liked the old man but had had enough of his company by the time they reached the college.

 

Jasmine, the newly promoted office manager, was slightly flattered to be asked so many questions by this rather nice young man. He discovered that only three other applicants had been invited for interview. The Physics Department had created this job by amalgamating the responsibilities of two other posts which had been vacant for over six months. They wanted an intelligent individual, able to tackle almost any practical task, and someone with the gumption to work unsupervised. None of the other applicants had degrees but one had been doing similar work elsewhere in the University of London. The salary was published as £17,000 but would be reviewed after 6 months and should rise to £19,000 by the end of the first year. “Well done Jasmine”, he thought as he made his way back into Exhibition Road.

 

Over the coming three days the euphoria turned into excitement which then became anticipation and finally reduced to nervous dread. Despite making some effort to prepare for this interview his old nerves had returned and he feared another failure. He walked the mile or so to Exhibition Road and into Imperial College. The familiar buildings were a blur, voices echoed without meaning and then he was in the waiting room. Another candidate was still in the interview room. He kept looking at his watch. Every sweep of the second hand deepened the hollow in his stomach. His ordeal was made worse by the odd burst of laughter from the interview room. Eventually the other candidate emerged, smiling and looking very relaxed.

 

“Should I go now and save the embarrassment?” he thought. There was a further delay. His watch face was blurred, he was perspiring despite the air conditioning and his heart was in overdrive. He walked across the room for the seventh time under the punishing gaze of the secretary. “Get a grip, you fool. She will tell them how nervous you are.” The door opened behind him. “Ah, Mr Brooker.” A stocky man in a crumpled grey suit filled the doorway. “Sorry to keep you waiting. Do come through. The board are ready for you now.” The grey suit swayed its way to the far end of a long mahogany table. The chair in the middle of one long side of the table was empty. On the other long side sat three men and one woman. None of them looked very friendly. On the left hand end of the table was the grey suit settling back into his chair. On the right hand end was a familiar face, Jasmine. Tom managed a brief smile which was not acknowledged. How could there have been laughter in this room just a few minutes ago?

 

“Right, let’s get cracking.” The chairman of the Board was sitting at the centre of the table directly opposite the empty chair. “Let me introduce the Board. On my right is Dr Jane Humphreys. She is on secondment from The Massachusetts Institute of Technology and is an expert in molecular photometry. On my immediate left is Dr Ian George, an Astro Physics specialist, and next to him is Professor James Gordon who is leading our research in bio-molecular magnetics. You met Mr Broadbent at the door. He is our deputy in Human Resources and finally we have Miss Jasmine Archbold who is secretary to the Board.” The Astro wizard leant across and muttered in the Chairman’s ear. “Oh yes, I am Professor Martin McClean, Natural Sciences Faculty Principal.”

 

Tom was still halfway between the door and the vacant chair. He felt paralysed but knew that he had to make the three extra steps to the chair. It felt like an eternity but he made it. Palms sweating, heart pounding and head swimming, he fought to compose himself. “Do sit down Mr Brooker…and do relax.” The Chairman extended his hand towards the vacant chair. “We are here to find out about you so that should not be too much of a challenge, should it?” Was it sarcasm or just an unfortunate phrase? Tom’s heart raced.

 

“Tell us a bit about yourself,” invited the Chairman. Tom had expected this question. “Well, my late father was an engineer. He started his career with British Rail and finished with British Airways. He encouraged me to make things, take them apart to mend and sometimes make improvements. I went to the Grammar School in Salisbury. By my GCSE year I was convinced that I wanted to become an architect but Dad felt that engineering would be better. I must admit that I did enjoy things mechanical and was quite content to read mechanical engineering here at Imperial. I did quite well in my first and second years but had a disastrous third year. There were some family problems that came to a head during the lead up to my finals. I don’t want this to sound like an excuse for my poor showing at the exams but it did upset me quite a bit. Anyway, I got a Desmond and so here I am.” Tom sat back feeling that he had got the pitch about right.

 

“Mr Brooker,” Professor Gordon lent forward, “what is a Desmond?” Tom smiled and noticed that Jasmine had a cheeky grin on her face. “It’s a second class honours degree sir, a Two Two… Desmond Tutu.” That seemed to go down well and even made the crusty Chairman chuckle. “Oh, and I forgot to mention that I played rugby for the College and founded the Imperial College HG Wells Society.” He paused as he noticed the expressions of curiosity across the table. “HG Wells attended the Royal College of Science here in Kensington before it became Imperial. He didn’t finish his studies due to ill health and that was when his writing career started.” Tom sat back again. Professor Gordon responded “I am glad that you entered into college life and how interesting. I am a great fan of HG Wells but had never heard of your HG Wells Society.” The Chairman moved the interview forward. “Yes, most interesting Mr Brooker.”

 

The ice had been broken and Tom felt a little better, but now the assault began. “Do you envisage making a career in this field?” “What measuring instruments would you need to determine the strength and frequency of a series of magnetic pulses?” “Why is glass brittle?” “Can you explain why you have had no meaningful employment since graduating?” “If you could choose an assistant from two candidates would you choose the clever lazy one or the industrious fool?” “You were introduced to the Board. Can you now tell me the names of everyone in this room?” Tom was not doing well and felt worse after getting only three of the names right. He did remember Jasmine’s name and her smile helped a lot.

 

Professor Gordon asked, “Why should we choose you Mr Brooker?” Tom surprised himself with his reply. “Sir, I am a very practical person. I am not afraid to have a go at anything.” He glanced up at the clock in the middle of the wall behind the table. “That clock is not working. I have no doubt that I could make it work whether it is battery powered or clockwork. I might not be able to remember the right measuring instruments for magnetic pulses but I could make an electromagnet. I may have failed to impress you but this is such an artificial situation for me. Give me the screwdriver and spanner or tell me what needs to be fixed and I can do it. I believe that if you start a job, then you should see it through. I am not a clock watcher and am not the type to skive off or neglect my duties. If you do take a chance with me, I promise that I will not let you down.” He sat back and did his best to appear calm as he surfed the remains of the adrenaline rush. There was a brief silence as his words were digested.

 

“Well, do you have any questions for us Mr Brooker?” asked the Chairman. Tom had no question lined up but felt that he had to ask something. “I am not certain whether I will be responsible to an individual senior member of staff or whether I will be a resource for many to task?” Tom sat back.

 

“The successful applicant,” began the Chairman making a point about the presumption in Tom’s question, “will work directly for Professor Gordon but may, as required, be seconded to work elsewhere in the Faculty but this would most likely be confined to the Physics Department.” Tom smiled. With that the interview was concluded. As Tom said farewell, the Chairman said “We will write to you in due course, Mr Brooker.”

 

Tom walked briskly down Exhibition Road recalling every painful moment of the interview. “How should I know how to measure magnetic fluxes and how come they seemed so relaxed with the other candidate?” He waited to cross Cromwell Road and decided that this was not his finest hour and that alternative employment should be sought as soon as possible. He decided to drop in at the temping agency on Gloucester Road and see what work was available. Once there, he spent fifteen minutes looking through the various vacancies displayed on the main notice board. Nothing caught his eye and so he sat down and waited for one of the staff to be free. An hour later he was no better off and walked back towards the Fulham Road and his basement room. It was nearly 2 o’clock and he was very hungry. After a very quick plate of beans on toast he set off again to sign back on with Kensington Security Solutions, expecting to be back in work before the end of the week.

 

Tom had resolved to stick with the security job for as long as possible in order to build up some savings. He thought that it was time that he went down to the south of France to visit his mother, but without a car that would be difficult. Perhaps he should save up for a motorbike. He took every bit of work that the security company offered him and amazed his supervisor by working every day over the Christmas holiday. This had two advantages for Tom. It meant that he was not at a loose end, or stuck on his own at Christmas and he was paid double time. By the middle of January he was working a more reasonable four shifts a week and was able to resume a modest social life. He had contacted Jasmine hoping to get a date but she was still playing hard to get.

 

In mid February he was assigned to guard an electro-plating works in Battersea. His first 4 night shifts had been very quiet and he had even managed to squeeze in a couple of hours sleep between routine check-in calls. Tuesday night was different. The plating works was on the outskirts of Battersea, at the end of a lane and surrounded by derelict industrial buildings. As he rode his ageing moped up the bumpy track he saw the familiar signs “Warning Security Zone. Kensington Security Guard Dogs on Patrol.” He was partly amused by the sign and partly uneasy as he represented the sum total of security for this rather isolated site. “Woof!” he said to himself.

 

At about 1 am, he heard some noises from the area near the road. From his window he could see three young men attempting to climb the five foot high main gate. He followed the Kensington Security procedure to the letter. He first called their emergency number. He simply gave the four digit code for his job and put the phone down. He then went to a place of relative safety from where he could continue to observe the criminal activity. He was not there long. One of the youths had fallen from the top of the gate and was lying on the ground on the inside of the perimeter fencing. The others had run away leaving the injured youth screaming in pain. Nobody could hear the boy’s distress call except Tom. He ran out to the front gate as quickly as he could. He should have been more wary. As he started to bend down by the side of the youth on the ground the screaming stopped and was replaced by a broad grin. He was hit from behind. Luckily the lump of wood that smashed into his shoulder broke and reduced the significance of the blow. It had been aimed at his head but alcohol and drugs had spoilt his assailant’s eye. Tom was quick, he had made great efforts to maintain his fitness and his rugby training was serving him well. He hit the youth who held the now broken stick, squarely in the face. He pushed the one who had been screaming back to the ground and kicked him very hard in the groin. The third miscreant was starting to climb back up the gate when Tom grabbed him by the feet and jerked him back down. The teenager fell badly with most of the impact taken on his chin. His jaw was broken and he just sat whimpering with his back to the gate. Then, Tom noticed the return of a familiar foe. The darkness was setting in as he began to lose his balance. He collapsed in a heap and lost consciousness.

 

By now the police had arrived and were quick to climb over the gate. The three scruffy youths were making no attempt to run away. They were only fourteen or fifteen years old and had all been drinking. Tom had only been unconscious for a minute but now he was coming to, he recognised the messages from his senses that he had felt several times before. His condition had never been presented to a doctor and so remained undiagnosed. Tom knew that when he became angry and his adrenaline levels were high enough he could lose consciousness. It had happened first at home, when he was just ten years old, during a dreadful argument between his parents. Tom had stepped in to try and stop the shouting when the darkness first afflicted him. His mother thought that he had been hit by his father when he collapsed to the floor. There were several other occasions during his school years, but in each case it escaped detailed investigation. During his time as a student at Imperial it had happened twice, both times on the rugby field, but it was thought to have been a knock on the head or winding. Tom did not want to talk or even think about this problem as he was convinced that it would go away.

 

The taller of the two policemen, PC Jackson, ran to the boy with the broken jaw and then radioed for an ambulance. The youth who had been kicked in the groin shouted “That bastard tried to kill us, we was only getting our football!” He continued to rub the nether reaches of his groin. Tom was sitting up and felt able to stand despite the buzzing in his head. He was desperately trying to put together the sequence of events. He remembered making the telephone call to Kensington Security but he was not sure how he came to be near the gate to the road. The second policeman, a Sergeant, looked at the three youths and then turned to Tom, “Bloody carnage here mate. I think we got here just in time, don’t you?” It was a rhetorical and deliberately sarcastic remark. The policemen took brief statements from two of the boys which gave Tom the extra time that he needed to piece together what had actually happened. They were unable to have any form of dialogue with the lad with the broken jaw and so the Sergeant turned to Tom. “So what do you think happened here Tarzan?” he asked. Tom did not like the attitude of either of the policemen but told his story in as calm a manner as he could manage. He could not be sure that he had remembered everything but deliberately did not mention his brief moment of darkness.

 

The Sergeant showed little emotion at any stage. “That lad there says that you attacked them and that was the only reason he hit you with the stick.” Tom made no attempt to correct the story. “He also said that you had said that you were going to kill them. Is that true?” Tom could not be sure if he had made a threat but denied the allegation and reiterated his own account. “As soon as I saw these guys climbing the gate I phoned for help. I only came out from the building when I thought this little bastard was hurt.” There were small beads of sweat on Tom’s forehead and his heart was pounding as he struggled to defend his actions. He was desperately trying to remain calm and not spark another fainting attack.

 

The ambulance was just nearing the top of the lane and PC Jackson asked Tom to unlock the gate. Behind the ambulance was a Kensington Security patrol car. Whilst Jackson and the ambulance crew were busy with the three boys, the Sergeant took Tom to one side. “Look lad. This does not look good for you. I know these boys are not angels but not one of them is sixteen. You’ve got no witness to defend your story. If you end up in court, the judge will take one look at your size and your fitness and he’ll side with these scrawny little shits.” The man from Kensington Security had heard most of the conversation. “My sheet tells me this site’s got CCTV so that should ‘elp, wotcha fink?” The Sergeant did not reply but went straight to the back of the ambulance to assess the injuries.

 

“You did a good job ‘ere then young man.” said the patrolman “Pity I ain’t got me cam’ra.” Tom felt very uneasy. “What do you think is going to happen? I was just trying to help the youngster who I thought had fallen. They jumped me. I was just defending myself.” Tom looked around for somewhere to sit, his head was still a little fuzzy. He perched on the edge of a stack of broken pallets and cradled his head in his hands. He was not there long before the police sergeant beckoned him to the police car. In the back of the car Tom was formally cautioned and warned that he may be charged with assault. In a strange way Tom felt relieved as the scale of his plight was clearer and there was still some hope.

 

It was several hours before order was restored to this run down corner of Battersea. The Kensington Security patrolman had to take responsibility for the site. The ambulance took two of the boys to hospital accompanied by PC Jackson. A second police car eventually arrived to take the third boy to Battersea Police Station. Tom was also driven there by the police sergeant.

 

The arrival processing at the police station took forever. Identities had to be stated and verified, pockets were emptied, fingerprints and DNA samples taken and finally the police caution was repeated. By now it was nearly 7am on Thursday morning and much to Tom’s surprise he was given breakfast. Tom waited in a cramped and smelly cell until after 9am when the detailed work of questioning, formal checking of statements and cross questioning took place. A duty solicitor provided Tom some support but did not discourage the aggressive and often humiliating police questioning. By the end of that day Tom was charged with common assault which the duty solicitor confided was far better than the potential charge of grievous bodily harm which had been a possibility. Tom was feeling tired, lonely and dispirited and he was totally crushed when he was told that he would have to remain in the police cells until his remand hearing in court, probably on the following Monday or Tuesday.

 

He was offered the use of a telephone to call a family member or a close friend. This offer made him even more dejected. He did not see the point of contacting his mother in France and he had no siblings to offer comfort. There was also no girlfriend. He felt so wretched that he could not help the tears that streamed down his cheeks. The duty constable took pity on him. “There must be someone who needs to know where you are. What about a friend, if you don’t want your mother involved?” Tom shook his head and stared back across the interview room table at the young policeman. He then realised “My bloody rent is due today. I better call my landlord.”

 

Tom was allowed access to his mobile phone in order to look up the landlord’s number but he was not allowed to use it to make any calls despite there being three missed calls and several text messages. He was able to see that two of the missed calls were from Imperial College but his mobile telephone was taken away before he could read any of his text messages.

 

Life in police custody was dreadful. Having been charged, the rules did not allow Tom to be questioned any further and so he was left on his own in his tiny, smelly cell. No, he would not be allowed to use his mobile phone and no, there is nothing to read – “this is a police station, not a bloody library”. About every three hours the spy hole in the cell door would slide open for a brief moment and then clang shut again. The minutes seemed like hours and the slightest noise made him sit up in the hope of company, a visit or release. Supper was delivered on a plastic tray with a plastic plate and a plastic spoon. The lumpy stew was barely warm and not at all appetising. He found sleep difficult, not least because the lights were on all of the time. He dozed, woke up, walked around and then dozed again. At 7am on Friday morning his cell door was opened and he was given his breakfast tray. He declined the chance of a visit from the police doctor and was again refused access to his mobile phone: “I’m not a bloody terrorist. I just want to keep my life ticking over.”

 

Several more hours went by and then, shortly before 11am, he was ushered back towards one of the interview rooms. He had a visitor, Jasmine. He told her everything. “Oh Tom, what a mess. You’ve got the job. I typed the letter last Friday and posted it myself. When I had heard nothing by Wednesday morning I tried to call your mobile and sent you a text as well. Then yesterday morning, I had a phone call from someone called Charlie who said that you had missed your pub quiz night and that your landlord knew what was going on. Well, that evening, after work, I went to your flat and this awful man, he stank of booze, said that you were here. He said that you had missed your rent and he was going to throw your stuff out. I wasn’t sure what to do and so I called in sick this morning and went to the cash machine and paid your rent for you. Then I came here.”

 

They sat across the table from each other in silence for a moment. Neither knew what more should be said. “Oh, thanks for paying my rent. I’ll pay you back as soon as they let me see daylight again. I think they expect me to go to court early next week. I’m sure that things will be fine once I can explain everything. Look, you won’t mention this to anyone at Imperial will you? I really want the job.”

 

Jasmine could see the hopeless look in his eyes and hear the desperation in his voice “No problem. I’ll tell James that you called to accept the offer.” He brightened up and, for the first time in days, managed a smile. “Who’s James?” he asked. Jasmine was relieved to see him cheer up. “Professor James Gordon – you met him at the interview – he’s your new boss. Don’t let him hear you refer to him as James though. You must call him Professor Gordon.” She said. “When does he expect me to start work? I may be tied up sorting this lot out for at least a week. It could be more.” Tom sat back in his chair. Jasmine paused, then replied. “Well, if it was up to James you would have been there the day after the interview. But, despite what he might say you can’t start work until after the 5th of April as the funding only starts in the new financial year. So you’ve got 5 weeks to get your life in order. It would be useful for you to drop into my office as soon as you can, so we can sort out the paperwork.”

 

Tom was feeling much more positive now in many ways, “Well, of course I will be there as soon as I can – I would like to see you again anyway.” He felt that he had broken the ice but Jasmine became defensive. “Oh Tom, you’re really sweet but I’m..” she hesitated, “I don’t want any complication okay?” Tom gave a false smile and looked down into his hands.

 

The duty constable looked at his watch for the third time and then ushered Jasmine out of the room and took Tom back to his cell. Tom’s emotions were certainly being tested. He sat back down on the narrow bed and soon got back into the habit of listening to every tiny noise outside his cell. Lunch would be next, or so he thought. The duty constable collected him again and took him back to the interview room. No, Jasmine had not returned. Instead there was the familiar face of the duty solicitor and the police sergeant who had originally arrested Tom at the plating works. The sergeant looked grim. “Thomas Brooker, I am Sergeant Morris and you know Mr Franks the duty solicitor. Your case has been reviewed by the Criminal Prosecution Service and the charge against you is to be withdrawn. You will however, still have the police caution on your record. You are free to go.” Sergeant Morris’s expression changed. He had completed the formal part of his duty. “In my view Mr Brooker, you are a very lucky young man. You need to thank your Kensington Security people for getting the video from that night to us pretty sharpish. It just about backs up your side of the story, although it might not have stood up to court scrutiny. Still it was enough for the three young men to admit their side of things.”

 

Tom was delighted, of course, but he was also concerned “Why do I still have this police caution hanging over me? Surely I am completely innocent.” The Sergeant responded in a business-like way “In cases like these, we have to examine the facts and assess whether your reaction was proportionate to the threat or violence that you experienced at the time. We, the Police, thought that you were excessive in your response to the attack but the Crown Prosecution Service took a different view. They have concluded that there was an element of doubt that could only be tested in court. This doubt concerned your assessment of the scale of the attack and whether you thought that you were in a fight for life situation.”

 

The duty solicitor took the Sergeant’s point forward. “It is very simple, Mr Brooker. If you were made to appear in court the outcome would depend on the strength of argument or performance of the barristers and judge on the day. A strong prosecution line would focus on the age and size of the boys. Unarmed, not one of them presented any real threat to you. The law is a little weak in this area and Sergeant Morris is right in what he says. Now, if this proves to be a one-off incident then you have nothing to fear. I would advise you not to challenge the police caution as there is too great a risk that one or more of the young men you hit might see an unfavourable outcome as a reason or even justification to pursue you in the civil courts for damages.”

 

Tom was grateful that a line had been drawn under the whole business and was only too pleased to be out of the police station and on his way home. He had a lot to sort out; some back pay, the whereabouts of his trusty moped, the money that he owed to Jasmine and preparations for his new job. The next couple of weeks just flew by.

 






  

Chapter 3 – Hush Hush
 

 

The business with the police was now almost forgotten and Tom was beginning to settle into his new role as “Mr Fixit” for Professor Gordon. Tom felt that the job had the right balance between routine duties and new challenges and he was delighted to have the freedom, for most of the time, to use his initiative. He was grateful for the help that Jasmine had given him but wished that they could be more than just friends.

 

James Gordon was old fashioned but, at 51 years, did not consider himself to be old. He kept himself fit with occasional squash or badminton and loved walking, especially in London. He liked scientific precision but was a hopeless administrator and all too often forgot quite important deadlines. He considered his research to be the second most important thing in his life. His wife, Alison, meant more to him than everything and everyone else in the World. Either Alison would telephone him during the day or he would telephone her. They had no children, just each other, held together by the strongest of bonds. For this reason he had not forced the pace of his career and, like a leaf in a stream, was content to bob from here to there as chance would dictate. His academic career had been somewhat spectacular none the less. He was one of the youngest scientists to be awarded the prestigious Hughes Medal from the Royal Society for his work in magnetism. He was chosen by the BBC to introduce and contribute to an occasional series of television programmes about science in society. Although not noted for his teaching ability, he was always popular with his students and had even been known to risk a beer in the student union on very special occasions. In recent years his academic load had reduced to make way for his research which was considered by the Faculty of Natural Sciences and Imperial College to be of the highest priority. His work had attracted considerable sponsorship from the medical industry, the UK Government Department of Health and several European institutions. The Professor was not a “political” man and he steered clear of the cut and thrust of college matters, and for this reason did not benefit from the entirety of his sponsorship grants. It did not matter, the work progressed at a satisfactory rate, there were never any arguments over resources or money and the output of the research was welcomed by every sponsor.

 

The new financial year brought in additional sponsorship grants and for the first time in his career Professor Gordon had to spread his knowledge and expertise across two quite different areas of research. His traditional work on magnetic resonance remained balanced between the Institute of Biomedical Engineering and the Faculty of Natural Sciences. His new work, for the UK Ministry of Defence, was classified and would be funded through existing UK Treasury channels set up for other MoD work undertaken by Imperial College. Although Tom was not told, his employment was entirely funded through this new research line and there would be no question of him being tasked by anyone other than Professor Gordon. The hush-hush work did bring with it some special challenges. The first such challenge came to light during the visit of Inspector Morton-Farrell from the Home Office. He was in fact a Metropolitan Policeman in Special Branch but assigned to a small department that looked after the security aspects of highly sensitive Government projects. The meeting took place in Professor Gordon’s cramped and scruffy office, tucked into the rear corner of his smaller research laboratory.

 

The policeman was perfunctory. “Professor, the purpose of my visit today is to ensure that the necessary security procedures are initiated and that you are familiar with the significance of Project Argus.” Morton-Farrell paused only long enough to make a note that the door was shut and that their conversation was to be private. “First of all, I must see your college photographic ID and check that you are the real Professor Gordon.” This caused some mild amusement which Morton-Farrell ignored. “Date of birth? Town and county where you were born?” He checked the answers with the notes in his notebook. “You may recall Professor that you were required to provide some details for the Defence Vetting Agency, about two years ago?” At first the Professor took this to be a statement but after a pregnant pause said “Sorry, yes. I do remember. Loads of questions about parents, relations, addresses and foreign travel.” The policeman’s tone was impatient. “I want you to tell me now who else you consider needs to have access to information relating to the research that you will be conducting, under Project Argus. Then we can initiate similar vetting procedures for them.” Morton-Farrell stared directly into the Professor’s eyes. James Gordon soon looked away as he thought carefully. “My new research assistant, Tom Brooker, is obvious. I don’t have a secretary any more – we all seem to do our own typing now. Oh, what about Professor Martin McClean, the Faculty Principal, and the rest of the hierarchy for that matter?”

 

Morton-Farrell looked at his notebook. “Professor McClean is already on our books and is authorised to discuss this work. As far as my brief goes, you should refer anyone in your command chain to Professor McClean should there be any awkward questions. What about PhD students or other researchers working with you?”

 

The Professor looked slightly uncomfortable. He stood up and sat on the edge of the desk opposite the policeman. “When this project was first discussed I didn’t know quite what the Ministry of Defence required. I, er,” he hesitated, “I thought it was all rather trivial and did not put in a bid for this financial year to cover any research students or other staff. I was lucky to get funding for young Brooker through the system, long after the deadline.” Morton-Farrell actually smiled for the first time. “Well that’s easy then, we only need to get your Mr Brooker checked out. Perhaps I could interview him today. Have you given him any idea about this project?” The Professor sat down again. “No, but he does know that there is something new around the corner.”

 

The meeting went on for another half an hour, focusing mainly on measures to safeguard any sensitive data that might be gathered or created during the course of the research. A special tamper-proof document safe would be provided and there would be Home Office and Ministry of Defence contact numbers for security advice and assistance if required.

 

Tom was called into the office and given a very low level brief, not far from the level of information that could be gleaned from the internet. “Mr Brooker, you and Professor Gordon are about to do some research for the Ministry of Defence. The work is classified and is known as Project Argus. You will be required to sign the Official Secrets Act. You will not be allowed to discuss any facet of the work with anyone except Professor Gordon. The work concerns the ability to detect the passage of large metallic objects, such as ships and submarines, by studying minor changes to the earth’s magnetic field. It is hoped that the work will establish procedures for detecting such movements and reduce our reliance on satellite technology. Now, before you can learn any more we have to get your security vetting under way. This is not done by me but by an agency within the MoD. I have here however, some forms for you to complete which I will forward to the Defence Vetting Agency. They will do a quick check on you and make a decision whether you can be given temporary clearance to allow you to get on with your work. The full vetting process can take many months.” Morton-Farrell handed over a sheaf of forms. “Oh, sorry. I forgot to mention that you have to provide three copies.”

 

Tom looked at the forms. They each had eight pages of questions. “Help!” he said “I’m going to have to speak to my Mum to get some of these answers. I don’t know when any of my grandparents were born and haven’t a clue where they were born. This might take a day or two, is that okay?” The policeman was not surprised. “If you can do it within a week, you’ll be ahead of most of the people I get to visit.”

 

The meeting soon drew to a close and after Inspector Morton-Farrell departed, Tom was eager to quiz the Professor about the work ahead. “Slow down, Tom. You’ll know what’s going on soon enough. What you have to remember is the importance of keeping everything about our work secret. Now I think you should get those forms done.” Tom went back to the corner of the lab where he had a small area for his papers and an internal telephone. He had just settled down, looking through the forms, when the Professor came across to him in a bit of a panic.

 

“Tom, I’m sorry but I am going to have to leave early. Alison, my wife, has just phoned. She’s had a bump with the car and is awfully upset.” He did not wait for any response from Tom but added, “Why not close up here and concentrate on getting those forms sorted out. I’ll see you in the morning.” With that he whisked out of the door. Tom stayed in the lab to work on the forms and felt justified using the University telephone to call his mother in France. After several telephone calls to his mother he had everything that he needed.

 

The following day the Professor arrived half an hour late which was not like him. “Tom, I am so sorry but I had to drop Alison’s car off for repair. Were there any calls?” Tom pulled out his notepad, sat on the edge of the desk and pretended to straighten a non existent skirt, “Well Professor, Dr Skimsky or is Skaminsky was the first to phone. He says he will be in London next week and wanted to know if you were attending the Memorial Lecture.” Tom noted the Professor’s smile and continued hamming it up. “Professor McClean also called but said that it could wait until you see him this afternoon.” Tom sat back and pretended to file his nails with his pencil. The Professor had a broad grin, “Excellent Miss Brooker, take the rest of the day off, but before you go tell Tom he’s got work to do.”

 

That day went particularly well and by the end of it, Tom felt that he had got to know a lot more about the Professor and had a better understanding of his character and values. Tom was already aware of the Professor’s devotion to his wife, but he found out that she suffered a nervous breakdown about twenty years ago when they finally realised that they could not have children. Tragically, that nervous breakdown had precluded them from being able to adopt a child. Even a minor bump with the car was enough to force the Professor to his wife’s side. Tom was pleased that the Professor had a good sense of humour and was not worried about having his leg pulled. However, Tom also realised that one had to choose one’s moments and sense the mood before risking even the mildest jape. The Professor was quite happy to talk about his student days which had also been spent at Imperial College. He had fond memories of Professor Sir Eric Laithwaite whom, he recalled, had invented the linear motor, but had never managed to get sufficient commercial backing for such a brilliant idea. “Now in those days Tom, nobody worried about all of this health and safety nonsense. Dear old Prof Laithwaite was known to have caused considerable collateral damage during demonstrations. Big slabs of aluminium would be placed on his linear motor platform and when the power was applied they would shoot off at amazing speed.  It narrowly missed his assistant on one occasion. So you had better look out! His enthusiasm for his subject was a great inspiration to me and many others. Ah well, those were the days…”

 

During the coming few weeks, many of the preparations were put in place for the new work for the MoD. Tom completed all of his vetting paperwork and he was told that, pending the full review of his submission, he would be allowed to take part in the classified work associated with Project Argus. With that hurdle negotiated, the Professor was able to brief Tom on the challenges ahead. When the Professor had been told of the requirement nearly a year before, he had thought that the aim was to detect the odd passing ship or submarine. It turned out that the sponsors wanted a system that could track multiple movements across every ocean. The project name “Argus” was a reference to a many eyed creature from the myths of ancient Greece. A joint United States and United Kingdom pilot study had been carried out fifteen years earlier using magnetic techniques but the project was dropped after budget cuts on both sides. Now the UK Ministry of Defence wanted to produce a prototype system within 2 years to plug a known gap in its intelligence gathering capability. This time, however, there would be no cooperation with the Americans. If the prototype was successful, a defence contractor would take on production work with support from the Professor. At that point the Professor felt that Tom would be seconded to the contractor for a year or more. Tom found all of this background fascinating and he and the Professor made a good team as they went about their research and experimentation.

 

Authority for Tom to be briefed on classified work also meant that the Professor was able to show off some of his “toys” which he had been developing over the preceding months. “Now Tom, I think you will find this particularly interesting.” The Professor went to the security cabinet next to his scruffy desk and unlocked the top drawer. He took out a neat little wooden box which he carefully opened on the desk in front of Tom. The box contained four identical plastic encased objects about nine centimetres long and two centimetres in diameter, with a slight bulge near the middle and each with four wires coming out of the middle. “I gave one of my PhD students the task of designing a means of measuring small changes in magnetic flux. His ideas were very good but I adapted them and made some important changes to create these. What do you think Tom?”  Tom was singularly not impressed, but feigned interest so as not to dull the Professor’s enthusiasm, “Oh, what do you call them Professor?” he asked, remembering the awful question posed on the subject at his interview. “That’s a good point,” the Professor paused, “they were known as Design 23 when they were being made so, uhm, we’ll call them D23s.” Tom realised that the Professor had just made up the name. “No wonder I got that question wrong at interview.” The Professor smiled.

 

Tom thought the moment was right to ask a question that had been on his mind for ages. “Professor, do you remember the question at my interview asking whether I should choose a lazy bright guy or a hard working thicko to help with a task?” The Professor corrected Tom, “I think we used the term industrious fool rather than thicko but go on.” Tom knew full well what was actually said. “What’s the correct answer then Professor?” asked Tom. “You gave the right answer. A good leader will choose the industrious fool as he can be made to do exactly what is required. The poor leader, or clueless sheep, will choose the bright guy because they see him capable of decision making.” Tom could not help but wonder whether the principle applied in his case. The Professor went back to describing his flux detectors.

 

 “Let me show you how simple they are.” He took one of the D23s and gave a slight twist to separate the two halves of the plastic outer casing. Inside were two small coils of copper each wrapped around a ferrite core, “just like your old fashioned transistor radio would have had,” said the Professor, “and the two cores are separated by a two centimetre disk of pure gold exactly three millimetres thick. That’s why I keep them under lock and key.” He passed the device to Tom who did his best to be interested and asked questions about the purpose of the gold and how the D23s should be used. “We will use three at a time, lined up so that they are at right angles to each other, just like you would expect X, Y and Z co-ordinates. That then gives us both direction and magnitude for the flux changes. Eventually we would need a network of these devices so that the exact position of a flux variation can be calculated. At the moment we only have one spare, unless we discover another dimension.” Tom gave a half hearted laugh and tried hard to stay focused. Tom learnt how to set up the D23s, what other equipment was required to make them work and how their output could be sent to the laboratory computer system. 

 

By late September, Tom had been working for the Professor for over 6 months and he was invited to supper with the Gordons on a Saturday evening. Tom was quite excited and enjoyed himself shopping during the day. He bought more “grown up” clothes, a pair of brown loafers and a bottle of Rioja and some Bendicks mints for his hosts. The Gordon’s flat surprised Tom. It was located on the second floor of a rather splendid block halfway down Drayton Gardens, not very far from Tom’s bolt-hole. They had lived there ever since the Professor had graduated and it had become a very valuable property. Everything about the flat was modern and even trendy. There were photographs everywhere and these appeared to be a mixture of family, friends and places that they had visited, but very few children appeared in any of the shots. The drawing room was a delight with some antique pieces amongst the modern furniture, a baby grand piano and some lovely pieces of silver. Tom concluded that Alison was the arty one and money was no object in this household.

 

Tom had been in the flat for less than twenty seconds when a very large and somewhat stiff gin and tonic was thrust into his hand. “This’ll sort you out Tom”, said the Professor, “and let me introduce our other guests.” The Professor was a very experienced host and took great care to make a fuss of Tom who was by far the most junior in both age and status. He met another professor and his ghastly wife. She barely looked at Tom when they were introduced and soon resumed the conversation that she had been having before his arrival oblivious of his presence.  He then met a Member of Parliament who was accompanied by his secretary, although they appeared to be closer than that relationship should allow, and finally there was an actor who was “resting at the moment” and working in the local supermarket.

 

It took no time at all for Tom to see the very strong love and bond between the Professor and his wife. The Professor’s eyes would cross the room to where she stood and every now and then she would glance across at him. When their eyes met, they exchanged coy smiles. What a pity that such a loving and considerate couple should be childless. Tom wished that his parents could have been just a fraction like the Professor and his wife. He was an only child, brought up by quarrelling parents, when all he wanted was to be part of a proper family where love, respect and discipline were held in the right balance by a considerate father and a loving mother.

 

The evening was great fun. Tom learnt that the actor had been in several television sitcoms and even a couple of West End plays but was never going to set the thespian world on fire. The MP was almost certainly having an affair with his secretary who was at least ten years his junior. The seemingly ghastly wife of the other professor turned out to be fascinating. She had spent her early years as a make-up artist for the now long gone Windmill Theatre in London’s West End. It was through her that the actor had been brought into the community of friends. The Windmill was once one of London’s raunchier venues and Tom found himself blushing more than once as the anecdotes were recounted. Tom discovered that the Professor knew Charlie or “that silly old git” as the Professor called him. Alison had rebuked him for this description of the old man and said that she thought he was “a little rough around the edges but so charming in his eccentric way”. 

 

By the end of the evening Tom felt as though he had been made most welcome in the Gordon home. He had been careful not to overdo the alcohol and, on leaving, made all of the right noises to his very attentive and considerate hosts. It only took him five minutes to walk back to the relative squalor of his basement flat. The lights were on and he could hear the television blaring as he entered the hallway. Tom dreaded these late night encounters with his landlord. “Been out Tommy my fwend?” slurred the inebriated landlord, “Ize, jus’ got a dwink – wan’ one pal?” Tom declined and pushed past him and on into his room. He shut the door and sat down on the edge of the bed. The supper with the Gordons had been a real treat and their flat was delightful and this made Tom realise just how awful his own living arrangements were. Despite this slightly negative end to the day, he slept well.

 

Tom arrived at work on the Monday morning bright and early. He had remembered to bring in the “thank you” note to Alison Gordon which he would pass to the Professor later. He was in a very good mood having spent much of the day before thinking about how happy he was in his job and how important it was now to find better accommodation. He had no significant savings and this, together with a still quite modest salary, precluded any possibility of buying his own place. The Professor’s urgent arrival forced him to set the accommodation issue to the back of his mind. “Tom, I need to double check the readings from Friday. I sat down yesterday to look through them and some of the results are ridiculous.” The Professor went straight to his computer terminal and then added, “I set the test-bed and D23s up myself and I think you checked it before we ran the recorders. It appears that the background magnetic field in the lab is varying by more than ten times what I expected. It either means we have some faulty kit or else there are sources of magnetic noise too close to the experiment.” Tom was puzzled too, “I can test the instruments right now and I could then run a short test for, say, the next four hours. If there is any fault in the equipment it is likely to show over that length of time.” The Professor nodded and Tom went over to the test-bed to get things under way. The equipment was designed to measure the background magnetic field over a period of several days. It was necessary to choose a reasonably long period so that any anomalies could be identified. Professor Gordon had used similar techniques when he had been doing his pioneering work on body scanners and so he knew what results to expect.

 

The two of them worked on together, checking instruments, adjusting power supplies and looking at the results scrolling past on the computer monitor. They took no lunch until the final readings were complete. Tom then set up the computer program to process the millions of readings taken. “It’s a smaller file than normal Professor. I reckon we will have the results in twenty minutes.” The Professor smiled, “Time for a sandwich then Tom. I’ll put the kettle on.”

 

Lunch was soon over and the results were similar to the original set. The equipment was all working perfectly well and so they concluded that there were bursts of quite strong magnetic fields at random intervals, roughly every five to ten minutes. “It could be electrical equipment near this building, it could be underground trains running nearby or even magnetic noise from other work in the College.” The Professor sounded concerned. “You see Tom, we are expected to devise an experiment which will prove the feasibility of detecting the movement of ships and subs but the levels that we will be trying to detect will be minuscule compared to this random noise we are experiencing here. We may have to move the lab.” The Professor sat back in his chair staring up at the ceiling looking for some elusive answer. Tom kept quiet. He had learnt not to interrupt at such times. “When the joint US-UK work was being done years ago they were aware of this issue and deliberately put their lab on the outskirts of Malvern where it is known to be relatively quiet in the magnetic sense.” Professor Gordon pulled out his scruffy notebook. “I think that it’s time to take a closer look at what other issues were known at the time.”

 

Tom wanted to make a contribution to the debate but felt awkward. “Professor, surely if whatever it is that you have to create is going to work it may have to be placed somewhere less than ideal. Perhaps you should be able to make it work here.” The response was so quick that Tom knew that his point had been through the Professor’s mind long ago. “Good point Tom, but we need to have the best conditions possible for this delicate experimental stage. The MoD will probably be able to site this kit in various places around the world where there is little spurious magnetic activity. They would choose coastal sites or even sites underwater so we should not make life more difficult than we need.” 

 

They worked late that night, checking the equipment once more and setting up another test run. The analysis of the results the following day showed the same issue again. By the end of the week they were no further forward and the Professor was unable to get any value from the scant notes that he was able to find from the US-UK work from long ago. By the second week of October, and after nearly 3 weeks of deliberation Professor Gordon had his “eureka” moment. “Tom, what do you think of this?” He laid a scruffy sketch down on the bench top. “You know those smart headphones that people use with noise cancelling? Well I reckon that we could use loads of small electromagnets to tune out background magnetism. The headphones can cope with varying levels of unwanted noise and in the same way, we can cancel out unwanted magnetic fields.” He turned the drawing around so that Tom could see the detail more clearly. “Professor, how many of these small electromagnets do you think we need – and how would they be laid out?” Tom felt rather pleased to be involved in this discussion. The Professor did not answer straight away and instead walked across to the white-board which he cleaned aggressively before creating a three dimensional sketch of his idea. “Logic would dictate a spherical array with an even distribution of electromagnets over the surface of the imaginary sphere. Our test sensors would then be at the centre in order to detect the tiny magnetic fields caused by the movement of subs or whatever.”

 

Tom moved closer to the white-board. “What diameter do you envisage for the sphere?” The Professor went back to the bench to pick up his notebook. “It will need to be quite big to allow for our complete test rig. It needs the equivalent of a door to get equipment in and out of the enclosure.” He looked down at the notes he had made. “Probably about three metres diameter, with a door or gap big enough to allow you or me in and out to set up the rig.” Tom looked around the laboratory. “It’s a monster. We will never fit the beast in here Professor. Can we get a bigger laboratory or have a hole cut in the ceiling?” The Professor smiled, “We will need a hole in the floor wherever it goes, preferably at ground level, in order to ensure an even magnetic profile. I have a meeting fixed for today with the Faculty Principal to look at real estate. Perhaps in the meantime I can get you to start work on the fine detail of the electromagnets.” He handed Tom a sheet of engineering gobbledegook. “I hope that we can manage with 36. If not then we will need 48 in order to maintain an even distribution over the sphere.” Tom was happy with the task. The Professor said that the sphere should be known as “the Beast” following Tom’s point about it being so big.

 

Later that day the Professor returned from his meeting with the Faculty Principal. “I am afraid we might be in trouble Tom. McClean says that there is nowhere else on this site for the Beast and any increase in laboratory space was not considered in the budget. He’s suggested that I talk to the MoD and see if they can provide some space.” Tom looked concerned, “But what about all of our test instruments and our little workshop? We would need to move everything Professor.” Professor Gordon did not appear to be concerned about the equipment, “That should be okay, but my worry is just where we might end up. I bet that there is nothing in London and although Malvern is a lovely place, it is far too far away. If you want to go there from London on a day trip you have to set out the day before and return the day after.” Tom laughed. By the end of the day Professor Gordon had found the right person within the MoD to address the issue and a meeting was arranged in Whitehall for the following afternoon with a staff officer working for the MoD sponsor of the project. “Tom, I want you to come to this meeting with me. These military types can be a bit daunting and so I think that strength in numbers is needed here. Perhaps you could swap the jeans for something appropriate.”

 

The following day was one of those magical early autumn days that Londoners enjoy from time to time. It was clear, slightly warm for the time of year with almost no breeze at all. At midday the Professor announced: “Right Tom, it’s lovely out there, let’s scoff our lunch now and then walk to Whitehall. Okay?” Tom loved walking in London and agreed, not that there would have been any scope for a refusal. They decided to walk through Hyde Park, Green Park and St James’s Park and then cross Whitehall to the MoD Main Building. The two spent the time talking about their respective student days. Tom, as usual, found the Professor’s anecdotes fascinating.

 

He had been brought up by an Aunt who lived in Eaton Terrace, one of London’s most expensive addresses, as his parents had been killed in a car accident when he was just 6 months old. He had a privileged childhood but was neither spoilt by the experience nor less determined to make an effort to succeed in life. He became a scholar at Winchester College, one of the finest schools in England, and then went to Imperial College to study Electrical Engineering but transferred to Physics after his first year. During his student days he lived in a first floor bed-sit at 75 Drayton Gardens not far from his current flat. The bed-sit gave him some independence from his aunt and was within an easy walk of College. He told many tales of the swinging sixties, including the trips to Carnaby Street and the parties on the Kings Road. No wonder he wanted to live away from his aunt. He lived next door to the keyboard player of a then newly formed pop group who went on to become a formidable pop sensation of the seventies. Across the road from the bed-sit lived the crusty old Chairman of one of London’s huge department stores who complained time and again about the loud music from numbers 73 and 75. After graduating, the professor joined the Army on a Short Service Commission. He had joined the Royal Engineers to become a “Sapper” and had a wonderful 3 years building bridges and roads in Germany, Africa and Cyprus. He was lucky to be able to resume his studies when he left the Army and did a PhD in Electro-Physics at University College London.

 

The time spent walking just flew by and they were soon crossing Horse Guards Parade and then into Whitehall. The Professor seemed to know his way around quite well and they were soon at the Northern end of the MoD Main Building. Tom was amazed at the pair of huge stainless steel doors at the main entrance, probably over a foot thick, 30 feet high and each over 16 feet wide that could be swung shut when required. Gaining entry was a considerable challenge. They had to identify themselves to the clerk at one of the check points and then wait whilst the person they were visiting was contacted. It was only when their host, Lieutenant Colonel Douglas Cleves, arrived that they were given their temporary passes and permitted to enter under his escort.

 

They introduced themselves, were ushered to the lift and soon found themselves on the sixth floor in an open plan office area. “I’m sorry about the mess in here. They are putting some new computers in.” said Lieutenant Colonel Cleves. Tom thought that the whole place was quite tidy, but then all he had for comparison was his cramped bed-sit and the chaos of the Imperial College lab. They eased passed a pile of cardboard boxes full of flat screen monitors, stepped over the legs of a man with a screwdriver and then into a small conference room where there were four other members of the project staff already seated.

 

The meeting started promptly at 2 pm. Cleves introduced those present and got straight to the point. “We were rather surprised that the question of accommodation for your test machine has come up, but I accept that you had no idea of the size and shape of your…what did you call it on the phone Professor?”

 

“We call our apparatus ‘the Beast’ and we were only able to calculate its size and shape a few days ago.” The Professor glanced at Tom and added. “We think that the underground trains near Exhibition Road would dictate an alternate site even if size were not a factor.”

 

Cleves invited one of the Majors on his team to describe the option. “I’ve found three possible sites for you, Professor. Colonel Cleaves asked me to see what might be available in London, but I’m afraid we drew a blank there.” The Major leant across to the centre of the conference table and switched on a projector connected to his laptop. His first slide showed a small building inside a barracks near York. “This is the first option,” said the Major, “and it has a large garage area, here,” he said pointing to the building in the centre of the picture.

 

“What is that building next door with all those cables coming out?” asked the Professor.

 

“That’s the electricity sub-station for the camp. Very handy for the any power requirements.” The Major responded.

 

“I’m afraid that might cause interference which would be quite significant given the proximity.” The Professor turned to Cleves and added, “I’m sorry, I should have stressed the need for low electrical interference.”

 

“No matter, let’s look at the next one.” Cleves said.

 

The Major brought the next slide up. “This is a site in Daysbrook, Liverpool. This line of garages is empty. The site is going to be re-developed in about 2 years time and so you can do what you want with the place. As far as I’m aware there are no power lines in that area of the barracks.”

 

The Professor was pensive, saw the expression on Tom’s face and invited him to make a contribution. “Do you have firm details of the timetable of the re-development?” Tom asked.

 

The Major referred to his notes, but was beaten to the answer by the Lieutenant Colonel. “There’s an issue over the clearing of some asbestos, but work could begin within eighteen months. I also suspect that there may be security issues as the perimeter fence is in a bad way and there is no incentive to replace it.”

 

“I am afraid that we need to have at least three clear years. Even when work is passed to a defence contractor, our test setup may well be required right up until the end of production. I am sure that security would be an issue as you say.” The Professor had a disappointed expression on his face.

 

The Major smiled. “Third time lucky then, Sir. This is the final site that we have found so far and it is probably the best of the three.” He put the next slide on the screen. “This is the Dagger Building in Larkhill Camp. It was used...” he was interrupted by the Professor.

 

“Sorry, where is Larkhill Camp?”

 

The Major continued. “Larkhill Camp is about ten miles north of Salisbury, just off the A303 near Stonehenge.” He checked that the Professor was happy then continued. “It used to house some classified radar equipment, now destroyed and rusting away near the Kuwait - Iraq border. There are no windows and the walls and roof are made of a plastic and glass fibre laminate as the radar that was housed there was required to be tested from within the garage.”

 

The Professor had a broad smile on his face. Tom smiled too. “It looks quite big in the photograph. How much space is there?” asked Tom.

 

“Its about 80 feet wide and 50 feet deep. The ceiling is quite high, so is the main access door. The radar was pretty big and was mounted on a large truck.” The Major sensed the approval and concluded with, “The building has a high grade security system and it is within a well established and well defended camp.”

 

Cleves took a sip of water then added, “We can arrange a visit next Monday if that suits you, Professor.”

 

“Super. Absolutely super. This really does sound ideal. I particularly like the glass fibre construction. Brilliant.” The Professor was beaming.

 

Lieutenant Colonel Cleves added, “I see no reason why the building can’t be handed over to you early in the New Year.”

 

The meeting was concluded at 5.30 pm and once Tom and the Professor were escorted to the exit of the MoD building, they were able to discuss the new plan. The Professor summed up his view. “Thank goodness the York and Liverpool sites were no good. They are too far away from London.” He really meant that they were too far away from Alison.

 

 Tom was worried, “Professor, if we are going to work in Larkhill where do we stay and what about transport and…” He was interrupted. “Tom, don’t worry, the budget will cover bed and breakfast for us both and we might even be able to rent a house or flat.” Tom was still worried, “I don’t have a car Professor and there is no way that my moped is going to run to and from London.”

 

They crossed Whitehall and stopped. “We might as well head for home from here Tom. We’re not far from each other, are you happy to walk? We could have a quick pint in the Three Elms if you like.” Tom was happy to walk and was delighted at the prospect of a beer. During the walk, Tom kept the conversation focused on the practical side of working at Larkhill. After his parents split up Tom had no further ties with Salisbury. London was his only home now. Professor Gordon’s home had always been in London and, of course, he knew that London meant being with Alison. The prospect of working in Larkhill would have its challenges but they would manage.

 

In the pub, the two found themselves a quiet table on the opposite side to the main door. It was 6.30pm and the Professor made a quick call to Alison to let her know what he was doing. “Darling, you silly old thing. Finish your pint of beer and bring that nice young man home to have supper with us.” Alison was insistent. “You know how awful his digs are and I bet he could do with some home cooking.” A quick glance at Tom, with his hand over the telephone microphone, “Alison says come to supper?” Tom nodded enthusiastically. “He says that will be lovely darling. See you soon.” He ended the call.

 

During the walk from the pub to Drayton Gardens, Tom decided to tell the Professor about his life at home as a teenager and about his parents. “When I was still at school, Dad would come home from work and he always found the time to sit down with me and ask me about my day, about the things that I had been doing and what might be worrying me. He knew all the names of my friends. He had a busy job and spent a lot of time on the road going to Filton, near Bristol, or Heathrow and sometimes both in the same day. When I think back, nobody ever asked him how he was doing, what might have been on his mind or even if the roads had been busy. He always made time for me and it meant so much.” He also explained the pressures that his parents’ separation had put on him during his final weeks as an undergraduate. “I went home for a long weekend a month or so before finals. On the Sunday, I had packed ready to return to London and when I returned from a friend’s house, Dad told me that Mum had headed off to see her sister in Basingstoke and had been given a lift to the station by a neighbour. I knew that I could easily walk to the station and be on the same train as her and so I grabbed my bag and made it with 5 minutes to spare. Mum was nowhere to be seen and so when I boarded the train I rang home. Dad discovered that she was not staying with her sister and that she was having an affair with a family friend. He was devastated.”

 

Tom found himself describing the pain and anger of those awful days and how it had knocked him for six. “After graduation I received a letter from Dad. He told me that he had learnt that the affair had been going on for several years and that there would be no reconciliation. He said that he had tried to talk to me at graduation, but decided not to ruin my important day. He said how proud he was that I had done so well and how sorry he was to inflict such pain…” Tom stopped in mid-sentence and struggled to continue, “he said that by the time I received his letter, he would have taken his own life.” Tom was almost sobbing. “It was all my fault. I should never have let him know that Mum was not on the train.” The Professor reached out and caught Tom’s arm and brought him to a standstill. “Tom stop, now. You are hurting yourself.” Tom looked up at the Professor and stared through him to a vision in the distance. “I want to tell you this. I have not been able to talk to anyone about this until now.” Tom took a deep breath and continued. “The inquest was awful. The Coroner was very understanding, but I was made to read out Dad’s letter. Afterwards I felt so bad. I just needed somebody to help but Mum was long gone, I have no brothers or sisters and I had no bloody girlfriend then either. After the funeral, Mum ended her affair and went to live in the south of France. It was all such a waste. I miss my Dad.” Tom had to stop. The Professor sensed the vacuum that had sucked so much from this young man’s life and the lack of support now that he had reached the final leg of his journey into adulthood. There was silence.

 

The Fulham Road cinema was in sight. The Professor had listened to every word and understood the emotional hurdles that the young man had been forced to negotiate. They turned into Drayton Gardens and the Professor, wanting to lighten the mood, gave a guided tour of the street as it was in his student days. “This is number 75. My bed-sit was there at the front, on the first floor. It was quite a find at 7 guineas a week and it had a balcony. Just here used to be a garage specialising in Lotus cars and somewhere about here was a tiny cinema called the Paris Pullman. It was quite a trendy place in my student days. It’s mainly bankers and foreigners now though. They were soon at the Gordon’s flat. 

 

After supper, Tom and James, as the Professor insisted Tom call him, sat down with tumblers of single malt whisky whilst Alison finished her glass of red wine. Alison knew no details of the project but she did know that work was to shift to Larkhill, nearly 90 miles away from London. She was uneasy about the prospect of being separated, albeit from Monday to Friday, from her dearest husband. “James, if you think that your research will take a year why don’t we take a house in the area? We’ve got until the New Year to find something.” She gave her husband a disarming smile. The Professor was caught off guard, “Right, eh, yes I suppose we could.” Her smile adjusted to reflect the victory as she turned to Tom. “And you, Tom, could stay with us. That will solve some of the transport issues and we can always drop you at the railway station whenever you need to come up to London.” Following her major success, Alison bid the men goodnight and went to bed. Tom, despite his protests, was poured another whisky and settled back in the wing-backed armchair as the Professor spoke again about his early days. This time there were no anecdotes and no humour.

 

The Professor graduated from Imperial College in 1971 and had started a PhD at Kings College London that September. During his 4th week of his 2 year PhD his aunt had a major heart attack from which she did not recover. During the weeks that she was in hospital she told him that she was really his mother. James Gordon was illegitimate and the deception was necessary to protect both the mother and child from social disgrace. The emotions experienced by the young nephew turned son were powerful, contradictory and almost catastrophic. His healthy, fun loving aunt had deceived him and gone away to be replaced by a sick and frail old woman, his mother, dying before his eyes. She would not tell her son who the father was, but said that he provided a generous allowance for them both. The house in Eaton Terrace was in a smart part of Town, special treats were delivered from Fortnum and Masons both at Christmas and on the birthdays of mother and child. Boarding school fees were paid and on top of all of that there was a generous allowance so that the two would want for nothing.

 

When his mother died he had to take the rest of that academic term off in order to adjust to the complicated and distressing end to an unequal relationship. For 20 years, this woman knew the truth and loved the boy as a mother should love a son whilst he had reserved a space in his heart for dead parents and returned the mother’s love with affection for a lady who was, after all, just his aunt.

 

Not long after his mother’s funeral, the family solicitor explained his financial position. There was a considerable inheritance from his mother’s estate, together with an allowance which would continue to be paid by his father. The solicitor denied knowing who the father was but did say that his situation would never allow him to admit to having a bastard child, yet he wanted to provide everything he could for his son. Everything except, what James Gordon needed most of all, at that terrible time. He had been cheated of a relationship with his mother and continued to be robbed of his father’s love. The only thing that saved James Gordon from complete failure and a life of ruin was his girlfriend, Alison, who never left his side and helped him through those dark and tortuous days. The Professor felt unable to return to his studies and joined the Army on a Short Service Commission. That explained the wedding photograph on the desk, with the Professor in uniform.

 

When James Gordon had finished telling Tom his story he looked up and saw that Tom had tears running down his cheeks. He felt very embarrassed and stood up and said clumsily, “I am sorry. Somehow I thought that you needed to know.” There was silence.

 

Tom stood up as well and looked across at the Professor. “It’s okay James, I think I know. I’ve been through some rough times and, like you, having no brothers or sisters to share these things with, it can be pretty hard. I’m glad you told me. It’s funny, anyone looking at you would think that you had everything.” There was a long pause. “I think I should go, otherwise I might wake up the landlord.”  The two men smiled and shook hands before Tom departed.

 

Tom felt happy, even euphoric. He was experiencing feelings that he had only had as a young child before his parents began to hate each other. He felt as though his life had purpose and that he was now as close as he could be to being a part of a family, where he was wanted and, perhaps, where he was meant to be. It had been nearly 9 months that the Professor and Tom had been working together. They had got on well from the very start and the Professor knew that but for a cruel twist of fate this bright young man could have been his son. And so the seeds were sown of a quasi father son relationship that otherwise neither could expect to find elsewhere.






  

Chapter 4 – Preparations, and Experiments
 

 

Many people, who live reasonably close to the centre of London and have no house or family in the country, see little point in having a car. The Gordons had reached this conclusion soon after they were married and had only recently bought a little runabout for Alison to use to visit friends further out of town. Neither James nor Alison Gordon were particularly good drivers and so when early on the following Monday morning Tom found himself as the passenger in a hire car driven by the Professor, he experienced the most sustained series of adrenaline rushes imaginable. To his surprise, and Tom thought that the sentiment was shared by the Professor, they arrived without mishap at the main gate to Larkhill Camp. The soldier at the barrier looked formidable; he was dressed in full fighting order, webbing and flack jacket, and carried the latest SA80 rifle. “ID please gentlemen” he said and the Professor and Tom scrambled to find driving licenses and university ID badges. “You need a pass for the vehicle Mr Gordon. Pull over there and go into the guardroom please.” It was 9am and there seemed to be men in uniform everywhere, a shift change perhaps. The Professor waited patiently. The car pass was organised and a telephone call was made to Major Harry Brandon who was the Station Quartermaster and the man responsible for the infrastructure on the camp. He appeared within a few minutes, at the wheel of a Landrover Defender, and he was accompanied by Lieutenant Colonel Douglas Cleves who had come down from the MoD. Following polite introductions, the Professor and Tom followed the Landrover to the Dagger Building.

 

The building stood alone at the far western end of Larkhill Camp. From the outside, it looked as though it would not be out of place on an industrial estate except that the walls were painted in a dull green and black camouflage pattern. There was a door at the right hand side of the front elevation, a pair of very large folding doors for vehicle access but not a single window or pane of glass anywhere. There was generous parking outside and no other buildings within 50 metres. They entered the building and both the Professor and Tom were amazed by the ample space inside. There was nothing inside except a couple of large brooms, a shovel, a wheelbarrow and a pair of old lockers. The office had a table, a telephone and two chairs. There was also a very clean lavatory. Despite the lack of windows, there was some natural light coming through the translucent roof but not enough for normal work and the light switch was soon found.

 

The Quartermaster walked briskly to the centre of the large open area. “Right gentlemen, this is the Dagger Building. It is security accredited to Class 1 which means you can lock the door and walk away every evening. Heating, power and water are provided and Colonel Cleves will be making arrangements to pick up the tab. Take care when you open the big doors, this end of camp is where most of the leaves end up, hence the wheelbarrow.” He looked towards the Professor, “Is this what you expected Professor Gordon?” There was no doubt in the Professor’s mind that this building would be ideal. “Thank you Harry. It’s super. Are you aware of the hole that needs to be made in the reinforced concrete floor?” The Quartermaster looked at his notepad, “I understand you want a 2 metre hole in the middle of the floor all the way down to the subsoil which is not far around here.” He glanced around at the expanse of floor. “Would you like to tell me where it’s going and I’ll take care of it?” The Professor and Tom looked around the area carefully and agreed where the hole should be made. Lieutenant Colonel Cleves walked over to where the Professor and Tom were standing. “Is this hole absolutely vital Professor Gordon? There is over a foot of reinforced concrete here and the work will not be cheap.” The Professor gave Cleves one of his “looks” and the Colonel winced. “Of course we are grateful for the near perfect location for this work but please do not question either the science or the organisation of my work,” said the Professor as he walked back towards the office area. That more or less brought the visit to a close. There would be no accommodation provided by the Army and even a temporary stay in the Officers’ Mess was not on offer, and so Tom and the Professor headed to the nearby town of Amesbury to try to find an estate agent to see what the rental market had to offer. After 90 minutes of effort they had decided which estate agent had the edge over the others and established the ballpark figure for rent to be £800 per month for a 4 bedroom house not too far from Larkhill. They returned to London.

 

Tom was entitled to 10 days Christmas holiday but he had made no firm plans. He had thought of visiting his mother in France but discounted the idea. Perhaps it would take another year before he could bring himself to visit the woman whom he felt was entirely responsible for his father’s death. He was rather keen to buy a motorcycle and had just about enough money saved up to get a good second hand machine and some leathers and helmet. So, when the Professor asked Tom what he would be doing over the Christmas break, Tom explained his idea and that he would use the time to find a suitable machine, get it insured and make sure that it was in good working order. Although the Professor did not like the idea of Tom rushing to and fro on a motorcycle, he did agree that having an independent form of transport was a good idea with the move to the South West.

 

Work progressed reasonably well in the last few days before the Christmas break. The frames that would form the skeleton of the “Beast” were ordered and would be delivered to Larkhill by the first week in February. Tom completed the construction of the electromagnets and some work was done on a computer outfit for the new laboratory. The only setback was the inability to source the complicated power supplies for the electromagnets. They had to be capable of being computer controlled and of a particular power rating. In the end they had to settle for a slightly under powered product but it did save the project over £10,000. “And no Tom, you are not allowed to divert the saving to the purchase of a new motorcycle.” They had their last working day on 22nd December and Tom was invited back to the Gordon’s flat for lunch on Christmas Eve.

 

Tom had managed to find a lovely 2 year old Japanese bike well within his budget on the Saturday before Christmas and had spent the saving on better quality armoured clothing and a top of the range Arai helmet. “No wheelies Tom and if you kill yourself you will be sacked.” the Professor said to Tom at lunch on Christmas Eve. He then added with great sincerity “and I will be awfully upset. Please take care.” Tom was touched and promised to be sensible. He explained that he had almost the best set of motorcycle leathers that money could buy. They had Kevlar spine, knee and elbow protection as well as support for the kidneys. His gloves and boots were literally armour plated and this did set the Professor’s mind at rest. Alison and the Professor gave Tom a silk motorcycle scarf for Christmas. Tom had not been quite so imaginative and had given the Gordons a miniature Stilton and a bottle of Port.

 

Tom spent Christmas either working on his motorcycle, at the cinema or in his local pub. Old Charlie was around as usual and so Tom’s few days off went by quite enjoyably. On Boxing Day, Tom was treated to lunch at the local pub by his landlord. Angus was on excellent form and quite tidy for a change. Charlie appeared in time to join them and the 3 feasted on roast turkey, Christmas pudding and some quite reasonable red wine. They did not leave until nearly midnight by which time it was difficult to guess which of them was the alcoholic.

 

All too soon, the holiday was over and preparations for the move to Larkhill went into top gear. The packing up of equipment took over a week and required the help of a pair of college porters. The removal company were due to pick up the boxes from the lab on Friday 17th January but on the Monday of that week the Professor took a call from the estate agent in Amesbury. They had found an ideal cottage not far from the Camp and at a bargain rate of just £650 per month but a quick decision was required. The Professor suggested that he would drive down with Alison the following day and set about finding a hire car.

 

The following day, Tom worked valiantly, more or less on his own as the college porter’s attendance was a little erratic. He received an excited telephone call from the Professor late in the afternoon to say that they had found the ideal house and had signed the lease on a renewable 3 monthly contract. He would not be able to return until the following afternoon as there were several other details to tie up. Tom was quite happy and worked on until early evening. He realised on his way home that it was his pub quiz night and decided that he could have supper at the pub and enjoy a refreshing and well deserved pint of beer. The usual crowd were in the pub including Angus and Charlie. He was not sure what to tell his landlord about the move to Larkhill Camp. In the end he decided to say that he had to do some work at Salisbury College, just in case working in Larkhill should be a secret, and therefore he would be away from time to time. He had already decided to keep renting the bed-sit, as he would need a base in London and would easily be able to afford the rent. Tom knew that his landlord would probably not notice whether he was around or not as long as the rent was paid on time. He did mention his likely absence to Charlie just in case he wanted to find a more reliable partner for the pub quizzes. Charlie took it very well, “Well, at 75 years old, or is it 76? Anyway, it’s about time that I concentrated on my business career. So, maybe I will give it a miss for a while, until you get back eh?”

 

Tom replied with a perfunctory laugh. Charlie was clearly not a businessman. He looked more like a retired gardener and was probably relying on a meagre state pension and his small circle of friends for a bit of company from time to time. Charlie added, “I hope you take care on that motorbike of yours. If anything happened to you I would be very lonely.” Tom was embarrassed as he actually did not know anything about Charlie at all despite them having been quiz partners on and off for nearly 3 years. Perhaps he was married, a widower or “bent as a nine bob note” as Angus would say. Tom shrugged, such shallow knowledge was typical of casual acquaintances in a large city like London. Tom bought the next round for Angus and Charlie and concentrated on the quiz. The three formed a team and made an excellent start proving to be experts in modern history, sport and entertainment. Charlie, as usual, had sport covered, particularly football and racing but he did put Tom on the spot from time to time to check that he had been brushing up on those “little gems’. Tom was rather surprised that Angus was almost completely sober and was only taking the occasional sip of his beer. As a result he was proving to be a particularly useful team member.

 

During the mid-quiz break, Angus became a little maudlin and, staring into the remains of his pint of beer, announced that he wanted to try and “sort himself out”. He was coming up to his 65th birthday and he felt that he still had “five good years of writing ahead.” Charlie was very encouraging and then offered to buy the next round of drinks “but Angus, my dear boy, you can have a soft drink if you can manage it.” This remark touched a nerve and Angus became quite angry. “Don’t be bloody clever. I’m not a drunk. I’ve had a tough life doing my business. I used to get respect you know, journalist of the year two years running and they only got rid of me because I was too bloody good and they knew it.” He had certainly got the attention of both Tom and Charlie. Poor Charlie was feeling a little awkward. “I’m sorry Angus. I know you need to get your life back. I was just trying to help,” which is exactly what his remarks did not do at all. “I don’t need your bloody help Charlie. What have you had to suffer in your life eh? I know you’ve got money. I did 5 years as a bloody tea boy just to get my foot in the door. Then I had another 5 years chasing ambulances and doing one paragraph obituaries. I made my break without any help from those bastards in Fleet Street. It was my idea to be a bit more resourceful and lubricate the wheels to get a story. I’ve stuck my neck out, paid off the odd copper and even taken an MP or two out on the town.” His outburst of indignation ended as quickly as it had begun. His shoulders were slumped, his head held low and he stared into his empty beer glass.

 

Charlie stood up and walked out of the pub door. He was upset that he had misjudged Angus and also dismayed that he had been scalded for just trying to help. Tom ran out after him. “Charlie, don’t worry about Angus. He can’t help being…being what he is. What about the quiz? Anyway it’s your round.” Now it was Charlie’s turn to display a shade of righteous indignation, “Don’t patronise me Tom. I may be an old man but I have feelings too. Angus is a dangerous man and you need to watch your step with him.” Tom was puzzled, “If he is so bad why do you act as though he is a friend?” he asked. Charlie looked him straight in the eye, a piercing, analytical stare, “Was it Machiavelli or Sun-tzu who said, keep your friends close but your enemies closer?”  

 

Tom went back into the pub to see Angus returning from the bar with 3 fresh pints of beer and behaving as though nothing much had happened. “Oh, has he gone? Typical!  Silly old sod.” Angus put the tray on the table and sat down on the carver chair with his back to the door. Tom sat down on the other side of the table, on the padded bench under the window. “I don’t think he meant to be funny. He seems quite harmless really.” “Harmless,” Angus was as quick as a flash, “that man can be very nasty when he puts his mind to it.” He gulped his beer. “And another thing,” he took another gulp, “he’s been up to mischief, sometime in his past, I know it. I can smell a story even now you know.” Tom was curious, “What do you mean Angus? What do you know about him?” Angus had finished his pint of beer and started the one that he had bought for Charlie. “Haven’t you noticed that he never talks about himself? No mention of a wife or children, no little snippets about what he did last week or was planning for the weekend.” There was a brief silence and then Angus added, “and I reckon he’s been inside and he’s living off money that he’s stashed away from his crimes.” Tom could see that Angus was losing his will to reform and was starting to slur his words. He concluded that there was probably nothing sinister about Charlie and that Angus had lost his “nose” for a story after years of drink. They gave up the quiz and Tom left Angus to his drinking and went back to the flat in Elm Park Gardens. The squabble between two older men was something he could do without. He had far more interesting things in his own life. “Larkhill here I come – and the sooner the better,” he thought.

 

Tom arrived early at work the following day, just in time to receive a telephone call from the Professor. “Ah, Tom, thank goodness.” The Professor sounded anxious. “Tom, I’m terribly sorry but I forgot to tell you two days ago that the Defence Vetting people are coming to interview you this morning. I should have mentioned it on the telephone yesterday but it has all been a bit hectic. They said that it is a routine interview and that it is just the next step in your vetting process.”

 

Tom was quite happy about that but asked, “So what is the house like and when do we move in?” The Professor sounded more relaxed, “Oh, it is pretty big, but looks a bit shabby on the outside. It is reasonably furnished although Alison felt that it was a little spartan. There’s a granny annexe at one end and we thought that you would like that as it will give you some privacy. Oh, and it has a little gate at the end of the garden leading onto a public bridleway and we are told that there are some lovely walks in the area.”

 

Tom was pleased that the house sounded just right. “Do I have to start knitting if I live in the granny annexe?” he joked. The Professor’s reply surprised Tom. “I have never had grandparents. Alison and I will never have grandchildren and so you are all we can have to share our home.” There was an awkward silence, “Oh Tom, I’m sorry, it’s been a long 36 hours. How are you getting on with the packing?” Tom was relieved that the mood had lightened. “Almost everything is ready for the removal people. What about personal kit? Will we move our belongings at the same time, do you think?” They continued to cover some of the minutia until the Professor’s mobile phone began to lose its connection.

 

It was not long before the telephone rang again and the college reception asked Tom to collect his visitor from the front foyer area. Tom went down to the ground floor expecting to meet Inspector Morton-Farrell. Instead there was a stocky man, probably in his early 60s and wearing a rather scruffy anorak. “Good morning Mr Brooker. I’m Phil Clark from the Defence Vetting Agency. Can we go somewhere private?” Tom escorted him back to the laboratory and they sat together in the chaos of the Professor’s small office. “I was expecting the other chap, er, Inspector Morton-Farrell.” said Tom. “Oh no, you’ve got me I’m afraid. I don’t think I know your Morton-Farrell chap.” It turned out that Clark was a retired police inspector, supplementing his pension with interview work for the Defence Vetting Agency. Completed vetting forms were sent to him by registered post and he would then interview candidates or referees as instructed. He was interviewing Tom as the candidate, but had already interviewed Angus Merchant the day before.

 

Clark’s approach was pleasant enough but he had to maintain a fair pace in order to get through the myriad of questions. These covered everything from bank account details to drinking habits and even included some direct questions about Tom’s sexual habits. The main purpose of the vetting procedure was to establish that an individual was not likely to give away national secrets whether deliberately or by being susceptible to blackmail. There was one area where Clark was particularly curious. “You gave your landlord as one of your referees Mr Brooker. Why choose him? He hardly appears to be the best of people to choose if you understand my meaning.”

 

Tom felt a little awkward. “It was difficult to find 3 people that I had known for over 2 years. Angus isn’t too bad when you get to know him and when he is having one of his better days he can be quite good company. I can’t really class him as a friend but we do sometimes meet up at the pub on a quiz night.” Clark made some notes. “Hmm. What do you know about his political views? Has he ever mentioned the Royal Family to you?” Tom had always assumed that Angus was an ‘establishment man’ and he had never mentioned politics or royalty as far as he could remember. “I understand that you were arrested after a fight whilst you were on duty as a night watchman. Is the matter now closed?” Clark’s question made Tom’s heart race. “The police were happy with my explanation and there was video evidence that backed that up.” Clark made a note and asked a new question.

 

After over 2 hours Clark was happy and started shuffling his papers in preparation for his departure. “Is my vetting okay Mr Clark? I really love this job and I would hate to lose it due to some silly nonsense on my part.” Tom was sitting forward on his chair and was clearly anxious. “I am not in a position to tell you the final decision but you do not need to worry as far as I can see. I am sure that your job is safe Mr Brooker.” And with that he stood up and Tom escorted him out of the building.

 

Three days earlier Phil Clark had received the various papers prior to the interviews with Angus and Tom. He had read through them and then, through a secure connection from his computer in his house, he had accessed one of the Home Office computer systems. He ran checks on both interviewees. He noted that Tom had received a police caution. On checking Tom’s father’s file he discovered the suicide. Angus Merchant’s file was more interesting. There was a short summary of his employment history but the notes section had a single word “Flagged” and a reference number. There was something in Angus Merchant’s past that had brought him to the attention of Special Branch or MI5. Clark made two telephone calls and was eventually put through to Inspector Morton-Farrell. He introduced himself, “I am Phillip Clark, an investigator for Defence Vetting. I was in the Met until I retired two years ago. I have something that I should bring to your attention.”

 

“Just a moment”, Morton-Farrell swung his chair to face the secure computer terminal in his office, “Your name again, please - When were you in the Metropolitan Police? – Okay I have you. What was the name of your last Chief Super? That’s fine, sorry I just had to check that you were who you say you are. Now what is the problem?”

 

“I am doing follow-ups on a Mr Tom Brooker and one of his referees has a flagged file.” He was interrupted, “I am sorry Phil, who is Tom Brooker? I have quite a few contacts on my list these days.” Clark continued, “He’s a research assistant at Imperial College. He works for Professor Gordon. Anyway, he put his landlord down as a referee, a Mr Angus Merchant. He’s a retired journalist.” There was a long pause. Clark could hear the tapping on the keyboard from his end of the telephone connection and then Morton-Farrell asked, “Have you interviewed Merchant yet?” Clark said that he arranged to do it in two days time. “Phil, would you mind popping in to see me as soon as you can? I would rather you didn’t interview him until we have had a chat.”

 

They met the next day. “Good to meet you Phil. So you spent most of your career in Cannon Row? That was where I started before I managed to get into Special Branch. Thanks for coming in so soon.” Morton-Farrell escorted Clark into his office. “Right,” Morton-Farrell opened the Black and Red notebook on his desk, “Tom Brooker and Professor Gordon are working on a project for the MoD. It is quite sensitive but far too technical for me I’m afraid. This man Merchant is a bit of a worry. Twenty years ago he had quite a reputation for investigative work and he uncovered several nasty little scandals that rocked the Westminster boat quite a bit. When he became Deputy Editor for the Guardian he ran a series of articles, some penned by himself, which became more and more Republican in nature. He then wrote a piece about a minor member of the Royal Family which turned out to be a pack of lies. By then he had an MI5 file and a watch was put on his work and his contacts were catalogued. He was supposedly preparing a significant anti establishment story when he was sacked. I don’t think he could have been a really serious risk because the Service lost track of him about twelve years ago. We are supposed to have him on the Watch List but somehow he slipped the net.” Morton-Farrell looked up from his notes. “What address is he using?” Clark gave him the address. “So Phil, to be on the safe side we need to take some care. You will have to go ahead with the interview of Merchant but make it absolutely clear that it is routine stuff and essential to, umm,” he looked at his notebook, “this chap Brooker’s background check. Do not under any circumstance raise the subject of the Royal Family, the Guardian newspaper, the Palace of Westminster or anything else that might make him think that you know anything of his past. Is that okay?”

 

Phil Clark was quite happy to proceed as instructed and would report back to Morton-Farrell should there be anything significant. He was lucky to catch Angus early and had quite a reasonable chat with the retired journalist. There was nothing in his responses to the various questions about Tom that gave any cause for concern. Angus did express surprise that Tom was now employed at Imperial College. For some reason he had thought that Tom was still working for the Kensington security company. Clark then went on to interview Tom.

 

It was a remark that Tom had made during his interview that made Clark contact Morton-Farrell once more. He telephoned him and used veiled speech. “Phil Clark again, Inspector. I had nothing worth reporting from the target that you were worried about but I have just finished talking to my young subject. It appears that your chap intends to straighten himself out and feels he has one big story left in him. This is almost an exact quote of what was said when they were out for a beer together a couple of days ago.”

 

“Thank you Phil. Leave things with me. I hope it is nothing to worry about. You know the rules of need to know as far as all this goes. Your report on your subject should show no intrigue – are you clear?” Morton-Farrell expected full compliance and this was evident from his voice. “Oh, no problem Inspector. No problem.” The call ended.

 

Following the interview with Clark, Tom had continued with the packing. He ate his sandwich early and decided to take a short stroll through Kensington Gardens. As he walked back into the college he met Inspector Morton-Farrell in the foyer.  “Hello Inspector. I was only thinking of you earlier today. I had an interview for my vetting,” said Tom trying to be chatty. “I was in the area and thought that I might drop in for a quick chat if that’s okay,” Morton-Farrell replied.

 

They went up to the laboratory and once again Tom used the Professor’s office. Tom sensed that the visit was more than just a coincidence. “You’ve found out about the dropped assault charge haven’t you?” he said with his heart in his mouth. “I have absolutely no problem with that silly little episode and you need to forget it as well. Your vetting will go through without any delay. Is the Professor about at the moment?”

 

Tom told him about the move to Larkhill and the house hunting expedition. “Ah, yes. I think the MoD chaps had told me about the move. I thought that I would just check that the Professor was happy about the rules for moving his classified filing cabinet. But as he is not here, I will give him a call tomorrow.”

 

Tom offered to make a cup of tea which the Inspector accepted as he was able to prolong his stay without drawing any suspicion. “So you have been left to get the packing done. You have a huge amount of kit here. Will you be moving out of your flat for good do you think?” The Inspector did his best not to sound like an inquisitor.

 

“No way. My rent is amazingly low for London.” He lowered his voice, “it’s cash in hand for my landlord and very, er, tax efficient.”

 

“You would think that someone with their own house in London would be sitting pretty and not need to dodge the tax-man”

 

“Ah but he’s been retired for a while and has a bit of a drinking habit. Last week he put at least 3 empty whisky bottles in the recycling bin and he usually spends lunchtimes in a pub somewhere and so he must need a fair income to support all that.”

 

“My old boss used to have a few at lunchtime. They made him retire early.” He took a sip of hot tea. “What did your landlord do before he retired?”

 

“He was a Fleet Street reporter. I’m not sure which newspaper but it was definitely a broadsheet as he really hates the tabloids – too much tit and bum for him, so he says.”

 

“This is a lovely cup of tea Tom.” Morton-Farrell cast his eye around the piles of boxes and crates. “Does this move to Larkhill mess you around at all?”

 

Tom had clearly relaxed and had no difficulty being candid with the Inspector. “To be honest I think that all of this could have been avoided. Professor Gordon is a great guy, but he does seem to lack the ability to do forward planning. I am sure space could have been found in London if we had given the MoD more notice. Still, it will be a change of scenery.”

 

Morton-Farrell was finding it difficult not to be more direct, but he persevered. “I see that there is another debate going on about how much money we spend on the Royal Family. There are too many spongers and hangers-on for my liking. Perhaps it will get sorted out this time.”

 

Tom was taken aback by the sudden change of subject. “I think that too few people understand just how hard most of them work. My dad met the Queen a few years ago and he said that she was lovely. Dad had a long chat with Prince Philip and he was either very well briefed, or had a good working knowledge of aircraft engineering. Anyway they do a lot for our country so I am afraid I do not share your view, Inspector.” Tom had surprised himself and took a long swig of tea.

 

“Okay Tom. It is time for me to be a little more honest with you. I too am a great supporter of our Royal Family. I was just testing you. I know that you have signed the Official Secrets Act but I need to get you to sign a second copy. It is needed by another department and must be signed before we are allowed to talk about some sensitive stuff.” The Inspector reached into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out several sheets of paper. Tom was too surprised to make any comment and just listened. “Tom, you already have access to some classified information here but I need to make you aware that under the Official Secrets Act, you undertake to protect and never divulge any classified information, if by doing so it is deemed to be prejudicial to the national interest. If you do contravene this statute, then you may be liable, on prosecution, to a substantial term of imprisonment. We are about to talk about some sensitive matters, separate from your work here at Imperial. Do you understand?”

 

Tom was still a little taken aback. “Yes I, er, understand but I don’t quite follow what is suddenly happening. That bloody police caution is behind this, isn’t it?”

“For goodness sake Tom, you have to forget about that silly episode. This is about something that may affect our society and perhaps even undermine one or more of our democratic institutions. Are you prepared to sign?” The Inspector held out an official looking piece of paper with Tom’s name already typed in below the space for a signature. Tom looked directly at the Inspector and could see in his eyes the importance of this token of loyalty to the Establishment. He signed and Morton-Farrell carefully folded the paper and placed it into a buff coloured envelope. “Right, now I can tell you a little more and I must stress that this is classified information that you may not discuss with anyone, not the Professor, not your MoD chaps, nobody but me. Is that clear?” Tom nodded and did his best not to show the excitement that was inside him.

 

“Your landlord is a known Republican and has attracted the interest of both Special Branch and MI5. He was sacked from his newspaper after making up a series of mischievous anti-establishment stories - he very nearly went to prison. It now appears that he intends to resume his mischief making and that may be deemed to be not in the national interest.”

 

Tom put his tea mug down. “You didn’t come here to try and find the Professor really did you?”

 

“No Tom, but I had to sound you out a bit to make sure that you weren’t a republican sympathiser. I need you to meet someone else who is in a similar line of business to me. If after that you need to contact me, then use my office number, here.” He handed Tom a card on which his telephone number was written in pencil. “Now we must get going. My friend will be waiting for us just up the road. Come on.”

 

Tom and the Inspector left Imperial College and went north along Exhibition Road and then entered Hyde Park. They walked to a bench, not far from the main road, which was occupied by an average looking man, probably in his mid-forties. He was wearing a grey overcoat, had beautifully polished black shoes and had a mobile phone in his hand. The man stood up, The Inspector went across to him and handed him the buff envelope which had been in his inside pocket. “Tom, this is a friend of mine,” said Morton-Farrell. “Call me Alfred,” said the man, “let’s walk down here.” Tom walked beside Alfred and Morton-Farrell followed two steps behind. All three of them were braced against the cold northerly wind.

 

“You know that we have an interest in this man, Merchant. Is he a friend or is he just your landlord?” “Well, he is my landlord but not a real friend. We do occasionally meet up at the local pub – we both enjoy the odd quiz night. Other than that, I just pay my seventy quid a week rent to him and try to avoid him when he’s drunk.”

 

“I see. Do you know his mobile phone number by any chance? And he has a computer I assume.” Alfred steered them away from a crowd of Japanese tourists and they headed across the grass towards the Lido. “He’s got a laptop in the flat. It’s pretty old, but works.” Tom pulled his mobile phone out of his pocket and searched through his contacts list. “His mobile number is there.” He showed Alfred the number.

 

“What about a landline telephone?” - “There is a phone there but it has never been connected all the time that I have lived in the flat.”

 

“I need your mobile number as well. Now what about security? What keys do you need to come and go?” - “The front door has two locks but we only ever use the latch lock at the top.”

 

“Is there another door to the flat?” - “There is a sort of rear courtyard at the back, but it is tiny and you can’t get to it except by climbing out of someone’s window and shinning down a drain pipe.”

 

The three walked around Hyde Park for nearly half an hour. “Does he go to the pub every day at lunchtime? What times do you come and go? Have you overheard any suspicious telephone calls? Do you ever see any of his notes? Have you any idea what story he might be working on at the moment? Does he own a gun? Does he have any regular visitors? Who else knows him well? This old man, Charlie, does he strike you as a republican type? When do you start working at Larkhill? How long has Merchant owned his flat? Have there been any other lodgers in the flat? Do you know of any family that he keeps in contact with? Presumably there is no longer a Mrs Merchant? Do you think he could be gay? Has he ever mentioned any projects that he is working on? Do either of you set the burglar alarm when you are out?”

 

Eventually, Alfred turned to Tom. “Thank you for your cooperation Tom. If you feel that there is something that you need to tell me then give Mort a call and he will contact me. Okay?” With that Alfred walked away towards Knightsbridge. The Inspector reminded Tom of the sensitivity of the whole business and then said, “I hate being called Mort. You should call me Brian from now on Tom. Remind the Professor to check the rules for moving his classified filing cabinet.” 

 

“Is he in MI5?” asked Tom. The Inspector did not answer the question but walked away with a grin on his face.

 

Tom returned to the laboratory and continued the packing. He remembered the card with Morton-Farrell’s telephone number and entered it into his contact list on his mobile phone. He had just made his late afternoon cup of tea when the Professor came in slightly out of breath. “Hello Tom. I am sorry to have left you with all of this. It has taken me an hour to return the hire car. The traffic is dreadful. So is everything okay. Any calls?”

 

“I think I’ve only taken one call all day and that was a wrong number. I had my vetting interview and that went well. Cup of tea, James?” Tom knew that he could not talk to the Professor about the meetings with Morton-Farrell or Alfred from MI5. Besides, he thought that it was all rather blown out of proportion. What harm could a drunken old fart do he asked himself.

 

---oooOOOooo---

 

In a small office on the 3rd floor of Thames House, on the north side of the River Thames, Alan Fredericks put through a call to Inspector Morton-Farrell. “Mort? Hi, it’s Alfred. Can you go green?” There was a click on the line, the briefest of hums and then they were connected over a cryptographically protected circuit, completely safe from eavesdroppers or foreign security services.

 

“Alfred, please call me Brian. I left Mort behind at the police training college, remember?”

 

“Sorry old chum. Look I’ve done a bit more on our man Merchant. His file was put on an annual review not long after he was sacked, but he managed to disappear from our radar in about 1989, probably about the time he moved to Elm Park Gardens. The flat is not in his name. It belongs to a guy called Shaw, but I can’t find any regular transfers of rent out of Merchant’s bank account. It could be that Merchant has some money stashed away under another name or else this Shaw character is very generous.”

 

“Do you have anything on your system for Merchant other than the link to us here? I am particularly looking for minor offences, you know, parking or drunk and disorderly.”

 

Morton-Farrell scanned his computer system. “He was done for minor assault in 1980. He was fined £10. Ah, this is interesting. In 1988 there was an MP caught urinating in the street near Covent Garden. It made a big splash in the press,” he chuckled, “well our man Merchant was with him and quite a few people remember the picture of the two of them leaving the police station giving V signs to the photographers. The MP was Mr Stanley Hartle.”

 

“I remember him. He’s here on my system. He was the one who said on BBC radio that the Queen should get a proper job. He was kicked out of the Labour Party after that and died the following year. Anything else?”

 

“No. That’s it.” Morton-Farrell had nothing more to add. The call ended.

 

Alfred made another call, “Can you pop up, I’ve got a quick one for you?” Twenty minutes later, Manute and Jeffreys, two junior investigators appeared. “Ah, Mutt and Jeff, come in boys. I want you to do a bit of devilling for me.”

 

The following day, Saturday, was a dull and slightly chilly day for the time of year. Mutt was at one end of Elm Park Gardens and Jeff had just followed Angus Merchant to the pub at the far end of Drayton Gardens. Mutt watched Tom unlock his motorcycle, put on his crash helmet and drive off. Jeff heard the crackle in his earpiece, “Jo-Jo just left. I’m ready when you are.”

 

Mutt and Jeff were masters of their trade and worked well as a team. Jeff walked back to Elm Park Gardens and as he turned the corner from Fulham Road he gave two quick presses on the switch of his two way radio. Mutt casually walked across the street and down the steps to the basement flat. He first tried the door, just in case, and then pulled a stiff L shaped plastic tool from his pocket. Within two seconds he had opened the door and quickly and quietly went inside and shut the door behind him. Jeff kept lookout but gave the impression that he was waiting to be picked up by car. Every now and then, he would glance at his watch and showed visible anguish at the late arrival of his lift.

 

Inside, Mutt went through his well rehearsed and practised routine. He found Merchant’s laptop on the table in the sitting room. First he connected a memory stick and a blank hard drive to the two USB ports on the side of the laptop. The computer program on the memory stick started the process of cloning the laptop’s hard drive and whilst that was going on, he began his search of the flat. Tom’s bedroom was reasonably tidy for a single man in his early twenties and Mutt was able to quickly establish that there was nothing of any interest there. The rest of the flat was in poor order and suffered from years of neglect. The sitting room carpet was covered in stains from spilt wine and beer. This was probably the cause of a pub like smell that pervaded the flat. Mutt was pleased to be wearing his surgical gloves as he went about his work. He took photographs of the bookshelves so that the book titles could be recorded. This provided a useful insight into the target’s character and had occasionally been of value when direct contact was required. He found several boxes of neatly bundled newspapers which were all conveniently labelled and contained past articles Merchant had written. It was clear that the ageing drunk had once been, and perhaps still was, a meticulous administrator. Another box revealed a scrapbook and numerous loose photographs. Mutt flicked through the items as quickly as he could. There was nothing much to note in the flat and yet, taken as a whole it told the story of a lonely man whose friends were always the other side of a bar or had a glass in their hands, a man longing for his past but unable to control his drinking. He was ruled by the devil that sat on his back and dictated his every move.

 

Mutt was searching through the pockets of jackets and trousers in the wardrobe when he noticed a shoebox tucked behind some worn out shoes. He reached in and grabbed the box. It contained more loose photographs, an old mobile phone and a small notebook, the sort that one might have used at school. It had a cheap soft cardboard cover in a faded maroon. At the top of the cover someone had written “Lord C” with a fountain pen. The contents looked interesting and so Mutt carefully photographed each of the twenty pages of notes. He also noticed that there was an old fashioned five pound note held into the back inside cover with a paper clip. He carefully removed the paper clip and discovered that it was in fact half of a five pound note. He photographed both sides and then carefully replaced it in the notebook. He then examined the mobile phone and removed the battery to reveal the SIM card. He adjusted his digital camera to the macro setting and photographed the SIM card and the various model and serial numbers inside the phone. This would make it much easier to set up call intercepts if it should be required. He reassembled the phone, repacked the shoebox and replaced it in the wardrobe.

 

Mutt had one final check before leaving the basement flat and walking off towards the Fulham Road. Jeff watched him reach the end of the road and then followed. The two returned to Thames House and handed over the camera memory card, the cloned hard drive and some handwritten notes to the researchers. As Merchant was on such a long watch the analysis of the new information would be a low priority and would therefore take several weeks. Mutt and Jeff were already being briefed about their next task.

 

The report from the researcher assigned to the task took 3 weeks to produce. It was placed in Angus Merchant’s file which then sat for another week in Alfred’s in-tray as he was busy with far more important work. He chose to read the file as a bit of light relief after completing yet another progress report on an ongoing counter terrorist operation. Alfred was very bright and, being so busy, his mind was sharp and could quickly assimilate new information.

 

The report of the break-in was only 6 pages long but it had a further 10 pages printed with 3 photographs per side. Alfred could use his office computer to look at all of the original photographs and at the handwritten notes made by Mutt if he wished. The cover sheet had the report title, “Merchant Flat” and then a series of check boxes that were ticked if relevant. This showed that no psychological analysis had been made, no DNA evidence taken, no eavesdropping devices deployed or recovered and no items removed or substituted. Merchant was not into IT and did not own a digital camera, so the cloned hard drive had little of interest.

 

The most significant file from the computer was a draft of an article about a member of the House of Lords and his mistress. They had a child who was now a respected figure in society. The draft article was disjointed and Merchant had used “CCC” for the name of the Lord, “GGG” to represent the name of the mistress and “XXX” for the name of the bastard child. The researcher had noted that there were a couple of references to “Lord C” which were clearly synonymous with “CCC’. The article had been almost entirely based on the contents of the notebook found in the shoebox. Merchant had either been incapable or had made no effort to do any research beyond the faded maroon covers of that little book. The article did describe how the maroon notebook came into Merchant’s possession. One of his many episodes of wining and dining potential informants or subjects of his work had involved a solicitor, Marcus Bridewell, from a small family practice in the City of London. The notebook had been found hidden behind the desk that had been used by Julian Bridewell, the late father of the solicitor. Marcus had no idea what story might lie behind the maroon notebook and could find no record in the company files to relate to it. In a late night drinking session Merchant, with a nose for a story, bought the book from Marcus for £100.

 

Julian Bridewell had been an upright and well respected member of his profession. He had acted as lawyer and confidential advisor to many members of the aristocracy including Lord C. Sometimes his clients would appear in person or else he would visit them at home or in a neutral location.  On some occasions he would receive his instructions through a faithful retainer. Whether, in this case, he ever met the peer is unclear. He had arranged the purchase of property for his mistress, the transfer of funds for mother and child and the provision of further funds for travel and education. The identity of the three characters had been carefully protected. Not only had their names been given a cipher but the address of the mother and child was simply “No 17’.

 

The house had been purchased on or about 19th September 1950. There was no indication of whether it was leasehold or freehold or whose name might be on the deeds. There were some clues which a suitably patient super sleuth might find interesting. The rear of the house had sustained bomb damage during the latter part of World War II. It had been poorly repaired, probably due to the lack of good quality building materials, and there had been some correspondence with the previous owner’s insurers. The insurers had agreed an ex-gratia payment of £72 which had been accepted and used to strengthen the foundations at the rear and repair some cracked walls. When this work was being undertaken, an unexploded incendiary bomb had been found and the surrounding houses had been evacuated overnight whilst it was defused. Julian Bridewell had made a hurried note, “…the awful Mrs Cox next door caused a dreadful fuss as her pork chop was left in the oven. Advised Miss G to invite her in for sherry.”

 

There was another clue to the location of the house as there was a record in the maroon notebook that the house had been burgled on 17th April 1956 and silver to the value of £22 10s 6p had been removed and an insurance claim initiated. There were regular payments for items from Fortnum and Masons which were just before Christmas each year and probably coincident with the birthdays of mother and child. The MI5 researcher had made a note that there was sufficient information to have a good stab at where this house might have been but it would require authorisation as Merchant was not a terrorist or high priority target. Alfred put a red “No – wait for Cora” in the margin next to this comment.

 

For the past 10 years all of the MI5 files had been digitised so that they could be managed, searched and correlated by a new super computer. The computer was in the top 20 fastest electronic brains in the World. One of the very clever features of the computer system was a program called “Cora”, a new type of search engine which continuously looked through MI5 files and data on other computers around the World in order to find correlation between items related to suspects, cases and members of the State that afforded special protection. Cora would work night and day, 7 days a week, checking even the smallest snippet of new information. The link to the United Kingdom Land Registry, where records of all property ownership and transfers were held was due to become “live” in 2 or 3 weeks time as were the links to the Metropolitan Police Special Branch Systems and the United Kingdom National Police Database.

 

Within the maroon notebook were records of each term’s fees for a pre-prep, prep and public schools. The schools were not named but recorded as “Mrs K’s, St S and W. Again the researcher had indicated that this might provide sufficient detail to identify the schools and again Alfred had placed a red “No” in the margin.

 

The sudden illness and death of Miss G was recorded. She had been admitted to St Georges Hospital, Hyde Park on 2nd February 1971; another red “No” went into the margin. Julian Bridewell had written, “C was absolutely devastated by the loss of Miss G but was determined that his identity should not be revealed to Master X. The property was then sold and the proceeds used to buy a modest flat, somewhere in Fulham, for Master X. The balance of the money was placed in an account at “C&K” for the young man. The researcher had said that this was most likely Cox and Kings Bank which could be verified – yet another red “No” appeared.

 

Alfred had derived little distraction from the brief report. He sat back in his chair, took a sip of his water and then wrote, “No Immediate Action. Review in two months or before if Cora flags an alert. Then resume annual watch on Merchant. Lord C may have been acting for someone far more senior in the aristocracy!” on the front cover of the report. He scribbled “BF [Bring Forward] in 2 months, Resume Watch” on a yellow sticky note that he attached to the front of the file which was then tossed with little further thought into his out tray. He then resumed the gruelling work on the counter terrorist operation. He had three field agents and a paid informer to control as well as keeping his boss up to date and the budget within some fairly tight limits. Oh how simple life would be if we could just chase spies and fifth columnists he thought.

 






  

Chapter 5 – Larkhill
 

 

Tom and the Professor had completed the move of the scientific equipment to Larkhill but they were still only “camping out”, as the Professor had put it, in the rented house in Durrington. Alison was still in London and the boys would travel back home each Friday afternoon. Tom was happy to use his motorcycle to get around and the Professor had taken a car on a 6 month lease, half funded through the project. The sorting out of all the boxes and crates had proved a considerable challenge. They had made provision for a large workbench but had forgotten to organise storage shelving. Luckily the Quartermaster, Harry Brandon, had come to the rescue. He had rustled up a couple of old wardrobes, three very substantial but old fashioned chests of drawers and some open metal shelving. On seeing the pickle that the Professor and Tom were in, he even managed to detail a work party of four fit young soldiers for a couple of days. So by the end of the first two weeks things were more or less straight. Throughout this time everyone had had to take great care not to fall into the curious round hole that had been made in the reinforced concrete floor. It was just over 2 metres across and about 1 metre deep, exactly as specified by the Professor. One of the young helpers had spotted a screwdriver in the middle of the hole and had jumped down to pick it up. He handed it to the Professor who recognised it as belonging to Tom. He put it on the workbench where most of the tools were laid out but did not bother to mention it to Tom.

 

The assembly of “the Beast” was the next task and would take another two weeks. The structure would be made up of twelve semi-circular ribs mounted vertically and evenly spread to form the skeleton of a large sphere. The ribs had been made of fibreglass and would be held in place with nylon bolts. The various electro-magnets and measuring instruments would be attached to the inside of the ribs. Tom had to dig a small hole in the centre of the large hole already cut in the floor in order to concrete in a central fixing plate for the ribs. This was also made of fibreglass and resembled a large golf tee with an exaggerated large head where the ribs would be bolted. Tom put the sub-soil into a bucket which he passed to the Professor who emptied it into the wheelbarrow that had been left in the building. 

 

“Hang on a minute, Tom.” The Professor had spotted something glistening in the wheelbarrow, “I think you’ve dug up an old coin.” Tom climbed out of the hole and the pair of them looked at the slightly misshapen coin. The Professor washed it under the tap and carefully dried it with his handkerchief. “Well, well, well.” He said in a studious tone. “I think that this is gold. Look, there is no oxidation at all. Oh and there’s a hole where a chain or cord would have been.” Tom ran across to the work bench and pulled out his magnifying glass from his toolbox. “Let me look James,” he said. Tom carefully examined both sides of the object. “Well it seems to lack any real detail. There’s no head or motif stamped on it and it has been knocked around a bit. There’s some crude writing on one side, looks like S A F or S A T and there could be some numbers or letters on the other side.” He moved closer to the light. “Yep. I reckon that there is an 8 followed by either zero or the letter O and then either a two or a letter Z and then a number 7.”

 

“Well,” said the Professor, “it’s not ancient treasure then. Maybe it was a charm with someone’s initials and a date. Perhaps a birthday or anniversary. You might as well keep it Tom. I’m sure it’s not worth handing into the Police or the Army.” Tom slipped the charm into his pocket and carried on digging. After a few trial goes the central fixing plate was set in concrete and an early start to the weekend was agreed. Tom was very pleased as he had quietly been hoping to see Jasmine. 

 

Tom was on his motorbike and away before midday. The Professor had not organised himself quite so cleverly and had to return to the rented house to collect his suitcase of dirty washing before setting off. Tom did not get far. Just as he stopped at the junction with the A303 another motorcyclist pulled up next to him. “Your number plate has just come off back there,” he said as he pointed behind them. Tom waved a gesture of thanks and went around the roundabout and back up the road he had just travelled down. There, in the middle of the road, was his number plate. Luckily it was not damaged and he was able to retrieve it without being hit by the growing number of early weekenders on the road. He was unable to fix it back on at the side of the road and so he decided that it was most sensible to go the 2 miles back to Larkhill Camp and make a proper repair.

 

He parked outside the Dagger building and entered the six digit security code to open the door. He quickly found the self tapping screws to fix the number plate back on but, to his surprise, noticed that his slotted screwdriver was sitting out on the workbench. When he finished making the repair he went to put his screwdriver back in its proper place only to find that he was now in possession of a pair of identical screwdrivers. He had bought the moderately expensive set of six screwdrivers several months earlier. There were no duplicates of any particular size or type. He could not think how this might have come about and sat on the chair next to the work bench whilst he thought it through. Perhaps it had been in the Dagger Building when they moved in. “Impossible,” he thought. Perhaps the extra screwdriver was in the laboratory at Imperial College all the time and it had been swept up with the move; “possibly.” Perhaps the Professor had a similar set of screwdrivers; “quite likely”. After all, the set of screwdrivers had been bought from a delightful old fashioned ironmongers on the Fulham Road, not far from Drayton Gardens. With that little mystery solved, he locked up, made sure his leather jacket was fully zipped up against the cold and resumed his journey to London.

 

He could not believe his eyes when he saw the inside of the flat in Elm Park Gardens. Everything was looking so clean and tidy, although Tom’s room had not had the benefit of the makeover. There was fresh floral scent in the air but no flowers to be seen. Instead, there was a plug-in air freshener in the drawing room and the pub-like odours had all but disappeared. Angus emerged from his bedroom having heard Tom arrive. He was clean shaven, had been to the barbers and was wearing a suit that had clearly been to the dry cleaners. “Ah, Tom w-what a surprise. I was beginning to think that you were g-gone for good.”

 

“Hello Angus. Gosh you have been busy. Is the Queen doing a visit?” Tom, with his privileged knowledge of his landlord, realised what he had said and he quickly added, “don’t tell me you’ve got a job?” Tom had noticed that despite looking so much more presentable, Angus was shaking and had developed a mild stutter. “N-no. I’ve had a tidy to keep my mind off…” he hesitated, “off the drink.” Tom could sense the relief in Angus’s tone as he mentioned his drinking. “I’ve not had a d-drop since last Sunday. It has been p-pretty tough. The shakes aren’t so bad now. Would you l-like a cup of tea?”

 

As they drank their tea, Angus told Tom about his plans. “I’ve got to g-go away for a few weeks. I’ve booked myself into Tynesdale Court in Shropshire t-to get some help. I was ho-hoping that you would drop back here at weekends whilst I’m away.”

 

“No problem. Goodness, Tynesdale Court. That’s where the pop stars go. It must be costing an arm and a leg,” said Tom, showing genuine interest in his landlord’s new sense of purpose.

 

“I came into a bit of money last week and I know I have to do this. I’ve been there once before when I was in Fleet Street. Anyway, when I g-get sorted out, I’m going to work on a new story that I’ve had in the pipeline for some time. It could be very lucrative.” Angus stared at the bookcase behind Tom. “It may be that I write this story up as a book rather than a newspaper article. Anyway, I’ll sort all that out when I get back and with any luck, I will be g-going flat out within a few months.”

 

Tom decided to play amateur detective. “What is your new story about Angus?” he asked.

 

“What the best stories are all about – it’s sex, money and p-power but this time I’m pretty sure that the key players are very high up in the Establishment and that, my dear boy, sells stories faster than a w-wink of the eye.” Angus chuckled as he imagined his future success.

 

“So it’s a scandal then. Can you give me an idea of the story line?” Tom asked trying to sound casual.

 

“Well in a nutshell, it’s about an extra marital affair by a Peer of the Realm and how the bastard child from that relationship grows up never knowing who his father was.” Angus was looking through the open door into his bedroom and his eyes focused on the wardrobe where he kept the only evidence that he had of the whole business.

 

Tom was a little shocked at this point as he knew that his friend and boss, Professor Gordon, was a child cursed by having no father. “What has come of the child? Is he someone well known?” he asked.

 

“Definitely well known. I’m not certain but I know that he is a well respected m-member of society. I need to do a bit of research to pin him down but I reckon that he is either in government or he is a s-star of radio or TV.  Anyway,” he paused and looked around in a furtive gesture of secrecy, “Mum’s the word. This is my pension. Let’s hope he’s a TV star – that will sell, sell, s-sell!”

 

What a relief, thought Tom, as he realised that the Professor was not the subject of the story. He did think that he should make contact with Inspector Morton-Farrell to let him know what Angus planned. “When do you go to Tynesdale?”

 

Angus put his tea mug down. “Next week, provided the money goes through on time. They want the whole lot up front, nearly £18,000 just for 6 weeks. Still it’s cheaper than the Dorchester,” said a man who knew what he was talking about, having stayed there in better times.

 

“What do you want me to do about my rent whilst you’re away Angus? I could pay it into a bank account if you like. I’m afraid that I’m not in a position to give you anything up front.”

 

“I trust you Tom. Just m-make sure that you can give me the whole lot w-when I get back.” Tom nodded and put down his tea mug. “That was a lovely cup of tea Angus. I’ve got to nip out before the shops shut so I will get cracking if you don’t mind.”

 

Tom left and walked westwards along the Fulham Road. As he walked, he pulled out his mobile phone and found the number for Inspector Morton-Farrell. It was after 4pm and, not surprisingly as it was Friday, he ended up leaving a brief message on the answering machine. He wandered along the Fulham Road for a few hundred yards and bought some chocolates for Jasmine. The lady who served him was more than pleased to gift wrap them and she even tied a little red bow on the package to make it look just a little bit more special.

 

Jasmine and Tom had arranged to meet at 7 pm at the south entrance to South Kensington Tube Station. Tom was 10 minutes early and checked his reflection in the shop window near the station. Jasmine would be familiar with his “interview” clothes which Tom deemed appropriate for their first date. Jasmine was a few minutes late, not wishing to appear too keen. They had a lovely evening which started with a walk to the Kings Road and supper in one of the many delightful Italian restaurants in the area. Jasmine did not want to be too late home and so Tom escorted her to Waterloo Station in time for a 10 pm train to Woking. Tom was granted a little peck as a goodnight kiss. They beamed at each other through the window of her carriage, both certain that they would see more of each other in the coming weeks.

 

The following morning Tom decided to tidy his room and try and match the effort made by Angus. It was lunchtime before he finished the last of the cleaning. He had two huge black plastic bags full of rubbish, a mountain of dirty washing and, under his chair, he had found a £20 note which he deemed to be just reward for his efforts. The afternoon was spent in the launderette which used a large chunk of his new found fortune. Whilst doing the washing, Charlie walked past and spotted Tom through the large window. “Hello Tom. Are you back for long or are you just passing through?” Tom decided to be chatty to the old boy as he had nothing else to do whilst he waited for the various machines to finish creasing his clothes. “Oh, I’m here for the weekend Charlie. How are things with you?” Charlie sat down next to Tom. “Well it’s been the most amazing couple of weeks. I think it was on Tuesday of last week that Angus and I were having a drink together at lunchtime when we decided to have a go on the horses. We put an accumulator on,” Charlie moved closer to Tom and lowered his voice, “and it came in. I had put a £1 bet on and Angus had put a tenner. I won two thousand pounds and so Angus must have made twenty thousand.”

 

Tom was fascinated. “You are a dark horse Charlie! I didn’t know you were a gambler.” Charlie looked straight into Tom’s eyes. “There is nothing wrong with the odd bet as long as you know exactly what you are doing. The four horses we bet on at Kempton were Old Timer, Paper Boy, College Lad and Office Girl. Now I thought that they were bound to win because the first three were me, Angus and you and then we add your young lady.” Charlie had the cheekiest smile on his face.

 

“Who told you I was going out with Jasmine then?” asked Tom. For once Charlie was lost for words. “Well, I..er..oh, yes Jasmine. I guessed that you would take her out sooner or later. She seemed such a nice young lady when I spoke to her on the telephone.”  “Oh,” said Tom, “when did you talk to her then?” Charlie smiled. “Surely you remember that Angus was worried about his rent when you were detained that time.” Tom nodded, “Oh of course.” He stood up to transfer the clothes from the washing machine to the tumble dryer.

 

Charlie also stood up. “Tom, would you take this?” He held out his hand in which he had a bundle of twenty pound notes. Tom was flabbergasted. “Charlie, what is this for?” he said. Charlie smiled. “Well it’s simple really. You were not in the pub when Angus and I went to the bookies but I thought of you and put 10p on for you. The old partnership, you know. Please take it.” He moved his hand holding the £200 closer to Tom’s hand. Tom really did not know what to say or do. “Charlie, this is really kind but you must need the money more than me. I’m doing okay with this job and, well…perhaps you should have a treat.” Charlie just stared straight at Tom and Tom took the bundle of notes. “You are so kind Charlie. Thanks.” Charlie hardly waited for Tom to finish. “I must go Tom. I’m late for a date of my own.” He winked and left the launderette and Tom in his state of half shock.

 

Tom looked at the money. He carefully straightened out the bundle and placed the notes in his wallet. Tom wanted to go after Charlie but he felt awkward and allowed the washing to form the excuse in his mind that held his leaden feet. The extra money had come at an ideal time as he did not want to appear to be too stingey when he took Jasmine out, but the purchase of the motorcycle and all the paraphernalia had wiped out his savings. When his laundry was finished Tom hurried back to the flat. No sooner had he dumped the laundry bag on his bed when his phone rang. It was Inspector Morton-Farrell. Tom was not sure if Angus was in the flat and so he went to the street to talk to the Inspector. “I’m sorry to disturb your weekend Inspector, I thought that this could wait until Monday.” He said.

 

“I said that you should call me ‘Brian’ and don’t worry, I’m doing a bit of work today to catch up. I was away most of the week, fishing. Now tell me what’s on your mind but remember we are on an unsecured telephone line.” The Inspector was in a good mood after his fishing trip.

 

Tom told him about his landlord’s plans without giving too much away to any potential eavesdroppers. “Well, my friend that you know has really got a grip of himself and is admitting himself into Tynesdale Court for treatment. He then plans to concentrate on his story about a scandal involving some pretty important people. He says he might make it into a book.”

 

“Leave it with me Tom. Do nothing, but obviously let me know if there are any significant developments.” Morton-Farrell ended the call and Tom returned to the flat.

 

The following week, Alfred was, as always, busy at his desk in Thames House. He had over 100 unread emails, his telephone was a constant nuisance and his boss was badgering him for a report that was far from finished. If you want a job done well and quickly, then give it to a busy person. There comes a point with most individuals when their brains go into a super conducting state and Alfred was “cruising” as he called it, in just that state. He had prioritised his tasks and cleared the simplest, but most important first. By 4pm he was able to tackle the last few pages of the report and deliver it to his boss. By 6pm he was able to tackle his emails and the dregs of his in-tray would be next. His last three emails were from the tireless, loyal and diligent Cora computer program that was searching, correlating and deriving intelligence from every file and snippet of digital information available to MI5.

 

The first of these emails concerned the operation at the centre of the report that he had just delivered to his boss. He smiled as the information that Cora was presenting to him was almost identical to that which he had gathered by more traditional methods for his report. “At least”, he thought, “Cora seems to be quite accurate in her advice.” He pondered, “her?” He decided that Cora sounded like a girl’s name and moved on. The second email was an analysis of the information on Angus Merchant. It really was not at all interesting. The Land Registry link and archive news information from just after the War had produced an address and then names for the mistress and the bastard child. The mother was not related to any dignitary and the bastard child was not a senior member of the Establishment at all, just an ordinary person in an ordinary job. The father of the child could not be identified but Cora had provided some probabilities of him being Ennobled, a member of a Royal House or in Government. Cora also concluded that the chance of the father still being alive were less than eight percent. The results made any serious chance of a scandal so low that Alfred made the decision there and then to stop all further surveillance on Merchant. Alfred was under pressure to demonstrate areas of saving and he added this action as part of that requirement. He took the necessary steps for Merchant’s file to be closed and he sent an email to Morton-Farrell to tell him that Merchant posed no further threat to the Establishment, Government of the day or society at large. He moved on to his next task and expected to leave for home early, certainly by 9pm.

 

Inspector Morton-Farrell read the email the following morning. He took another look at the Special Branch file on Merchant and could see no reason to waste any more effort on the retired journalist. The fact that Tom shared the flat with Merchant did not pose any threat to the MoD project as far as he could see and now that Tom was briefed, he would be careful and so the overall risk was minimal. He picked up his telephone and called Tom. “Thank you again for your diligence at the weekend. We have decided that the risk from your associate is almost non-existent and so, unless there is something obviously outrageous, you should relax. We have no further interest in the man.” Tom was quite relieved. He walked away, out of the Professor’s earshot. “Brilliant. I really hope that Ang…” he stopped himself just in time and used veiled speech, “our friend manages to sort himself out. Can I mention any of this to my boss now?” There was an immediate response. “No. Don’t do that. It is always best to restrict information to those who really need to know and your boss does not need and therefore should not know.” With that the call ended. Tom went back to ‘The Beast’. “Girlfriend again Tom?” asked the Professor. “Oh. Yes. She’s just checking that I’m back in London this weekend.” Tom picked up his screwdriver and continued the assembly.

 

Throughout the week, the Professor and Tom worked long days in order to complete the assembly of the Beast. It had been a relatively easy process thanks to some accurate drawings, to which each had contributed, and superbly engineered components made by a small contractor in Basingstoke and some of the workshop staff at Imperial College. Tom remembered to ask the Professor about the extra screwdriver. “Do you have any screwdrivers like this one James?” Tom asked, showing the Professor a screwdriver from the set. “I’m afraid not Tom. I do have a screwdriver in the flat somewhere but here I’m quite happy borrowing yours when the need arises. Perhaps it came with us from the lab at Imperial.” Tom did not think that likely but could find no other explanation for the additional item.

 

Tom had little opportunity to devote any more time to “the case of the extra screwdriver” as the Professor had called it. They had to work to a tight deadline as they were to be helped with the computer control system by a young post-grad from Imperial College who would start on the coming Monday and be with them for two weeks. Both the Professor and Tom were ready for their weekend and were on the way to London by car and on motorbike by 4 o’clock.

 

Tom unlocked the door of the Elm Park Gardens flat and nearly tripped over the suitcase in the hallway. A neatly rolled umbrella was leant against it. Angus emerged from his bedroom. He was sober but not in a good mood. “Bloody banks. I paid a cheque in nearly 2 weeks ago and they still haven’t done the transfer to Tynesdale. I’m stuck here now until Wednesday.” Tom put his backpack down. “Oh I’m sorry Angus. How have you been this last week?”

 

“Been? Been? I haven’t BEEN any bloody where. It’s all BEEN Charlie’s bloody fault. He put the wrong bloody date on the cheque. Silly old sod.” At least there was no longer any hint of a stutter in Angus’s voice. Tom understood and offered to make a cup of tea. Angus calmed down and the two sat down at the dining room table and chatted over their cups of tea. “What sort of week have you had Tom? Have you got much longer on this attachment at Salisbury College?” Angus asked.

 

Tom had to refresh his cover story in his mind. “The work is boring but it’s going okay. I think I’m going to be going down there for at least another 6 months. How come Charlie had to write a cheque out for your winnings? Surely the betting shop should have done that.” Tom looked at Angus. “Oh, yeah, bloody Charlie put his bet and my bet on the same betting slip and when he collected the winnings the cheque was made out to him.” Angus managed not to get upset again. “How is your book going?” Angus reached across the table and dragged his laptop in front of him. “I’m not doing very well at the moment. I am okay with word processing, even when it was first introduced in Fleet Street I found it easy, but I just can’t get to grips with the internet. I think that I’m just too old for all the gobbledygook.” Tom moved his chair so that he could see the screen of the computer. “What are you trying to do on the internet Angus?”

 

Angus reached inside his jacket pocket and pulled out the maroon notebook that he had bought from the son of the late Mr Marcus Bridewell. “This notebook is the source of the whole story that I am working on but it contains very few names and the key players are referred to as ‘Master X’, ‘Miss G’ and so on. I am sure that I could find out more using the Internet. What do you think Tom? You’re pretty good at this sort of thing.” Tom took the notebook from Angus and scanned the first few pages. “I would need to spend a couple of hours looking at this notebook before I could make any judgement about what might come from the Internet.” Angus looked at him with an expression that could best be described as ‘wet puppy’. His face was saying “help, I cannot do this myself, I need you, please, eternal gratitude…” Tom flicked through a few more pages. “All right Angus. I was not planning to go out this evening. I’ll take a look at it and tell you what I think.” Angus was absolutely delighted and Tom actually derived some pleasure from being able to help. He worked on through the evening, taking only a short break for a microwave curry and a large glass of orange squash. Eventually he called Angus over and the two of them sat side by side as Tom went through his findings.

 

“This is a bit complicated to be honest, Angus. I have found that there are 58 members of the House of Lords whose names begin with the letter C. Obviously our man is going to be at least 75, if he fathered a child in the early 1950s but I can’t find out the Lords’ ages. I suspect it is more likely that he is no longer with us as, otherwise the solicitors would still be acting on his behalf.” Tom paused and his body language gave away his frustration at being unable to offer any easy help.

 

“Look Angus, I think that you need to draw up an action plan to get through all of this. The best information is that the next door neighbour was called Cox. Now the lady and her son lived at Number 17 and so the Cox family probably lived at Number 15 or 19 but it could also be number 16 or 18.” Tom broke off and reached down and picked up the first section of the London telephone directory. “There are 122 Coxes in and around London and you could phone each of them and see if any of their relatives ever lived at one of the possible numbers. I don’t think that the schools will be much help. What can they tell you if you do not have a name of the child?” Tom had finished and there was silence. Then Angus shrugged his shoulders and decided, “Well, I suppose I shall start to chase the Coxes.”

 

Through all of this, Tom kept thinking about the interest that had been shown in Angus by both Special Branch and MI5. He was sworn to secrecy and could not even mention Angus’s plans to anyone. Tom felt that he could do no more. Angus showed his gratitude and Tom went to his room and gave Jasmine a call. The two agreed to spend the following day together and would meet at South Kensington Tube Station again. 

 

On Sunday morning, Tom was up before Angus and he decided to prepare a cooked breakfast for himself. He nipped out to the Open Always Deli and bought some bacon, half a dozen eggs and a small loaf of bread. He planned to cook fried bacon, tinned tomatoes and fried bread. He heard Angus stirring and took him a cup of tea and invited him to join him for breakfast. There was a little method to his madness as he was then able to use the mushrooms, potatoes and sausage that Angus had in the fridge. The two sat down to a most delicious breakfast. Tom thought that Angus needed some good wholesome food inside him, particularly now he was trying his very best to keep off the booze.

 

“I’m sorry I didn’t get very far with your notebook Angus. Why don’t you let me take a photocopy of it and then I can do some work on it during the week whilst I’m in Salisbury? I have a better Internet connection down there.” Angus was reluctant to agree to the idea. “I do trust you Tom and I know that you have helped me a lot over the time that you’ve been here but I am just worried about letting this information out of my control.”

 

Tom did not want to push the idea as he knew that Angus could become difficult if he was backed into a corner. Angus did not change his mind and made it clear that the notebook represented his pension and he would even take it with him to Tynesdale.

 

The weekend was soon over.

 

The following week saw the arrival of a bright postgraduate computer specialist, Peter Boyde, who was to install the software that would control the electro-magnets and sensor array that would bring the Beast to life. The Professor was happy to put Peter up in the house in Durrington, but both he and Tom were rather surprised at his long working hours. They would travel together to Larkhill Camp each morning and be working on the Beast by about 8.30am. Peter would eat his sandwich for lunch, hunched over the computer terminal and then not stop until 9 or 10pm. His long hours really paid off.

 

By the end of the Wednesday they were able to control most of the electrical functions of the Beast from the computer terminal. By Friday morning, Peter was able to fully test the complex computer program that he had created in London. The program would allow all of the magnetic parameters throughout the Beast to be varied either automatically in response to external magnetic stimulation, or manually in order to simulate external magnetic variation. All of this would allow the sensing equipment to determine if any variation in magnetic flux was due to natural background features or due to the movement of large objects as required by the project. Well that was the theory and it was to take another week of testing, tweaking and more testing by Peter Boyde, the Professor and Tom before the Beast and its sensor equipment became stable.

 

By now it was mid-March and the days were becoming longer. The Professor was very happy with the contribution made by Peter, and Tom was more than happy to be given the responsibility for the computer program that would control the Beast.

 

Peter took Tom through the important features of the program. “The power of each of the electro-magnets can be adjusted up and down, as well as being made to vary with time. The data that determines all of this are stored as the operating parameters. You can create and amend these using a spreadsheet.  Once you have loaded the operating parameters you have one of three choices. You can Run the experiment with the chosen set of parameters. You can do a Purge to de-Gauss the electro-magnets to clear away any residual magnetism, and finally you can generate a Pulse of magnetism in order to test the detection equipment. Are you happy so far?”

 

Tom was quick to respond. “Yep. No problem. That is a very simple top level set of options which will make it easy to repeat experiments. How often do you reckon we should run the Purge procedure?”

 

Peter invited the Professor to join them. “Professor, how often do you think that Purge should be run? I would think at least once a day.” The Professor walked over to the bench where the computer terminal was sitting. “How long does a Purge routine procedure take Peter?” “Oh, not long.” Peter leant across to the keyboard and after a few keystrokes he was able to add. “It will take 18 minutes.” The Professor thought for a few seconds and then decided, “We will run it before every experiment. That way, there is less chance of any creeping error.” He returned his attention to the three D23 sensors that would be used in the Beast. He had taken them apart in order to clean them thoroughly after the move from London. Tom and Peter continued going through all of the technical aspects of the computer program until they both felt that they had had enough. They informed the Professor that Tom was fully up to speed.

 

“Tom are you absolutely sure that you have everything you need from Peter to keep this computer program working as it should?” the Professor needed to double check that Tom understood the notes that Peter had made and the location of all of the relevant files on the computer. “No problem Professor.” Tom would always address his boss more formally in front of others. “Peter has shown me how to adjust all of the control variables and I can even get into the code of the program if necessary.”

 

Peter Boyde assured the Professor that Tom was well briefed and added. “I am still available at the end of a telephone line if you get really stuck, but I don’t think that that is likely.” The Professor thanked Peter profusely for all his hard work, they shook hands, farewells were said and the computer expert left to return to London. 

 

The Professor and Tom stared at the Beast. It was a 3 metre high hollow globe defined by the 12 ribs of its outer shell. The Beast was supported from underneath but it appeared to be hovering just above the concrete floor of the Dagger building. There was a plywood plank that formed a crude bridge between the concrete floor and the circular floor of the Beast .There were wires threaded through the ribs of the Beast which went to every one of the 36 evenly distributed electro-magnets set just inside the ribs. Sitting on the floor outside the Beast was a 1 metre tall wooden stand that had 3 of the D23s mounted inside. “What do you think Tom?” he asked. “Well it really looks amazing,” Tom replied, “just amazing.” The Professor suggested that they tidy up and make a start for London.

 

Tom was in London by 5pm. The flat was deserted and the heating had been switched off all week. Tom hit the central heating override button and stayed in his leathers until the radiators started to do their job. He had just come out of the shower when his telephone rang. It was Alison Gordon. “Tom, is that you? What are you doing for lunch next Saturday? What – no plans, perfect. It’s James’s birthday. Come around at noon sharp – don’t be late. See you next weekend darling.” Tom looked at his watch. It was 6 pm and so he decided to have an early start in the morning in order to get a present and card for the Professor.

 

Something led him back to the ironmongers not far from Drayton Gardens. He remembered, on a previous visit, seeing a selection of Swiss Army knives with all sorts of useful gadgets and one of these would make an ideal gift for the Professor who was always borrowing a screwdriver, scissors or sharp knife from Tom’s tool kit. The one he chose cost £20 and came with a neat leather case that could be attached to a belt. When he got back to the flat he carefully wrapped the present and wrote the card, then put them both on the shelf above his bed.

 

The flat was rather odd without Angus. Previously, Tom would have done everything to avoid his inebriated landlord but for the last few weekends he had been quite reasonable and, at times, quite interesting company. Tom wondered how he might be coping with what must be a very strict regime at Tynesdale Court. He soon got back to his own routine; a visit to the launderette, a call to Jasmine and then a quick trip to the shop for some food. Tom also missed his pub quiz nights. They were almost always held during the working week in order to encourage people into the pubs. After supper he went out for a glass of beer and managed to bump into Charlie. 

 

Charlie asked if Angus had finally got away to Tynesdale. “He’s there as far as I know,” said Tom. “Thank you again for your very generous present Charlie. What a great bit of timing for Angus. Without that win he would never have been able to get himself sorted out.” Charlie smiled. He was a thoughtful old man and he took pleasure from helping others. “I was hoping that Angus would be able to get back to some serious writing, rather than wasting his time obsessing about his blockbuster story. He will never find a publisher for such a weak story line. Perhaps when he is well again he will see sense and, I hope, be able to enjoy life again.”

 

Tom was surprised that Charlie knew any of the detail of the story. “Oh yes,” said Charlie, “Angus described the whole plot to me a while ago. Even if he can identify the characters it is still not worth three column inches let alone a 200 page book. The best thing that could happen is for him to lose the stupid notebook that he bought from that solicitor.”

 

“I bet he’s taken it with him to Tynesdale, Charlie. He said to me a couple of weeks ago that the whole story would provide him with a pension and he is bound to be keeping it safe.” Tom picked up Charlie’s empty glass. “Would you like another beer, Charlie?” he asked.

 

“No, not for me thanks, Tom. Beer goes straight through me these days. It’s one of the problems of growing old I’m afraid. I must go anyway. If you see that stupid notebook you’d be doing Angus a favour by burning it. No good will come of it. None at all. Goodnight Tom.” Charlie quietly left and Tom had one more pint of beer and then went back to his flat. Tom did not agree with Charlie about Angus wasting his time. Tom felt that the whole idea was the one thing giving Angus the incentive to overcome his addiction to alcohol. Tom did have a little inside knowledge, of course, and that did tend to support Charlie’s point that the story was of little value. “Oh well,” he thought, “it’s not really my problem.” Tom’s weekend came and went with little drama.

 

Monday morning arrived far too quickly and he had to suffer an awful ride in the rain to Larkhill. He had put an all in one rain suit over his leathers but this did not protect his neck, wrists and feet. His clean clothes in his backpack were wet and he had to hang them up to dry in the Dagger Building.

 

The Professor was like a child with a new toy. The Beast was ready for the various experiments that would be needed to determine the best method of addressing the MoD’s requirement. “Right, Tom. Let’s do some simple calibration runs this morning and then with any luck we will be able to do some more detailed work with the sensor array this afternoon.” Tom had already run the computer up and he had just finished checking the connectivity of the 50 or so cables that ran from the Beast, via various ‘clever boxes’, as the Professor called them, to the computer. The calibration work took the whole day as the Professor had not realised that after each test Tom would have to create a new spreadsheet with the amended settings needed for the next run. This did not dampen his enthusiasm and they were both itching to get started the following day.

 

The Professor wanted to try the first test using his D23s.Tom did his best to keep up with the ever increasing pace of work as the Professor drove forward with the scent of an early success in his nostrils. “Move that to the right, Tom”, “Tom, check that connection”, “Stop, stop. That cable is snagged”, “We’ll stop for tea later”, “Come on Tom. Get a move on.”

 

Tom kept his cool as he understood exactly what was driving the Professor forward. The Beast was an impressive contraption. The physics were not revolutionary but the application of the physics was ground breaking. They were finally ready for the first full test. After this they would do another run with the D23s installed and connected.

 

Tom sat at the computer and loaded the new parameter data ready for the test run. “I’m ready James. Do you want to check anything or shall I hit the Run button?” The Professor drew a deep breath. “Go for it Tom. Hit the Run button.” The result was quite an anti climax. The computer screen flashed with buckets of figures running across the screen. Then there was a flashing alarm, ‘Power failure’ followed by ‘Reset Required’. “What happened Tom?” asked the Professor as he glanced first at the computer screen and then at the Beast. “I’m not sure, but I think that one or more of the power supplies has tripped.”

 

Tom picked up his screwdriver and went to the Beast. He went into the centre of the spherical apparatus by stepping along the plywood gang plank between two of the twelve ribs. He took out the small wooden table designed to support the sensing apparatus in order to give himself more room. He used the screwdriver to undo a power connector cable. “James, would you press the reset button on the main power supplies please.” As this was done Tom used an electronic multi-meter to check that power was available at the connector. Once satisfied, he rejoined the power connector and turned the clamping screw tight with the screwdriver. “Tom, that power cable is sagging and we need to keep it as close to the outer edge of the Beast as we can.” The Professor handed Tom a cable tie. “Use this to fix it back.”

 

Tom put his multi-meter and screwdriver down and stood on tip-toe to fix the cable tie. “Don’t bother putting that wooden table back in Tom. At the moment it is just a nuisance.” Once the Professor was happy, Tom went back to the computer to run the test again. “Are you ready James?” he asked. “No problem, Tom. Initiate the Run.” the Professor said. Again there was a hiccup and it looked as though the power had tripped again. “Do you want me to do the same checks again, James?” Tom made this question almost rhetorical as he had already grabbed his multi-meter and was looking for the screwdriver. “James, have you seen the screwdriver that I was using? It’s the slotted one.” Tom asked as he glanced around the area.

 

“I saw you put the multi-meter on the bench but I don’t think you had the screwdriver with you when you came out of the Beast.” The Professor also glanced around. Tom went back into the Beast and checked that he had not left it either on the floor or balanced on any of the cables. He then carefully retraced his steps looking right and left until he reached the work bench. Both he and the Professor went down onto their hands and knees to look under the work bench and chairs. The screwdriver was not there. “Well this is silly Tom. Don’t you have another screwdriver?” The Professor was getting slightly impatient. Tom went to his tool box and opened the top and looked down at his 6 neatly laid out screwdrivers.

 

He remembered the discovery of the extra screwdriver. He did not say a word but grabbed a torch and frantically went back to check inside the Beast. He looked in every crevice and even shone the torch into the void below the Beast in case the screwdriver had somehow rolled down there. The Professor also helped in the search, realising that Tom was deadly serious about the missing screwdriver.

 

Tom sat down on the chair in front of the computer. “Professor,” he was being formal as he was in utter confusion, “that screwdriver was identical to the one we found in the pit before we assembled the Beast. I now have a set of 6 in my tool box, exactly what was brought down from London. I know damn well that mine came in a set of six, it was not yours and there is no way that we could have brought any extra tools from the laboratory.” Tom stopped in order to gather his thoughts and catch his breath. The Professor interjected. “I hope that you are not about to suggest something terribly unscientific.” Tom glanced up at him. “Well, what the hell do you think has happened then, James?” Tom stood up and opened his tool box for the Professor to see inside.

 

“Look. There are six screwdrivers, all from the same set. None of them has been out of this box all day. I was using the seventh screwdriver. The one that you or one of those soldiers found in the pit. There are now only 6 screwdrivers in this building – the seventh one has disappeared, James.” The Professor put his hand on Tom’s shoulder. “Can you be certain that that screwdriver was the actual one found in the pit? Think carefully Tom. This is really important.” Tom did not answer straight away. He was clearly going through events in his mind.

 

“No, I am not sure if it was the actual one. When I tidied up last week I put all of the screwdrivers together in here.” He pointed to the inside of his toolbox. “I took one of the two identical slotted screwdrivers out of the toolbox first thing this morning.” Tom looked up at the Professor who was just removing his hand from Tom’s shoulder. “Well Tom, we need to be a little bit careful before we jump to any far fetched conclusions. I know exactly what you think and as tempting as it may be, I do not believe that the screwdriver has somehow travelled back in time. Let’s redo everything whilst it is all still fresh in our minds. Let’s start from here just after the power supplies tripped the first time.” The Professor was no longer being impatient. He could sense Tom’s utter frustration and wanted to resolve the matter in a rigorous scientific manner.

 

They went through the sequence of events again and again. They searched along the paths that they had each taken several times. After the third search they stood staring at the Beast. “Tom. Put the kettle on. This is utterly stupid. If that screwdriver travelled back in time then we must surely be able to do it again. If we are able to do it again then we would by now be swimming in screwdrivers or pliers or whatever other crap we might place in the Beast. Don’t you see, Tom. There must be a rational, and might I add, scientific answer.”

 

The matter was dropped and they continued with their tests and eventually found the fault that was making the power supplies trip. There was a short circuit inside one of the solenoids. Tom replaced it and they were able to make satisfactory progress. There were no more strange events and Tom was beginning to think that the Professor was right.

 

The rest of the week was spent with more basic experiments. Tom had to make quite a few adjustments to the computer program and its underlying data. They were able to run the first of the tests with the D23s, but they made no effort to analyse the data created as time was against them. The week was ending as it had started, with heavy showers and a chilling wind. They were late finishing and Tom was pleased to accept the offer of a lift to London in the lease car. Despite working together all week they still enjoyed each other’s company and the journey to London seemed to take no time at all. The “case of the extra screwdriver” was not mentioned, although Tom did keep thinking it over in his mind.

 

“Are you going out with your girlfriend tonight, Tom?” the Professor asked. “No, it’s her grandmother’s 70th birthday and so I won’t see her until tomorrow,” Tom replied. “Are you bringing her to lunch tomorrow? Alison hasn’t briefed me yet, so I don’t know who all the guests will be.” Tom felt a little awkward. Alison had invited him to the birthday lunch but had not mentioned Jasmine. “Well, I didn’t think that the invitation was for us both and so I’ve arranged to meet Jasmine at seven in the evening.” The Professor glanced across at Tom and then resumed his careful watch of the road ahead. “Would you like to bring her Tom?” he asked. “We’ve only been going out for a couple of weeks and so I think that we should leave things as they are for now. But thank you for the thought, James.”

 

The Professor looked over his shoulder, glanced in the mirror and pulled out to overtake a slow moving lorry. “Why not get her to come to the flat at about five’ish. We will have had lunch, she can come in to say hello, have a drink and then you can whisk her away on your romantic date?” Tom heard the Professor but waited with baited breath for the completion of the overtaking manoeuvre. His sigh of relief was almost audible. “That’s really kind. I’ll give her a call and see what she says.”

 

The Professor dropped Tom off at the end of Elm Park Gardens. Tom’s flat was cold and empty again and so he put the heating on full blast and went out. Soon Tom reached the ironmongers opposite the cinema in the Fulham Road. He was curious to see if they still had any sets of screwdrivers for sale like the one that he had bought. They had just one set left, “We’ve sold dozens of these sir,” said the salesman. “At £18 for this quality, it is no wonder that they have done well.” Tom asked him if screwdrivers like these were ever sold individually. “Very unlikely, young man. These are imported from China already in sets.” Tom thanked him, left the shop and then returned to the slightly more welcoming flat. 

 

He gave Jasmine a call. Tom was not able to discuss his work with her and she was very sensible and did not ask any prying questions. They chatted for nearly an hour. Jasmine was happy to arrive at the Professor’s flat at about 5pm the following day and, after a few ‘sweet nothings’, they said goodnight. Tom had an early night as it had been quite a hectic week.

 

Tom remembered the card and present, and set off at 11.45 am for the Professor’s flat. Alison had made it clear that he had to be there no later than midday. He was let in by Alison with two minutes to spare. “Oh you clever boy. Spot on time.” Tom wished the Professor a happy birthday and handed him the card and present. Alison soon set Tom to work. “Tom, darling,” she said, “I wonder if I could ask you to help James with the drinks. We have people arriving at half past and it will be a bit of a squeeze.” She turned to the Professor. “James, darling. How many did I say we had coming?” The Professor looked up from the unwrapping of the present. “I think it was twenty two at the last count dear.” He paused as the pen knife appeared from within the paper wrapping. “Oh Tom, this is super. It is perfect. You know me, always lost for a sharp knife or a screwdriver. Look dear, this gadget has everything an absent minded professor could ever want.”

 

Tom was pleased that the Professor liked his Swiss Army knife and he did not mind that his early arrival was for him to prepare for a role as waiter. He would never have taken offence anyway as the Gordons treated Tom more like a son than an employee or acquaintance from work, and sons always should expect to help their parents out from time to time.

 

The party was great fun. Most of the guests were associated with Imperial College, including Professor McClean and then there was the MP that he had met before, but he had a different ‘secretary’ in tow. The food consisted of delicious canapés handed out on large silver trays. Between them, Tom and the Professor kept everyone’s glasses topped up and they also managed to keep the trays of food circulating. The guests consumed buckets of champagne not least because almost everyone decided to propose a toast of some description. “Happy birthday to James.” “To our delightful hostess, Alison.”  “To the most laid back professor in the University of London.” “To everyone for coming.” And so it went on. By 3.30 pm people began to drift away and eventually it was just the Professor, his wife and Tom. Alison made a start tidying up the empty glasses and Tom did the same. “No, no Tom. You have done enough. You were brilliant, we could not have managed this party without you. Now you and James go into the study and have a coffee or whatever boys drink after parties. It will take me no time at all to clear this away.”

 

Tom and the Professor put up no resistance. They sat in the elegant study and finished off champagne from one of the opened bottles. “Thanks again, Tom. That was good fun.” Tom felt very relaxed in the Professor’s company and was grateful to sit down at last. Although he had drunk several glasses of champagne, he was not in the least bit inebriated and they sat chatting about all sorts, none of it related to work.

 

“Alison bought me a new digital camera,” said the Professor. “I had a hand choosing it, so it was not a complete surprise. When I retire I think that I will make a hobby of walking the streets of London, camera in hand, delving into all sorts of hidden secrets.” He crossed the room and opened the lid of his walnut desk. He moved a small pile of books to one side in order to get at the camera. The books fell to the floor. “Oops,” he said, “Don’t worry about that, just take a look…” The Professor stopped in mid sentence. Tom was staring down at the few books on the floor. He had gone as white as a sheet.

 

“Tom, are you okay?” The Professor asked. Tom was looking at a small maroon coloured notebook, almost identical to the one that his landlord had shown him. He stood up. He felt very odd and could not help but ask, “James what is that?” pointing to the notebook. The Professor was quite forthcoming. “That is a sort of history of my family. I was given it by the solicitor who acted on behalf of my father, shortly after my mother died. It was used to make notes about financial provisions for us both. I had hoped that it might have led me to my father, but the trail is now cold as the solicitor is long dead and I suspect my father is no longer with us either.”

 

Tom hesitated and, probably due to the alcohol, decided to tell a little of what he knew. “Were you brought up in a house with number 17, with a next door neighbour called Mrs Cox?” Now it was the Professor’s turn to feel a little shaky. He sat down and Tom sat down as well. “How could you know this Tom? Did Alison mention it to you?” Tom was not sure what to say. He knew that he must not mention anything about Special Branch or MI5. He wished that he had not seen the notebook or at least had been able to hide his reaction on seeing it. “My landlord is a retired reporter. He has a book similar to this one. He got it from the son of your solicitor. He showed it to me and asked my advice about researching it on the internet. He thinks that,” he hesitated, “uh, that your father was a member of the House of Lords. He wants to write a book about it. James, when I looked at that notebook, I had no idea that this was anything to do with you. If I had known, I would have called you straight away.”

 

The Professor was visibly shocked. He stared up at the ceiling and then glanced across at the notebook. He turned to Tom. “I don’t think I like the idea of your landlord writing anything about me. Just what does he know? Does he know my father’s name?” Tom shook his head. “He knows very little. The only hint of an address is Number 17 and the name of your neighbour, Mrs Cox. Your father is referred to as Lord C, your mother as Miss G and you as Master X. Even the names of your schools have been put in code. Angus, my landlord, is an alcoholic. He is trying to sort himself out and has booked himself into Tynesdale Court for rehab. Even if he manages to recover, I really don’t think that he has a hope in hell of getting any further.” Tom felt a little more at ease and the Professor was looking more comfortable.

 

“Right, I think I know the way to play this. We will do nothing and, of course, you will say nothing to your landlord. If he asks you for any help you can either refuse or you can misdirect him. If he finds out anything that I should know then you shall tell me.” The two of them agreed the plan. “Do you have the other half of the five pound note?” Tom asked. The Professor smiled. “Yes I do. It was the method by which I could prove my identity initially to the solicitor who held the other half. It was also used as proof of identity to both my bank and the financial people who were charged with managing the money from my late mother and the money that my father transferred from time to time.” Tom had realised long ago that the Professor could not afford his current lifestyle on his university salary. “And do you have any idea at all about the identity of your father?” The Professor just managed to say, “No. None at all…” when Alison walked in with a very pretty girl at her side. 

 

Jasmine knew the Professor quite well but had not met Alison before. “Right,” said the Professor, “shall we all have a lovely cup of tea. Then these two lovebirds can go out dancing and I can play with my birthday presents.” Jasmine reached inside her handbag. “I have a present for you Professor. Happy birthday.” She handed a small gift-wrapped package to the Professor. He opened it to discover a small wooden box with 2 pairs of knotted silk cufflinks inside. The Professor was delighted and gave Jasmine a peck on the cheek. After tea, Tom and Jasmine thanked the Gordons for their hospitality and then went out on their date.

 

The Professor decided to tell Alison about Tom’s landlord. In conclusion he said, “Well that’s it in a nutshell. I will never allow him to publish any story about me or my mother, but I would quite like to know if he has anything that could help me to identify my father. Perhaps I should look at the other notebook and see if, with my knowledge, I can spot any clues.”

 

Tom had been careful not to mention any of the notebook business to Jasmine. After he said goodbye to her at Waterloo station he did start to wonder whether this latest revelation should be passed on to Inspector Morton-Farrell. By the time he walked back to his flat he had decided not to say anything as he felt that it would not be in the Professor’s interests. 

 

Tom spent Sunday doing his washing and listening to music. He knew that Monday meant a pre-dawn start as the Professor wanted to get to Larkhill early, and so at 10pm he was in bed and after a quick call to Jasmine he was asleep. He did not sleep well as his mind went from the maroon notebooks to the screwdriver mystery and back again, and again.






  

Chapter 6 – Spies, Lies or Science
 

 

At 6am on Monday morning Tom walked to Drayton Gardens to meet the Professor at his car. Their drive to Larkhill gave them the opportunity to talk about the two maroon notebooks and Angus’s plans. The Professor had one ambition and that was to discover the identity of his father. He accepted that it was almost certain that his father would be dead by now, but he wanted one day, to discover the truth. Tom was relieved that the whole business had not undermined his relationship with his boss come friend, and discussion soon turned to work. They were both excited about the next stage of the project. The Professor said that now the birthday party was over, Alison would spend some time in the Larkhill area. He confessed that she was not really looking forward to life in the country as she was very much a town girl. “At least the house will be cleaner and we will get some decent food for a change!” Tom did not take offence despite being the chef in the house. All too often they had relied on TV dinners or takeaways. Then Tom made the mistake of raising the subject of screwdrivers. “Tom, I have had a lovely weekend but your bloody screwdriver obsession is getting me down.” The Professor’s driving was worse than normal and he strayed across the road, narrowly missing an oncoming car.

 

“Watch out James, you’ll get us killed.” exclaimed Tom as he reached out to brace himself for impact. The Professor did not slow down until he was forced to do so by a slow moving lorry overtaking a tractor. “How many screwdrivers like yours do you think they produce?” He did not wait for an answer. “I’ll tell you, bloody millions, Tom. And, as for time travel, forget it. It hasn’t and won’t ever happen.” They sat in silence for the remaining few miles of their journey.

 

As they drove into Larkhill Camp the Professor turned to Tom and smiled. “Busy day ahead, Tom.” Tom smiled back but said nothing. The sentry at the barrier asked to see their ID and car pass, then waved them on into the camp.

 

As soon as they arrived at the Dagger building, Tom opened up and moved his motorcycle back outside. It would have enjoyed a weekend sheltered from the rain and wind and could now enjoy what promised to be a warm spring day. Inside, work began immediately. Power supplies were switched on, computers were started and Tom opened his very tidy toolbox. He could not get the screwdriver off his mind.

 

Experiments were started, some were aborted but most were completed. They all produced masses of data that would be analysed by programs running on a second computer. Transferring data sticks and starting the analytical programs all took time and by Tuesday morning the Professor decided to take stock of the progress. “Right Tom, after this next run, I want to call a halt to data collection and start the detailed analysis. That way we will be able to see how the Beast needs to be set up in order to start trying to detect or track large moving objects.”

 

The Professor had walked over to the Beast just as Tom had finished making the preparations for the next run. He looked inside and spotted a carpenter’s tape rule just inside on the round floor. “What’s this Tom?” he asked as he picked up the tape rule. Tom was a bit sheepish. “Oh, I must have left it there by mistake James. I’ll put it back in my toolbox.” Tom stood up and went across to where the Professor was standing. The Professor was not convinced by Tom’s explanation. “I know damn well that you would not have left something there by accident. Nothing else is going to disappear, so stop bloody jeopardising my experiments. The metal in here is enough to bloody well ruin most, if not all of what we’ve done.” The Professor was very cross and Tom was deeply embarrassed. The Professor did not sense Tom’s shame and kept berating him. “I have never in my life had to suffer such utter incompetence.” He paced to and fro in an animated rage. He then crossed to where Tom was standing. “You young man are the most stupid, self centred, mindless individual that I have ever had to suffer.” He was standing inches in front of Tom and punctuated each point with a poke of his finger into Tom’s chest. After the third poke, Tom lost his temper. He forced the Professor’s hand away from his chest and pushed him away. The Professor pushed him back. Tom could feel the anger welling up inside, he could feel his face start to flush, he could feel a familiar foe coming back and then he was consumed by the darkness and dropped to the floor.

 

The Professor had no idea what had happened and assumed that it was his push that had sent Tom on his fall backwards. Tom was lucky. His head missed the edge of the heavy work bench but even so it did hit the floor with sufficient force to cause a small pool of blood to appear. The Professor knelt down beside him and checked his pulse. It was racing thirteen to the dozen but at least he was still alive. He checked the head wound. There was less than a table spoon of blood but it looked far more. He took out his handkerchief and formed it into a pad and gently applied it to the back of Tom’s head. All through this he was half sobbing “Tom. Tom. I am so sorry. Tom. You’ll be okay.” Tom started to come around and was soon able to apply reason from within his dazed state. He realised that the Professor was holding him, he remembered the finger prodding and the shoving but, as always, he could not remember the last few seconds before he blacked out. “I’m okay James. Just a bump, I’ll be alright.” Tom was still not himself and was content to just lie on the floor. The Professor did not know the best way of getting medical help. He picked up the telephone on the wall near the work bench. It was a military telephone on a military line and he had only used it before to talk to the Quartermaster. He called that number and spoke to the Quartermaster’s clerk. He was very helpful and soon had an Army ambulance on its way from the Larkhill Medical Centre. Tom was seen by the duty doctor who instructed that he should be taken to Salisbury Hospital for an X-Ray. The Professor followed the ambulance in his car.

 

Despite having been taken to hospital in an Army ambulance, Tom had to join the queue in the casualty department. The Professor sat with him which allowed the two Army medics to return to base. After ten minutes, Tom was seen by a senior nurse who assessed his injuries as minor which meant more waiting. An hour later another nurse recorded Tom’s medical history and noted the details of the accident. Tom did not admit to having suffered from the recurrence of the darkness as he was worried that this might affect his continued employment. He was eventually seen by a doctor, had an X-Ray and was then released. He did not need any stitches and, apart from the yellow sterilising solution over the small bump on his head, Tom was as right as rain. This was not the case for the Professor. He was deeply upset, very embarrassed and could not stop apologising. Tom had to calm him down as his driving was diabolical. “James, please don’t be silly. Slow down James. I was equally to blame. Woa! Watch that car pulling out.” They stopped at the service station at the roundabout where the Amesbury road joins the A303 and bought sandwiches for lunch. The Professor continued apologising all the way back to the Dagger building.

 

Tom put the kettle on. “James. You must stop saying sorry. I am perfectly okay. You did not push me. I just lost my balance and fell. Thank you for buying my sandwich, it was delicious. Tea?” They were soon their old selves and work was resumed. “It’s only the last two runs that need to be repeated, James. The tape rule was in my toolbox before that.” As Tom said this he picked up the tape rule and with a mock show of ceremony returned it to the toolbox. For some reason there was an uneasy silence during which Tom just sat in front of the main computer and waited.  Perhaps his attempt at humour when replacing the tape rule was in bad taste.

 

The Professor came to life. “Alright, let’s get on with it. Reload the parameters, set the Purge going and put a few more ties on those power cables on the right hand side.” Tom was happy now and the Professor felt better and was back in control. Tom re-loaded the parameter data and then went into the Beast with a handful of plastic cable ties. He was unable to reach the ones needing attention as the wooden instrument table was in the way. He carefully lifted it out and then, on his hands and knees, set about fixing the ties. The Professor was sitting at the bench next to the computer looking at some of the printed results from a previous run. Tom called out “James, I’m sorry to be a nuisance. I forgot to start the Purge would you set it running please. Either click on ‘Purge’ on the screen or press Control P.” The Professor took his attention away from the printed results and grunted in compliance. He then returned to the pages of figures. 

 

He did not realise his mistake straight away as both a Purge and a Run cause the power supplies to hum. He realised his mistake when the computer terminal beeped, there was a flashing alarm and the error messages, ‘Power failure’ followed by ‘Reset Required’ appeared on the screen. These had not been seen this week at all. He put the printed results down. “Sorry about that Tom. I set it to Run by mistake. I’ll do the Purge after you reset the power supplies.” The Professor glanced up to check that Tom had heard. Tom did not reply. He was not in the Beast. “Gone to the loo I expect.” He thought. He returned to the printed results and it was another half an hour before he realised that there might be a problem. Tom was not in the lavatory, he was not in the office at the side of the building and the Professor could not find him at all.

 

The Professor remembered that people with concussion sometimes do strange things, often wanting to be in the open air. Tom might have delayed-concussion. He checked the immediate area outside the Dagger building, nothing. He questioned two young soldiers who were passing by, they had seen nobody. He went back inside the building and checked the lavatory, office and the main garage area again, nothing. At this point he was at a total loss. He had an idea. He found his mobile phone and rang Tom’s number. To his dismay he could hear the ringing of a phone in Tom’s leather motorcycle jacket. The motorcycle – he ran outside but it was still there. His next idea was to get in his car and search the camp in case Tom was wandering around in a daze. This took a long time and was probably not done very methodically as the Professor was not familiar with the whole of the huge Army base and there were several roads from the camp leading out on to Salisbury Plain. He returned to the Dagger building for one more check and then he went to the Guardroom. The soldiers on duty had seen nobody leave on foot but said that they would keep an eye out for Tom. The Guard Commander suggested that the Professor should report the matter to the Military Police. The Professor thanked the young Sergeant and went back to the Dagger building. He was not sure what the best course of action might be and so he rang the police number.

 

In less than two minutes, a Royal Military Police car pulled up. The Professor went outside to meet the Sergeant and Corporal, both dressed in immaculate uniform with their red berets and highly polished boots. He took them inside the Dagger building and explained why he was there and that the project was classified. The soldiers made some notes and then searched the building themselves. It was not long before the Corporal spotted the small pool of blood on the floor not far from the bench.

 

“Oh, I can explain that, Corporal,” said the Professor. “I said that Tom might be concussed. Well that is his blood from this morning when he banged his head.” The Sergeant made a note. “Your chaps from the Medical Centre took him to Salisbury Hospital and I brought him back at lunchtime.” More notes were written. The Corporal continued looking around and the Sergeant asked some questions. “How did Tom come to fall over Professor? Did he fall or was he pushed?” The Professor’s heart raced. He was not given to lying and so he hung his head low and said, “We had an argument. I pushed him and he fell backwards. It was a silly thing to do and I really did not mean to hurt him.” The Sergeant noted what was said. “How did he seem when you got back? Was he acting odd in any way?” asked the Sergeant. “No. He was perfectly okay. We were getting ready to repeat some of our tests,” said the Professor.

 

“And just how…” the Sergeant was interrupted by the Corporal. “Sarge. Take a look at this.” The Corporal was standing at the entrance to the Beast. He was looking down at the toe end of a shoe. It looked as though it had been sliced through with a very sharp knife. There was a small piece of rubber sole with part of the leather upper still joined to it. Inside was the bloody end of a big toe. “Shit. Professor, what do you have to say about this?” the Sergeant asked. The Professor moved closer and then drew away. “My God, what the hell is that?”

 

The Sergeant looked towards the Corporal and he did not need to say anything, yet he communicated his suspicions in that glance. “I think Professor that you need to tell us a little more about how Tom Brooker came to disappear. I am also going to have to call the civilian Police as this is now not a simple Military matter.” The Professor sat down, put his elbows on the bench and rested his head in his hands. He just did not know what to say. Meanwhile the Corporal walked across to the military telephone on the wall and made a call to the Guardroom. “I need two guys to secure the Dagger building ASAP.” He then called the Adjutant’s number. “Sir, its Corporal Townsend RMP. I’m at the Dagger Building with Sergeant Laker. We think there has been a serious incident. The guy working with that Professor chappy has disappeared and we have found blood and a severed toe. Doesn’t look good, does it Sir? Perhaps we need to inform the Civvy Police Sir.” The Corporal moved to the side of the Professor where he stood comfortably at ease but ready to move quickly, just in case.

 

A few minutes later there was a loud banging on the door. Nobody could enter unless they knew the access code, and due to the security measures in place for the project only the Professor and Tom knew that code. Sergeant Laker moved across and opened the door. Outside stood the Adjutant and the Quartermaster. They entered and were briefed by the Sergeant. The Adjutant agreed that the civilian police should be called and the Sergeant made the call. The Professor had been quiet for a while but suddenly said. “I need to make a telephone call.” The Adjutant responded. “I think that we should wait until after the Police have been, if you don’t mind Professor.” The Professor stood up. “No. You don’t understand. This is a highly classified project and I need to let the MoD security people know what is going on. They will want to protect the work that we are doing.”

 

The Adjutant had a whispered conversation with Sergeant Laker and the Quartermaster. “Very well Professor.” He moved to the telephone on the wall. “Do you have the number?” The Professor reached inside his pocket and took out his mobile phone. “It’s here. I can call him on this if that’s okay.” He made the call to Inspector Morton-Farrell. “Inspector, it’s Professor Gordon. I’m phoning from Larkhill Camp. I am in a spot of bother. Something awful seems to have happened and I need your help. My young man, Tom Brooker, has disappeared and I have Military Police and all sorts of other people here inside the building and I,” he hesitated and sat down with a crash, “and I just need help.” The Inspector asked to speak to one of the Military Policemen or MPs as they were usually called. The Professor handed the telephone to the Sergeant. The Sergeant was a little unhappy talking to the Inspector as he actually had no way of telling whether the person on the other end of the telephone was genuine or not. The Inspector said something that convinced him immediately and he was then fully briefed by the Sergeant. Morton-Farrell then asked to speak to the Adjutant, Captain Mark Davis. “I cannot impress on you enough just how sensitive this project is. I will call the local police now and ask them to allow the Metropolitan Police to have jurisdiction. With my Home Office connections, I am sure that they will agree.”

 

The whole situation had just become more complicated and both the Adjutant and the Quartermaster knew that they were going to be late home. Corporal Townsend briefed the two sentries who had arrived from the Guardroom. In reality, their presence was superfluous due to the security of the building but it was good Military practice and it made the MPs and the two officers happy.

 

Morton-Farrell wasted no time and was on a small military helicopter within twenty minutes of finishing the conversation with the Adjutant. He had spoken to the Deputy Chief Constable for Wiltshire and had his full cooperation. There would be no local police involvement at all. His flight to Larkhill Camp took fifty minutes and he was met at the Helicopter Landing Site by the Adjutant. It was a short drive to the Dagger building which was now beginning to look like the drawing room scene from an Agatha Christie novel. Nothing had been touched inside the building, although from a police forensic perspective, the area had become contaminated by the constant shuffling around of visitors.

 

The Adjutant had to be there as he would be expected to produce a report for the Commanding Officer. The Quartermaster stayed on more out of curiosity but nobody was going to question his presence. The two MPs would have to be there until the Inspector was satisfied and allowed them to leave. They too would be expected to produce a report for their chain of command and therefore needed to know just what view the civilian police took of the matter. Morton-Farrell was resigned to being in the area until some conclusion was reached. He sat down next to the Professor. “Professor, I am aware of the little argument that took place today and I believe you when you say that it was a silly episode, and that you and Tom were the best of friends afterwards. Do you have any idea or suspicion what might have happened here?” The Professor looked as though he was close to tears. “I haven’t a bloody clue.” He immediately regretted that particular expletive. “At one point, I thought that Tom might have concussion. Then I thought that he might be playing a trick. Now I just don’t know. I feel so awful.” The Quartermaster overheard the latter part of the conversation and suggested to the Corporal that he should make the Professor a “nice cuppa” which he did.

 

Inspector Morton-Farrell realised that there would have to be a formal police investigation into Tom’s disappearance. Members of the Special Branch of the Metropolitan Police were not allowed to be seen to lead investigations. Uniformed police would always lead or appear to lead and that would reduce the number of times that a Special Branch officer would have to appear in court. The Inspector had to make several telephone calls in order to get uniformed police support from London. There was no chance of getting a forensic team to the building before lunchtime the following day and that would be the soonest that a uniformed officer could arrive to take formal charge of the investigation. He did not want to ask for help from the military as their methods were quite different to those of the Metropolitan Police. There were no grounds to hold the Professor in custody, despite the probable assault on Tom earlier in the day. So, like all good leaders, he made a command decision.

 

“Gentlemen, I am in charge of this investigation and I respect the fact that we find ourselves on Army soil. I am a police officer assigned to the MoD for special projects and you can rest assured that the correct protocols will be followed. I propose that you all go home or back to your duties and I will contact you as and when you might be required. I have further police support arriving tomorrow and I will provide you with updates as soon as there is any significant information to impart. Finally, can I remind you that this project is very sensitive and you are not at liberty to discuss anything that you have seen or heard in this building with any other person.” His authority was beyond dispute and, after ensuring that he had their various contact telephone numbers, he ushered all of the visitors out of the Dagger building.

 

“What happens now, Inspector?” asked the Professor. The Inspector looked at the strain on his face and the lack of self awareness. “Well, Professor. Let me first do a little bit of housework. Do you have a fridge in this building?” the Inspector asked. “Yes, in the office over there.” The Professor pointed to the office door. The Inspector carefully slid the piece of shoe with the small slice of big toe inside, onto a piece of paper which he then placed in the refrigerator. “Now, I think that we should have a long chat about what you have been doing here and then we will have dinner together. I do not believe that you have done anything criminal Professor. I think that either some third party has kidnapped Tom or that he has faked his own disappearance for reasons that we have yet to discover. Perhaps we should be a little less formal, I am Brian.” The Professor looked a little better, but was nowhere near his normal self. “Call me James.” The Professor’s voice was still a little shaky. “That contraption over there is called the Beast. It is the test instrument for the project and we, Tom and I, have been setting it up over the last few weeks. The Professor described the background to Project Argus and told him how the design of the Beast had evolved. Throughout his explanation the Professor would refer to Tom in glowing terms and at one point he said, “Tom is such a lovely boy. We must find him.” 

 

The Inspector waited for the Professor to regain his composure before continuing the investigation. “Where is Alison right now?” “Do you commute back to Town daily or are you living locally?” “Perhaps you should call Alison and get her to visit the house in Durrington for a couple of days.” “Please do not say anything to her about what has happened over the telephone.” “Suggest she comes down tomorrow in time for supper.” “I will arrange for a car to pick her up at 3pm.” “How did she sound on the telephone?” “Is she happy to be picked up?” “Good.”

 

“Now, James. Can you go through the events of today, starting from breakfast at the Durrington house, and all the way through until I arrived this afternoon.” The Inspector made notes and asked numerous questions to clarify the detail. “I don’t quite understand the significance of the tape rule. Why had Tom put it into the Beast?” The Professor felt uncomfortable as he was embarrassed by Tom’s lack of scientific sense. “The silly boy thought that we had created a time machine and wanted to prove me wrong.”

 

After a lengthy discussion which included “the case of the extra screwdriver” the Inspector was a little confused. “You have to forgive me James but I am just a simple copper. All this science is a bit daunting for me. So Tom thought that the screwdriver found in the hole was his screwdriver that had been sent back in time. How come there were two screwdrivers for a period of time?” The Professor’s composure was benefiting from the need to explain simple logic to the Special Branch officer. He held up his pen. “Look Brian. Here I have Tom’s original screwdriver. If I send it back in time to, let’s say, last Monday then on that day I would have the original screwdriver which had been with me since I bought it but it would be joined by itself sent back from the future. The two would co-exist until we reach the time when the original screwdriver gets sent back in time.” Morton-Farrell appeared to be a little clearer about the logic involved. 

 

“Who else from Imperial is cleared for this project?” The Professor thought for a moment. “You may have forgotten, but nearly a year ago I told you that it was just Tom and me. It pleased you no end at the time. But since then I was able to borrow a young computer programmer who was already cleared for another MoD project being run by Professor McClean. He and Tom produced all of the programs that control the Beast and handle the sensors.” The Inspector looked at his watch. “It’s getting late. Shall we grab some supper? We will have to use your car I’m afraid.” He opened his small briefcase to put his notebook back. He held up a small cloth bag. “Luckily I grabbed my emergency wash kit as I left the office. Do you have a spare room in Durrington?”

 

The Professor parked the car in the driveway of the house in Durrington and they walked to the pub nearby. They only drank soft drinks with their meal and were back at the house by 9 o’clock. They both needed an early night. The Inspector sat up in bed going through his notes and making various telephone calls. He had managed to find the home telephone number for Professor McClean. He was unable to give too much away over the telephone but it took little persuasion to get McClean to agree to visit Larkhill the following day. The Inspector’s final telephone call was to his office. Even at 10pm the telephone was answered. “Hello Steve. I’m going to be out for the rest of this week and possibly part of next. I’m afraid that you are going to be busy covering for me. If you go to my diary you will see that I have a project visit tomorrow afternoon in Bristol. It is one of Bill Winter’s teams at the Procurement Executive. Could you call him in the morning and postpone it for 10 days?”

 

The following day the Inspector and the Professor arrived early at the Dagger building. It was rather an odd feeling for the Professor. At any moment he expected Tom to appear from behind a door or to come roaring up on his motorcycle. Everything had been left as it was when the Military Police had arrived the day before. Nothing had been switched off and so it would remain until the forensic team had finished. Out of habit, the Professor took off his jacket and put on his lab coat. The Inspector continued questioning the Professor. “I still don’t quite understand this business of the screwdriver. I forgot to mention yesterday that I have asked Professor McClean to visit us today. He is briefed on this project and I think that his knowledge of science should help me out.” The Professor was more of his usual self and corrected the Inspector. “It is physics and engineering, not just science. I never believed Tom when he said that he had an extra screwdriver. He was adamant that he only had 6 in the set and that the one found in the hole was the seventh. There are 101 ways of explaining the extra screwdriver and none of them rely on time travel or any other form of magic.”  The Professor stood behind the chair over which Tom’s motorcycle jacket still hung. He gently touched the soft leather. “Who found the screwdriver James?” the Inspector asked as he turned a fresh page in his notebook. “It was one of the soldiers that the Quartermaster sent to help us. I don’t know his name I’m afraid. I would recognise him though as he had a distinctive tattoo. It was on the back of one of his hands and said Army Fist.”

 

“What a silly thing to have tattooed on your hands,” said the Inspector. “I think that I agree with you but this was a joke really. There was an Army advertisement that had the words Army First in the strap line. So he had the tattoo, without the second R, on his fist.” The Professor thought that it was funny at the time but now it fell a little flat. The Inspector called the Quartermaster and asked for his help.

 

The Quartermaster appeared within fifteen minutes and he brought with him Gunner ‘Smudge’ Smith and his tattooed hand. The two of them sat down with the Inspector and he explained why they had been called. Gunner Smith explained that he had spotted the bright gleaming screwdriver in the hole and had jumped down to recover it. He handed it to the Professor who then placed it on the workbench. When the Inspector was happy, he thanked the young soldier indicating that he was no longer required. “Right off you go young Smith.” said the Quartermaster, “and don’t think that you can take an early NAAFI break.” With that the young Smudge Smith beat a hasty exit. The Quartermaster did not get up and the Inspector waited for him to say something. “That screwdriver may not have been the only odd thing Inspector. I’ve got something in my safe in the office which I think you need to see.”

 

The Quartermaster left and returned within ten minutes. In his hand, he had a small cylindrical device, made mainly of plastic and with some short wires protruding from the back. It had a small dent at one end where it had been dropped. The Professor was amazed. “Where did you get that? Who allowed you to remove that device from here? Look. It’s been damaged.”

 

“Just a minute James,” said the Inspector. “Let Harry explain.” The Quartermaster put the device down on the work bench. “This was found on the floor of this building 3 years ago. Nobody knew what it was and so we sent it to the defence contractor that made the radar kit that used to be stored here. They did not recognise it but said that it was just a simple measuring device and not anything sinister.” The Professor stood up and went across to the instrument rack that Tom had removed from the Beast just before he disappeared. The Inspector turned to the Quartermaster. “Harry, do you have any other odd items or anything else unusual to report?” The Quartermaster could think of nothing else. The Inspector wanted to minimise the leaking of information from the Dagger building and therefore needed to get rid of the Quartermaster as soon as possible. After the usual caution about secrecy, he was invited to leave.

 

“How many of these things do you have James?” asked the Inspector. “There are only four in the World. There are three here and there should be one left in the box inside that old chest of drawers.” The Professor went across to the chest of drawers. “Is it okay to touch this James?” he asked. “I think so. It’s probably better for you to touch the thing rather than me.” The Inspector walked over to stand next to the Professor. The box was removed and found to be empty. “I don’t understand this,” said the Professor, “it doesn’t make sense. If one of these was to be sent back in time, then surely it has to be one that was in the Beast.”

 

“Maybe one went missing during the setting up phase and was replaced without a second thought?” offered the Inspector. “I think that we can be a little more rigorous.” The Professor took the D23 that the Quartermaster had brought and examined it carefully. “It should have a number on the outside. It must have rubbed off.” He opened it up. He took the various components out and laid them side by side on the work bench. On the inside of the plastic casing was an orange sticker which was looking grubby and had started to peal away. Despite this they were able to read the number “4” written in pencil. The Professor moved back to the instrument rack. “Can I take these out Brian?” He was given permission and quickly removed them. On the outside of each was a number written clearly in pencil which accounted for numbers “1”, “2” and “3”. “And what can you conclude from this James?” The Professor went back to the box that the D23s were kept in. “I have always been careful to note which ones are used for each experiment. Just in case of any anomalies.” He pulled a piece of paper out from the inside of the box lid. He looked at it and said. “Yes, as I thought. When Tom set these up he used numbers 1 to 3. It appears that number 4 should never have been removed from the box.”

 

“I don’t follow, what are you saying?” The Inspector needed help. “It’s quite simple. Number 4 was never part of the sensor array. Therefore it has to have been placed in the Beast on its own at some point, when a test was being run. But, it was taken after I asked Tom to build the sensor array.” The Inspector caught up with the logic. “Okay. Do you remember when the sensor array was built?” he asked. “I can’t pin it down but I am pretty sure it was just after we assembled the Beast and definitely before the computer chap, Peter Boyde, arrived on scene.” The Inspector made a note that Peter Boyde had to be questioned. No sooner had he done this, than a loud banging on the outer door announced the arrival of Professor McClean.

 

The Inspector remembered having met Professor McClean several years earlier. The three of them sat down and brought the new arrival up to speed. Just as James Gordon had found it difficult to contemplate the concept of travelling backwards in time, so too did Martin McClean. “I’m sorry James but this is nonsense, and you know it. The screwdriver business is pure coincidence.” The debate continued, but the evidence of the fourth D23 did not tip the balance. “I agree that provided you can prove that your Mr Brooker has not set up an elaborate hoax involving this Army major then I am prepared to consider, I mean only that, consider your proposition.”

 

The next arrival was the forensic team who wanted to waste no time so that they could return to London that same day. The Inspector briefed them and then allowed the experienced team to go about their business. Every now and again they had to seek information from either Professor Gordon or the Inspector. They also had to take fingerprints and DNA samples from everyone in the room and later they would call for the other visitors to be tested as well. Meanwhile, the Inspector had asked Professor Gordon to go through every aspect of the project from the very first visit to Larkhill. He had asked Professor McClean to look at any technical elements of the evidence, so that nothing would be missed.

 

By late afternoon, the Inspector had made nearly thirty pages of notes. There was one item that he wanted to examine in more detail. “You say that a gold coin was dug up by Tom just before the Beast was assembled. Where is that coin?” the Inspector asked. “I don’t remember. I know that I gave it to Tom. I think that he put it in his pocket at the time but I cannot be certain.” Professor Gordon was getting tired and suggested that they all have a cup of tea. “Just before we do James,” said the Inspector, “can you show me the gold disk from the sensor that you took apart?” Professor Gordon collected the item and handed it to the Inspector. “Would you say that this is similar to the coin or charm that was found?” Professor Gordon took the gold disk back from the Inspector and passed it from hand to hand.  “I suppose there is a chance but it was in a pretty bad way and had taken a lot of knocks.” The thread was not deemed to be particularly significant but could be easily pursued if the coin were found. Professor Gordon put the gold disk in his lab coat pocket.

 

The forensic team were nearing the end of their work and asked to examine the screwdriver set. Professor Gordon showed them Tom’s toolbox. “Do you know which screwdriver is similar to the one found by the soldier?” asked the forensic team leader. Professor Gordon was certain that it was a large flat headed screwdriver. In one of the compartments of the toolbox they discovered the gold charm which they bagged for detailed analysis. They also bagged Tom’s mobile phone which had switched itself off due to a flat battery. When they were satisfied with their work they reported to Inspector Morton-Farrell. He asked everyone to gather around for a final exchange of notes just in case anything had been missed. Before that began, he made a telephone call to try and establish what might have happened to the uniformed policeman who was to be notionally in charge of the case. It appeared that he would not be able to get there until the evening.

 

“Right gentlemen,” the Inspector started his wash-up session, “I was hoping that Sergeant Stevens, who will be in charge of this case, might be with us by now. Never mind, I will brief him tomorrow.” He then went through his notes and asked everyone present to correct him on any factual matters.

 

He invited the forensic team to give a ‘heads up’ of what obvious evidence they had found so far. “Thank you Inspector,” said the team leader. “We’ve bagged up the bit of shoe and toe and we will get Tom Brooker’s DNA from his mobile phone in order to do a match. If this time travel theory is really true,” the forensic team leader looked up with a nervous smile as he really did not know what to believe, “we think that Tom Brooker was kneeling down in the apparatus when Professor Gordon pressed the wrong button but his toe was just sticking out of the area affected. If you get my drift.” There were several nods. He continued, “the interesting thing is the cleanliness of the cut or whatever we should call it. It was not done with a knife as there was no sign of any slicing motion or any pressure bruising. I have never seen anything so neat. I know that there are laser scalpels used by surgeons that might be able to do something like this but they always leave a sign of heat damage. That heat serves to cauterize a wound and helped that young man from Star Wars to go on and fight another day.” His attempt at humour fell on tired ears. “We have not made any effort to analyse any of the computers here. We do not have that expertise but I would suggest that someone makes a note of all of the settings and so on.”

 

The two Professors supported the last point and nodded at each other in recognition of the good sense of the suggestion. The Inspector surprised everyone by saying “And do you think, from what you have seen so far, that there is any chance that Professor Gordon set out to murder or do away with Tom Brooker?” The forensic team leader knew that the question should not have been asked in front of the principal suspect but answered none the less. “There is a chance, Inspector, but until we identify the owner of the toe we don’t know who the victim might be. It could still be a hoax or an elaborate deception.”

 

Professor McClean did not like the Inspector’s question being asked in front of James Gordon. “Inspector, I think that Professor Gordon’s sensitivities should be respected. He is clearly innocent and I think that we should try and repeat the experiment that has supposedly caused the disappearance of Tom Brooker.” The Inspector agreed but said that he would prefer to wait until the following day. Professor McClean countered by stating that he had to return to London in time for a 10 am meeting with a visiting Cabinet Minister. “Can we give it a go now, Inspector?” he asked. “Very well, let me just let the forensics team get away.” The Inspector had a quiet chat with the two man team and asked them to try and have some early results, preferably by Monday morning if that could be achieved. They thought that the timeframe would be tight, but a telephone call by the Inspector to their boss could make all the difference. The call was made and the Inspector resumed his discussion with the two professors.

 

“Can you make this thing work without Tom Brooker?” Professor McClean asked Professor Gordon. “I think so. Nothing has been switched off and so the data set will be loaded. I think all that I need to do is reset the power supplies and do a Purge.” The other two looked on whilst he pressed the relevant buttons. This time he took great care when he selected the Purge option on the main computer screen. “What shall we put in the machine?” asked Professor McClean. There then began a philosophical discussion between the two professors as to whether it would be appropriate to put the fourth D23 in the machine. They were worried that if they put something else in the Beast, how could they be sure that it was being sent back in time. The Inspector began to lose his patience. “Gentlemen, can we just see what happens to anything placed in the apparatus. Put the bloody tea pot in or this half eaten sandwich. I don’t care.”

 

The two professors looked at each other and McClean spoke first. “Quite so, Inspector. What you really do need to realise is the total paradox if we were to put this particular D23 in the machine. The one we have here has, we assume, travelled in time to a point three years ago. If we were to put this actual one in the machine and send it back then it could not exist in time beyond today. What James and I believe is that either the D23 has already been sent back or, if that is not the case, there are two identical D23s number four, here right now. We are not prepared to put the one the Quartermaster brought here in that machine.”

 

“Well, I don’t understand any of that logic, but I accept what you say. But now can we put something in there and see what happens.” The Inspector was still irritated and the professors quickly settled on a wind-up torch from Tom’s tool box. It was duly placed in the Beast and the Run option selected on the main computer screen. The three onlookers watched the torch inside the Beast. They heard the power supply fans kick in as full power was reached and they waited for the fifteen minutes of the test run. Nothing had happened and the torch was still where it had been placed. The two professors grunted at each other and it was left to the Inspector to initiate the discussion. “So what now, James? What should I read from this? Did this contraption of yours work as it did when you say that Tom disappeared?”

 

Professor Gordon looked crestfallen. Not only had a perfectly reasonable experiment failed to progress as he had expected, but it had been witnessed by a more senior and eminent professor from his own university. “I need to just think this through Brian. Give me a couple of minutes,” he said. Meanwhile Professor McClean did not hide his scepticism. “I think you need to put a little more thought into the possibility that this is a put-up job. How do you know that this Brooker fellow of yours is not sitting in a back room of the Russian Embassy sipping vodka?” He delivered these words whilst a sense of schadenfreude flowed mischievously through his body. “and that Quartermaster chap could be in it with him.”

 

The Inspector surprised himself by coming to Professor Gordon’s defence. “Although what you say is plausible Martin, I think it highly unlikely. I know this young man quite well and he strikes me as being a good sort.” Now it was Professor Gordon’s turn to enter the debate. “I thought that you only met Tom that one time when he was just starting this job.” The Inspector had to cover his tracks. “Ah, but I have had to read through all of his vetting papers and the notes made from the interviews with his referees. In my job you do get a nose for people’s characters.” Professor McClean challenged the Inspector’s view of Tom Brooker. “There are countless spies in our nation’s history who have managed to hoodwink their closest colleagues so I think that this young man is a long way from being beyond suspicion.” He paused, then added. “I think I should return to London now, James. Inspector, is that all right with you? I don’t think that I can help out any more. I will leave the spy catching to you.” He was on his way back to London within fifteen minutes.

 

Spies, lies and disappearing tricks were all the Inspector could think of after the departure of Professor McClean. He wondered about the Quartermaster. He was probably close to retirement and everyone knew that military pensions were not overly generous. Maybe what McClean had said made some sense. He also knew that Tom had been living with a known rogue for several years. Maybe Angus Merchant was trying to improve his own pension. No, no, no. Tom was the one who had been so forthcoming with information about his landlord. Why would he do that if he were in league with him? Ah, but suppose that Merchant had recruited Tom after he had passed on the information about his landlord. Perhaps he could be guilty after all. Was the information available to Tom, mature enough to command a high price from a failed super power? But just suppose there was some scientific jiggery pokery actually happening. That would be the biggest discovery ever. Now that would excite any and every other nation on Earth. Whatever the truth, the Inspector knew that he had to brief his boss straight away.

 

He was able to establish a secure connection using his mobile phone. He quickly briefed him on what had happened at Larkhill Camp. Their joint concern was for the protection of the national interest which meant keeping the whole thing secret. The Inspector was ordered to remain in Larkhill until the necessary measures could be put in place. He was instructed to gather together everyone who had entered the Dagger building over the last 24 hours and ‘read them in’. In other words everyone would be required to sign the Official Secrets Act and be briefed that disclosure of anything that they had seen in the Dagger building would lead to a term of imprisonment. He was also told to have a written report on his boss’s desk by Friday lunchtime. How he hated such deadlines. He was also told to keep the whole business out of the hands of both the military and civilian police as he wanted everything under the control of Special Branch. He made another call to his office and told Steve Howson to cancel the uniformed police involvement, then to make his way to Larkhill as soon as possible, and to bring any records that they might have on the Quartermaster. “Oh and Steve, please go via my house and ask Rachael for some shirts and underpants.” He then asked the Professor for the contact details of the computer expert, Peter Boyde.

 

The Professor’s mobile phone rang. He found it under the pile of computer print-outs on the bench and had a brief conversation with Alison. He turned to the Inspector. “My wife is in Durrington, but she has no key to the house. Can I go there on my own or do we have to go together?” The Inspector had a quick look around at the inside of the Dagger building. “I think that we can lock this place for the night, James. I need to sit down and make about a dozen telephone calls and then type up the outline of my report. I am without transport so I think that like it or not we are stuck with each other.”

 

The Dagger building was secured and they drove to the house in Durrington. Alison was sitting in the front passenger seat of an unmarked police car parked in the street, next to the house. As the Professor’s car pulled into the driveway both Alison and her driver got out of the car. The Professor almost ran to her side and gave her a big hug. “Darling, this is an awful mess I am afraid. None of us know quite what has happened to young Tom. He can’t be found.” He took Alison’s overnight bag which the police driver had taken from the back seat. The Inspector had a few words with the driver who then drove away. He introduced himself to Alison Gordon. “Mrs Gordon, I am Inspector Morton-Farrell. Please call me Brian. James and I have worked together for several years and I have come down to help solve this little mystery. Perhaps if we go inside I will give you a more detailed description of the problems that we face.”

 

They went inside and after a short delay for a trip to the bathroom and the brewing of tea they sat down in the sitting room. The Inspector set the scene, but first he cautioned Alison that the whole matter was very sensitive. She had already insisted on being called by her first name. “Nobody can say what might have become of Tom Brooker. He may be the victim or even the perpetrator of a crime or just have been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Perhaps you could both tell me a little more about our missing person.” So they sat for nearly half an hour whilst the tea was drunk and Tom Brooker’s character was laid bare.

 

Alison turned to her husband. “James darling, did you tell Brian about the business with his landlord?” The Professor had not intended complicating matters at this stage with what he considered to be an unfortunate nuisance. However, now that Alison had brought the matter up, he told the whole story. Initially the Inspector just listened and gave no hint that he had any idea of the background. He was fascinated to learn that the Professor was the bastard child and this was the first time that he had heard about the maroon notebooks. He wondered just how much MI5 knew. “Do you think that there is any way that Tom is being put under any pressure by his landlord?” the Inspector asked. Both Alison and the Professor shook their heads. “I really don’t think so.” said the Professor.

 

“Are you aware that Tom had been cautioned over an alleged assault case? He was very lucky not to go to court apparently.” The Gordons were surprised. “That sounds so out of character,” said Alison. “Do you think that Tom could be so worried about you or Imperial College finding out that he would be susceptible to blackmail?” The Professor suddenly realised that this charming young man may have been subverted by the dreadful drunken landlord just to make money from the story. But there was a further complication.

 

“Did Tom have any contact with the Quartermaster other than when the two of you were together?” the Inspector asked the Professor. “Well yes. He had to go to the Quartermaster’s office several times. It was all to do with the Dagger building, oh and the extra furniture that was provided, not that we needed it all. I didn’t think that it was out of the ordinary at the time.” The Inspector had found out enough and he had a number of telephone calls to make.

 

It was nearly 9 pm when Alison announced that supper was ready. She had walked to the pub with her husband and asked them to put three of their more sustaining meals into suitable containers to take back to the house. After a quick blast in the microwave, the meals were put onto warm plates and they sat down to a delicious taste of English pub food. There was no enthusiasm for any small talk or topical discussion over supper. Both Alison and James Gordon were deeply upset by the disappearance of Tom Brooker. Several times Alison said how she just could not believe that Tom would betray their trust even if his job was at stake. The Inspector did his best to reassure them that there had to be a simpler and hopefully, a happier explanation. The Inspector had earlier made arrangements to be contacted if any hospitals in either the London area or the South West treated a young man with part of his big toe missing. No such call came.

 

Breakfast was a little cheerier than supper the night before. The Professor still looked fatigued but he seemed happier having Alison close by. They only had one car between them and so Alison was to run them to Larkhill Camp and she would then do some much needed shopping. “I don’t know how you boys can drift from day to day without a decent meal and clean clothes.” The latter sentiment may or may not have been aimed at the Inspector who had arrived two days earlier with just his emergency wash kit. He had used his tiny nail brush to scrub his collar clean with soap before going to bed the night before. “One of my chaps is on his way down this morning and he should be in an official car so that should ease the travel arrangements,” he assured Alison. “Does he need to be put up here Brian?” she asked. “No. That’s very kind. He may be only here for the day,” he said, despite expecting him to be here for at least a week. The Inspector did not want the Gordons’ hospitality to be abused and it would be far more useful if Steve Howson could be put up in the Camp in order to have some eyes and ears closer to the Quartermaster and his staff.

 

As the Professor and Inspector were getting out of the car, Alison said something that the Inspector thought was completely out of character. “James, this is all your fault. You have to get that darling boy back. Do you understand?” She drove off without waiting for a reply. “Is everything okay, James?” the Inspector enquired. “She’s under a lot of strain. She doesn’t do stress very well I’m afraid. We sat up most of last night and if we don’t find Tom alive and well, I know that she will never forgive me. She thinks that he is the nearest thing to a son that she could ever have and,” his voice was a little shaky, “and I feel exactly the same way.” The Inspector was not sure what to say and opted for the easy option; he said nothing.

 

Steve Howson was waiting in his car outside the Dagger building. “You are nice and early Steve, well done.” The Inspector introduced him to the Professor, who had managed to regain some composure. They walked passed the two young sentries, who made no effort to challenge them, and then on into the building. The Professor wanted to go through the computer records from the day of the incident, in case there were any other setting variations that he could try to replicate in order to get the Beast to perform its supposed “trick” again. This gave the Inspector the opportunity to have a long discussion with his junior colleague. Steve produced some benign notes about the Quartermaster, with nothing worse than a speeding ticket and 3 points on his driving licence. He had spoken to the forensic department and they had promised to pull out all the stops to get at least some of the analysis done in time for the report. The Inspector gave Steve a number of tasks to do, “Chase the forensics.” “Contact the computer chap and ask about the fourth sensor.” “See if the Quartermaster can book you into accommodation on Camp.” “Inform the Adjutant that he can stand down the two sentries outside. They are a total waste of time.” “Oh, and please get my computer onto the internet.”

 

The Professor was working as fast as he could. A psychologist would say that he was in a driven state. His hands were shaking as he went through the many pages of parameter settings that he had printed off. After half an hour he had established that the same parameter set was loaded as that used on the day of Tom’s disappearance. He had done one Purge routine followed by a Run with no effect whatsoever. The Inspector sat on a high stool using one of the chests of drawers as a desk top. He was going through his written notes and entering more detail into the report on his notebook computer. After a while he decided to check the Professor’s progress.

 

“How are you getting on James?” he asked. “There must be something different about the setup that stopped the effect happening on the last run but I just can’t see what.” The Professor was still puzzled. The Inspector had just re-read some notes that he had made two days earlier. “You said the day before yesterday that Tom was inside the Beast when he called to you to do…,” he glanced down at his notebook, “…a Purge. Forgive my ignorance but didn’t you do a Purge just before that last trial run?” The Professor smiled for the first time that day. “Of course, I accidentally initiated a Run rather than a Purge. You are a very good detective Brian. I think we should do another run straight away without the Purge.”

 

The torch was still sitting on the round floor of the Beast. The Professor selected the Run command. The power supplies sang their chorus, and almost as soon as the test had begun, the computer terminal beeped and the flashing alarm was on the screen – just as it had been after Tom had disappeared. They cautiously peered into the Beast. The torch was not there. They looked all around the Beast, in case it had been moved sideways, and then concluded that it had indeed vanished. Steve was aware of the achievement and joined the other two who were still staring at the Beast. “What now Brian?” asked the Professor. “I’m not sure. Is this sufficient evidence in your mind that this contraption can make things go back in time?” The Inspector wanted to get his report emailed to his boss within the hour but he needed to know what the science behind the disappearances might mean in layman’s terms. The Professor sat down. The Inspector caught Steve’s eye and mimed taking a sip from an imaginary cup of tea.

 

“I don’t know what Professor McClean would say. He probably still thinks that all of this is some form of trick. Well it’s not. I cannot for one minute explain what we have seen to the standard that a school physics class would accept, let alone with the rigour McClean or the Royal Society would demand.” The Professor was still deeply affected by what had happened and was far from being himself. “If Tom had arranged some form of disappearing act then how does that account for that torch vanishing? I know that this makes me guilty of pressing the wrong button and sealing his fate but I am coming to the conclusion that the action of the Beast has made Tom disappear.” The Inspector wanted some clarification so that he could complete his report. “Do you think that it is some form of time travel?” The Professor seemed to be visibly ageing as he allowed his shoulders to droop and his posture to slouch on the chair. His face was ashen. “The only evidence of time travel has come from the Quartermaster’s safe. Did someone find a torch three years ago and then not report it? Maybe we should do a survey with some radioactive detection equipment. Then if there is a positive result we know that we must put a radioactive tracer into the Beast and make it disappear. Don’t you see, we are in a total quandary?”

 

Steve delivered the tea and as soon as he put the tray down on the work bench his mobile phone rang. He walked away from the other two to take the call. “Thank you for calling back.” “Do you remember whether either you or Tom had any cause to take the fourth one of those magnetic detectors from its box?” “Why did Tom do that?” “Did he check the connectivity for all three sensors that way?” “Did you fire up the Beast at any time whilst the fourth sensor was inside?” “Did either of you put the sensor back in its box?” “Are you certain of that?” “Did Tom ever mention the Quartermaster, Major Harry Brandon?” “Thank you for your call. Goodbye.” Steve rejoined the others.

 

“I’ve just spoken to Peter Boyde. He says that Tom used the fourth D23 in order to check that the cable loom inside the Beast was in good order. He had to connect it to each of the 3 connectors that the test instruments would use and make sure that the computer sensor circuitry could detect it. Boyde did not recall the D23 being put back in the box but, he said that it was not something that he would have noticed anyway. Oh, and he said that Tom had spoken to the Quartermaster several times, but Tom had said that it was to do with getting another desk or certainly more furniture.” Steve took a sip of his tea.

 

The Inspector had to decide what line to take in his report. “Do I say that we think that the Beast can make things move in time or do I say that it just makes things disappear?” His question was aimed at the Professor. “If that torch had been found 3 years ago then I would be go along with a speculative view of time travel.” Then Steve joined the discussion. “But surely it might be possible that the torch only went back a few weeks or it went back before this building was erected.” The Professor took the point. “Why not say that the Beast is capable of causing things to disappear and that we have one proven case of an object being found three years ago? That puts it at about two years before the object was manufactured.” The Inspector was happy to use something along that line, but first he decided to give his boss a verbal report.

 

The Inspector used his mobile phone to call his boss. “Sir, it’s Brian, can you go green?” There was an audible crackle and the link was encrypted. “What is it Brian?” said Chief Inspector Waverly. Brian Morton-Farrell outlined the situation and said that his report would mention time travel as a possible explanation of the disappearance of Tom Brooker and the sensor being found three years ago. “Just get that report to me as soon as you can Brian.” The call ended. At least the Inspector felt a little better about putting time travel as a possible explanation in his report. He was keen not to attract ridicule as his promotion was currently under review and something “stupid” could tip the balance in someone else’s favour. He had the opportunity to get his report done in 24 hours, ahead of the original deadline, which he knew would look good. He called across the room to the young Civil Servant. “Steve, is my computer on the internet?” It was and so he sat down to fill in a few gaps and write an executive summary for the report. He then established a secure, encrypted link to the Special Branch computer system and sent his report to Chief Inspector Waverly.

 

Steve was happy to go and buy sandwiches from the NAAFI shop in the Camp. When he returned, he quickly put the food down and took the Inspector to one side. “I had a call on my way back. The forensic people have come back to me with two bits of news. First, they say that the piece of flesh found in the bit of shoe was a small part of the right big toe of Tom Brooker. Then they mentioned a gold charm.” Steve waited for a sign of recognition from the Inspector. “Right, well this charm was examined under a microscope. It has SAFE on one side and then a number,” he looked down to the back of his hand where he had written something with a biro, “802701 on the other side.” The Inspector checked that the Professor was not in earshot. “Did they say anything about how the piece of toe might have been cut off?” he asked. “No, nothing. That was all they were prepared to say at this stage.”

 

The Inspector pulled out his mobile phone again. He called Waverly’s secretary. “Janice, has the boss read my email yet do you know?”, “Still at lunch?”, “Please delete my last email, I am about to send an amended report.” He went to his computer and changed the report putting in the new detail. The email was sent within a matter of minutes. He was pleased that he was able to update the report without his boss being aware. He warned Steve not to mention the ownership of the piece of toe to the Professor.

 

Lunch was next and this provided an opportunity for the Inspector to ask a few more questions. “So what do you make of this, James? That gold charm had SAFE on one side and 802701 on the other.” The Professor said nothing at first but looked troubled. When he did manage to speak his voice was shaky. “It is from HG Wells. 802701 is the year that the Time Traveller reached in the story of the Time Machine.”

 

This did not go down well with the Inspector. “That’s ridiculous. Someone is playing games with us, James. That is so definitely a wind-up or a blatant bit of manipulation. I think I’m rapidly going away from time travel as a possible explanation now. Don’t you think that it is too obvious?” The Professor was not sure what to say. “Well, I see what you mean but it may still be genuine. Tom was a great fan of HG Wells you know.”

 

The Inspector was getting annoyed. He had sent his report, had it deleted and sent another and now he would look a complete fool if he had to send a third version. “How bloody convenient that you happen to know this date. Put yourself in my shoes, James. Why shouldn’t I start to suspect that something fishy is going on and that Tom and you are part of it?” This mild attack was actually doing the Professor some good. He was getting a little colour back into his cheeks as he went about defending himself. “No. That is not fair Brian. I have always been an HG Wells fan and so is Tom. Perhaps it is a message from him to say that he is safe wherever and whenever he finds himself.”

 

“Rubbish. How would Tom know that you would get to see the charm? If he buried it sometime in the past he would have no way of knowing that it would ever be found.” Steve interrupted the Inspector. “But Tom Brooker did know that the Professor would see the charm because they dug it out of the hole together.” The Inspector calmed down and replied with a simple grunt as he realised that he did not need to intercept his report again. He changed the subject. “What do you think about doing an experiment to see what would happen if something was half in and half out of the Beast James?

 

The Professor was happy to try another experiment, but what would they use as the test piece. Steve’s suggestion of some sausages was not approved but this was quickly followed by rope. “It could go in through the door and back out again.” They had no rope and so they looked around the building for something else. “I think that we should be a little more rigorous.” The Professor said. “We should try an organic item and then a metallic item and see if there is any difference.” They discovered that non metallic items were cut through at the point where the effect took place whereas metallic items would either disappear or remain but not be sliced through. Towards five o’clock, the Professor received a call from Alison who wanted to know whether Tom had been found and at what time they wanted to be picked up. The Inspector could tell that there was still some bad feeling between the two Gordons. He resolved to try and cheer them up that evening. Alison was to collect them at six.

 

At 5.30 pm, the Inspector received a telephone call from Chief Inspector Waverly. He had to report to London as soon as possible and there was no need for the Professor to be in any form of custody. Some major development had occurred that could not even be discussed over a secure telephone. The Inspector decided to take the car that Steve had used to travel down from London. He was to be left plenty of work to do and the Inspector would be back by the morning.

 

Halfway to London, the Inspector took another call.  “Change of venue, Brian. Go to Thames House.” His boss said. The Inspector headed for the Headquarters of MI5.






  

Chapter 7 – Helping Tom
 

The Inspector hated trying to park anywhere near Thames House. He had no permit for any of the Government car parks in the Millbank area and in the end he was forced to use a parking meter, several hundred yards away. At least at 8pm the streets were relatively quiet. He went to the reception desk where he was expected and a security guard checked his ID and ushered him through the security doors. To his surprise they did not go upwards in the lift, but descended several floors to an underground conference room. In the room was Chief Inspector Waverly, Alan Fredericks or Alfred to his friends, and a man he did not recognise. A projector was displaying a PowerPoint slide on the wall which said simply “TOP SECRET”. It was the unknown man who spoke first.

 

“Thank you for doing your best to get here so soon Inspector. I am Julian Gaskin and I am a section chief in this building. You know the others, but none of you knows the detail of why you have been called here at such short notice.” Gaskin was a very senior man in MI5 and even Chief Inspector Waverly was using body language that combined school boy trying to impress with rabbit in a lion’s cage. Gaskin continued. “Now I have to take the unusual step of …”

 

He had to ‘read them in’ to an area of Very Restricted Knowledge or VRK, reserved for subjects of immense sensitivity. Gaskin explained, “Although cleared to access Top Secret information, you still need to be ‘read in’ to this VRK. I have to do this to ensure that you only have access to the very minimum of sensitive information. That way the chances of any individual causing catastrophic damage are reduced.”

 

Each one of the other three had to sign a register to say that they had been read onto the VRK. After the last signature was completed, Gaskin continued. Now let me give you a brief history lesson.” He paused only to press the mouse button to advance the next slide which revealed an aerial photograph of Stonehenge. “No prizes for guessing where we are. On the night of 31st December 1900 there was a massive storm that rocked the south of England. That night, one of the Stonehenge Sarsen stones, which was known to be unstable, toppled over. In the following years, restoration work was started to reseat the stone and make others safe.” He advanced to the next picture of a particular standing stone. “When this stone was moved to one side to repair the hole into which it was to be reset, a team of archaeologists were allowed to investigate the immediate area and what was previously the buried base of the stone. There is no picture left today of what they found but it was recorded in the notebook of Professor William Gowland, the chief archaeologist at the time. He said, and I quote,

 

            ‘Imagine our astonishment to see, before our very eyes, an inscription that had been buried, away from the gaze of man for well over 3000 years. We worked for hours to clear away calcium deposits, lichens and the stains of time. The inscription was found to be in a Latin Alphabet with Arabic numerals. The forming of the letters and numerals was crude but deeply made to stand against time. Both Robson and Sir Anthony Horn expressed concern that this inscription was modern, but the evidence of time was clear. This was a very curious message in stone.’

 

The find was deemed by the Society of Antiquaries to be of ambiguous age and it was not published in any journal of the day. But then in 1958 the discovery was made afresh by Professors Richard Atkinson and Stuart Piggott, during restoration work supervised by the Ministry of Public Buildings and Works. This time a consensus of the archaeological elite agreed that the carving of the inscription had been done at the time that the stone was originally placed in the soil. This was backed up by the examination of a nearby Long Barrow in which was found the skeleton of man who had, without doubt, been interred for a very long time but whose frame and height was similar to modern man. Beside the skeleton was a sealed earthenware jar which was subject to the closest scientific scrutiny. They discovered a short length of graphite of the size, shape and composition of that found in modern pencils. There was also evidence of several objects made of high carbon steel which had almost completely disintegrated. One of these objects was thought to be the head of a hammer. There was no question that any of this was either faked or recorded erroneously. Somebody had travelled back in time to the era when Stonehenge was being built.”

 

Julian Gaskin paused to take a sip of water from the glass on the table in front of him. Nobody dared break the silence. “By Spring of 1959, MI5 had the whole matter under its control and each of the people involved was read on to the newly created VRK which was given the code name Stone Message. Having what appeared to be a large group on the VRK proved useful as we had some very eminent high priced help to gather all the facts together. What nobody knew then was the date that the time traveller had come from. Everyone agreed that it could be tens, hundreds or even a thousand years on in time. But now we know the answer.” He paused again to glance down at his notebook.

 

“You may be aware that we have a clever new computer program that has revolutionised the way that intelligence work is handled. Late this afternoon Cora spotted some information that had been placed in a database on the Special Branch computer system. That information was part of the report that you, Inspector Morton-Farrell, had sent to Chief Inspector Waverly today. The particular expression that caused an immediate end to my routine work today was found on a gold charm discovered in the foundations of the Dagger building at Larkhill Camp.” He pressed a button and a PowerPoint slide was displayed on the wall beside them. It read simply “SAFE 802701”. That, gentlemen, is exactly what was carved into the base of that Sarsen stone which is only two kilometres away from the Dagger Building. Cora already knew about the Stone Message, but now it had cropped up independently of the original find. It has come to light thanks to some thorough work by your chaps, Chief Inspector.”

 

Gaskin looked down and turned the page of his notebook. “I mentioned the skeleton in the Long Barrow. It was taken to a secure vault in the British Museum and a few years ago, using newly devised techniques, it was possible to remove sufficient DNA to aid the detective work. Gentlemen, the DNA of that skeleton and that of Tom Brooker are a close match, if not the same. The skeleton may be that of Brooker, but it is also possible that it is a son or grandson of his. The current best guess is that Tom Brooker is alive, I’m sorry, was alive and well when he was transported back in time and that he somehow became part of the community that he found himself in. There is a chance that he may have had a son or grandson. Either he or one of his offspring was buried in that Long Barrow.”

 

This time, Julian Gaskin paused long enough for Waverly to ask. “Sir, did that skeleton have part of its right big toe missing?” “Good point. At this stage I don’t know. That will be examined.” Another question came from Morton-Farrell. “Sir, when I was chatting to Professor Gordon the night before last he said, almost in passing, that he had read speculation in a leading science journal that some of the experiments at Cern, in Switzerland, could produce space-time anomalies when anti-matter is created. Is that suspected now?”

 

Julian Gaskin did not address anyone in the room but said, “Graham.” A loudspeaker in the ceiling responded with “Yes Sir.” Gaskin continued. “Graham, make sure that anti-matter, space-time anomalies and Cern do not appear in any of the notes that you are making. Is that clear?” The loudspeaker relayed “Right Sir.” Gaskin turned to the three in the room. “I don’t want Cora tilting at windmills or for any of you to be read on to another VRK. We have a man on the Cern team and there is thought to be no link whatsoever.”

 

“Right let’s get on. So much for the background that has brought us together this evening. Is there anything that I need to be aware of that was not in the report that Morton-Farrell produced for you Waverly?” Gaskin looked at Waverly who immediately deferred to Morton-Farrell. “If I may answer that, Sir. I have had no opportunity to brief Chief Inspector Waverly since that report was sent earlier today. I am sorry but, as you can understand, I have no slides prepared. I had put in my report that a small magnetic sensor, built by Professor Gordon at the beginning of this year, was found 3 years ago in the Dagger Building. There was also a screwdriver which appears to have only gone back in time by a few weeks. The Professor has now put several other objects in the Beast and successfully made them disappear but there has been no indication to what time they were sent. Although this proves that the process can be repeated there may be no way of knowing just how far back objects may go. My next point is about the Professor himself. He is the bastard child that Angus Merchant is seeking.” Morton-Farrell was interrupted by Fredericks. “We actually know that already, Brian.”

 

Morton-Farrell was slightly taken aback, but not really surprised at that news. “Oh fine. Are you aware that Merchant has a notebook that once belonged to the solicitor…” Fredericks was nodding and so he skipped to his next point. “Professor Gordon wants to stop Merchant from publishing his story and had hoped to enlist Tom Brooker’s help. The Gordons are childless and they both have grown very fond of Brooker in the short time that they have known him. Alison Gordon will take some time to forgive her husband for pressing the wrong button that sent the boy away. I think that Professor Gordon has taken it quite badly, but I don’t think that he is likely to be a security liability. Oh, that number is from HG Wells…” he was interrupted again, but this time by Gaskin. “Yes the year the Time Machine got to and the number of the combination lock that the Professor and Brooker have set up for the Dagger Building.” Morton-Farrell was again impressed by the depth of knowledge of MI5. He had no more to add and Julian Gaskin continued.

 

“Thank you for that Inspector. I now want to make it clear how we are to handle this. First of all, we have as our starting point this young man, Tom Brooker, possibly badly injured and without any preparation thrust back three or four thousand years. He needs medical help and, I would suggest, some survival aids. I have had one of my staff work on this and we have a list of items that we think should be put into the Larkhill contraption; what is it called again?” Gaskin looked towards Morton-Farrell. “The Beast, Sir.” “Yes, quite so.” Gaskin advanced the next slide which showed a list of items that would excite even an average Boy Scout. “We should send these things back to Brooker in the Beast, perhaps with some written instructions. Now I want the three of you to apply your brains to this and either add or delete things from this list. I then want everything procured as soon as possible and taken to Larkhill. I do not want any further attention to be obvious at the Larkhill site and so I want Morton-Farrell to continue to be our man on the ground, if you are happy with that Waverly.” There was an instant “of course Sir.” Waverly turned to Morton-Farrell who nodded. Gaskin handed out three printed copies of the list and then left the room.

 

Waverly took the lead and they went through the list and then made several additions. After a few minutes of writing scribbled notes on one of the printed sheets, Alfred found the notebook computer that was connected to the display screen. He produced a new slide showing their amended list. They were worried that it might be too much but at that point in the discussion, Gaskin returned. “Why should there be any limit?” he said. “If we can send it in the Beast, let’s do it.” This prompted several more items to be added. Waverly talked Gaskin through the list. They wanted everything packed into two rucksacks so that Tom could move his kit around quickly if required. The list included medical supplies, some concentrated rations, flints and strikers, five days supply of water and practical clothing. As soon as the list was agreed Gaskin addressed the invisible aid, “Graham, pass this on now. We want it ready tomorrow morning – wake up Her Majesty if you have to. Oh, Graham. Add a lump hammer and masonry chisel to the list.” The response over the loudspeaker was swift. “That’s done Sir.” Waverly was starting to wish that he had a Graham of his own.

 

Gaskin had more requirements to get across to the joint Special Branch and MI5 team. “I want the watch resumed on the landlord. I do not want him stumbling into any of this, as he is linked to both Brooker and Gordon. If necessary we help him back to his alcoholic oblivion – it is vital that there are no cracks in our protection of this information. Fredericks, get Mutt and Jeff back into that flat to take away that notebook and leave a virus on his computer to sort out anything he may have written about Professor Gordon. Both the Professor and his wife will have to be read on to the VRK, but they are not to be given any information about Stonehenge. I want the three of you back here at 5pm on Monday. The Joint Intelligence Committee is meeting on Tuesday morning and I will be holding the Director’s hand whilst he briefs the status of Stone Message.” With that the meeting ended and Julian Gaskin departed. The others remained in the room to iron out some of the detail.

 

Chief Inspector Waverly wanted Morton-Farrell to return to the Durrington house without delay. “We must keep an eye on the Gordons until things settle down,” he said. Morton-Farrell said that he would ring them as soon as he was above ground and warn them that he would be returning late. That way he would be able to judge that they were okay. Fredericks was confident that the rucksacks could be delivered to Larkhill by no later than lunchtime the following day. They agreed to keep each other informed of every development and then ended their meeting.

 

On leaving the building, Chief Inspector Waverly and Inspector Morton-Farrell found themselves walking in the same direction. “Do you get on well with Fredericks, Brian?” Waverly asked. “No problem Sir. We were in training together at Hendon but he left the police after just three years. I lost touch with him and the next time I saw him was about two years ago when we were after that South African arms dealer,” the Inspector replied. After a couple of minutes their paths separated and the Inspector was soon motoring back down to Durrington.

 

Inspector Morton-Farrell arrived at the rented house a few minutes before midnight and had to ring the bell as he had no key. Both Alison and the Professor were up but in their dressing gowns. Alison had prepared a light supper of melba toast and paté for the Inspector. There was a choice of cocoa or red wine to accompany the snack and he didn’t hesitate to choose the wine. The Gordons kept him company whilst he ate his meal and he was able to give them a sanitised version of the plan. “We are certain that Tom is alive and well but we don’t know quite where, no sorry, quite when he is.” He thought that he had detected an improvement in their frame of mind which was reassuring. “We are going to send some bits and pieces to Tom, including a special medical kit for his toe. The medical people are happy that his wound, although painful, is quite minor.” What he then said made a huge improvement in the Gordons’ mood. “Would you please write a note to Tom and we will include it amongst the things that we are sending. I will need it when we leave here in the morning.” The Inspector was just able to drag himself upstairs to bed as he left Alison and James writing separate notes to their lost young man.

 

Alison would not need the car that day, as she said that she would take a nice long walk and deliver their sandwich lunch en-route. The Inspector nearly choked on his cornflakes when she said that she was intending to continue on to Stonehenge as “it seems such a significant part of our heritage.” As they left to get in the car the Inspector was pleased to see Alison and James embrace in a most tender and loving way. “Thank goodness”, he thought, “at least the Professor is no longer under any pressure from Alison over Tom’s disappearance.” He then realised how much he was missing his own wife whom he had not seen for several days. At least she was used to his odd hours and short notice trips away.

 

They drove into the camp at 8.30am but were delayed at the main gate: “because of the heightened security state – we’ve gone up to Amber sir” so the guard on the gate informed them. They had to get out of the car and open the bonnet and boot so that a full search could be made for bombs or weapons. The Inspector guessed that the security state had been raised by someone in London in order to improve local security. It was more discreet than putting in any special security arrangements just for the Dagger Building and it was probably cheaper.

 

Once at the Dagger Building, the Inspector watched as the Professor entered the security code in order to unlock the door. “Gaskin was right,” he thought, “but how the hell did they find out the combination as it was supposed to be known only to the Professor and Tom Brooker?” He found out in a conversation several days later that copies of all combinations, whether safes or secure door locks were kept in sealed envelopes inside the Adjutant’s safe. Somehow, someone managed to gain access to the information but whether it was with the Adjutant’s knowledge he was never told.

 

Steve Howson arrived within a few minutes of the Inspector and the Professor. He was able to take the Inspector to one side and tell him just what a state the Professor had been in for the remainder of the day before. “At one stage, I thought that he might do something stupid. Every now and again he would just stop and put his head in his hands and moan that it was all his fault. He looks a damn sight better today though. What news from London, Inspector?” The Inspector knew that he could not mention the Stone Message but he managed the same subterfuge that he had used the evening before with the Gordons.

 

After bringing Steve up to date, he asked. “I don’t suppose you know if anyone around here has reported a pair of rucksacks appearing out of the blue in or near the Dagger Building?” He felt sure that they would have been told by the omnipotent Quartermaster had that been the case. “What do we do whilst we are waiting for the kit, Inspector?” Steve asked. “Well, I think that we need to make sure that everything is ready for the despatch of the supplies for Tom, but I think that we could start with…” The Inspector had a naughty grin on his face and imitated the drinking of tea from an imaginary cup. “Bloody hell, if I had a quid for every cup of tea that I’ve made for you, I’d be a bloody millionaire.”

 

Whilst their mugs of tea were cooling down, the three went about some simple housekeeping. Had Tom been there everything would already have been in its proper place but after just over an hour, which included time out for tea, everything was ship-shape and Bristol fashion. Which was just as well as the next excitement
was about to happen. A loud banging on the door announced the arrival of the backpacks. The courier was none other than Alan Fredericks. At the door, he said to the Inspector. “Tell the Professor that I’m with Special Branch and my name is Alfred. I just had to come down and see this. I told Gaskin that I had to be here to make sure that everything went as planned. Oh, our kit list required a third rucksack, but I am sure Tom will manage.” The Inspector was pleased to see Alfred, and a quick wink and a nod to Steve secured the cover story.

 

The Inspector wanted to get things moving. The sooner that Tom had his medical kit the better. “James, have you got the notes that you and Alison have written?” The notes were produced and contained in a long white envelope with “Tom Brooker, Urgent” written on the outside. Alfred put the envelope inside a clear plastic map case that had a far more important note inside titled “SURVIVAL KIT - READ THIS FIRST”. The three rucksacks were placed side by side in the centre of the Beast. The Professor set everything up and was happy that the despatch should take place. He was looking nervous again but then each of the other three would admit to sweaty palms and raised heart rates if asked.

 

“Now, we must get this right first time.” The Professor said just as Alfred’s mobile phone rang from his jacket pocket on a hook near the main door. The Professor cast a worried glance towards the source of the interruption. “Ignore it. Sorry Professor,” said Alfred. The Professor went over to one of the power supplies. “Bugger,” he said and immediately went back to the computer on the bench. “Brian, could you help me please?” The Inspector went over to the work bench.

 

“The power supply has tripped. I need to reset the driver on the outside of the Beast. When I say, press Control and R on the keyboard. That will initiate the reset.” The Professor went over to the Beast and squatted down and reached out towards a large cable that was attached to one of the two ribs that formed the doorway. None of the other three had a clue what he was doing, but he appeared to be managing to sort out the problem. He then took out a small screwdriver from his white lab-coat pocket and went into the Beast to adjust something important. He called out. “I’ve found it. We can do the reset now. Press Control and R at the same time now, Brian.” 

 

At that instant, the Inspector’s mobile phone rang. The Professor was getting agitated. The Inspector chose not to answer the call but apologised and asked, “Control, then what James?” The answer was swift. “Control and R, get on with it man.”

 

Alfred and Steve were standing near the end of the bench and were disappointed that things were not going quite to plan. Even so, it was still very exciting and they were sure that the rucksacks would be on the way to Tom at some point that day. They all understood the Professor’s agitation at such a critical stage. The Inspector followed the instruction given to him, pressed Control and R. The power supplies hummed, the computer beeped and the alarm messages appeared on the screen. Alfred dropped his water bottle just before the open top made contact with his lips. Steve cried out “No! Press Cancel.” But there was no cancel button. The Inspector did not realise what he had done at first as he was watching the reactions of the other two. When he turned his gaze to the inside of the Beast, he realised. The rucksacks had gone and so too had the Professor.

 

Nobody said a word for nearly a minute. The three just stared and stared at the Beast. The Inspector moved from the work bench to the Beast and then stared back at Alfred and Steve. “Oh Shit. Shit bloody Shit,” was all he could say. “Is that it Brian? Is that what this thing does? Has he really gone?” Alfred was not sure what he had just witnessed. “That’s it. He’s gone. Let’s hope that Tom doesn’t kick the living daylights out of him when he turns up.” The Inspector then turned his attention to the consequences of what had happened. “I think that I’ve been tricked into being an accomplice to this cock-up. What do I tell Waverly?”

 

Alfred was thankful that he had not initiated the dispatch of the Professor. “I suggest it’s what Waverly says to Gaskin that you should think about.” The Inspector was quick to point out “Remember Alfred, you’re here to make sure everything goes as planned.” The only one of the three not feeling vulnerable was Steve but then his mobile phone rang. He answered it and the other two watched him stiffen up with dread. “Yes Sir. They are both here.” Steve was talking to Chief Inspector Waverly who wanted Inspector Morton-Farrell put on the line. Steve knew that his boss would need a second or two to compose himself and so as quick as a flash, he said. “They’re all on the far side, Sir. I’ll get him to call you in three seconds.” Waverly was impatient. “Has the kit been sent yet?” Steve replied, “Yes Sir.” The line went dead.

 

As Steve explained his brief call with Chief Inspector Waverly, the other two were checking their phones. “Gaskin tried to get me a few minutes ago,” said Alfred. “And Waverly tried to get hold of me,” said the Inspector. “I better call him. The shit is about to hit the fan now.” He was dreading the consequences of allowing the Professor to pull off that stunt.

 

As the Inspector returned the call to Waverly, Fredericks returned the call to Gaskin. Neither of them was on the telephone for long. Both bosses were told of the Professor’s disappearance and both bosses informed their subordinates of the events in London that morning. Gaskin’s account to Fredericks was the most succinct. “At 8am this morning a man claiming to be Tom Brooker arrived at reception here in Thames House. He was sent away by the man from the evening shift, but he returned at 9am and asked to see a contact he called Alfred. A couple of phone calls later it was discovered that you were away and so he insisted on seeing someone else. Luckily, I was called and I had him put in one of the guest suites. I am told that he is in good health but a little tired. I want you and Waverly’s Inspector back here, ASAP. There is a helicopter en route now. The pilot has been told to expect three passengers, but now it will be just two. Pity about the Professor. I will not get involved with Brooker until you are both here.”

 

The Inspector and Fredericks finished their telephone calls and looked at each other with expressions of incredulity. Steve did not know what was going on and after being brought up to date adopted a similar expression. “What do we say to Alison Gordon?” he asked. “She must be told nothing,” said Fredericks who then checked his watch and added, “Shit. She’s due here any minute with our lunch.” They knew that she wanted to walk to Stonehenge after dropping off the lunch, and so they agreed to make up a story that the Professor was with the Quartermaster and after that would be flying to London to meet one of the Government scientists.

 

When Alison arrived with lunch, she was serene. She had taken some time to get through the main gate of the camp due to the security measures, but despite that she was cheerful and composed. She put her bag down and took out two bags of sandwiches which she had wrapped individually for the Inspector and Steve. “I am so sorry, not to bring you anything, Alfred. Nobody told me that you would be here,” she said. There were no sandwiches for the Professor, but she pulled out an envelope from her bag and gave it to the Inspector. “This is for you, Brian. James asked me to give it to you. I know what he was planning. Did he get away okay?” One could have heard a pin drop as she waited for a reply. “Ye-yes. He’s gone with the provisions that Alfred had brought from London. He is a very brave man,” said the Inspector who felt very uneasy, as he added, “there was a medical kit amongst the stuff and he will be able to sort Tom out very easily.” Alison Gordon smiled and turned to leave. “I am going on to Stonehenge now. When James and I came down here looking for a house to rent we drove there and we sat together and watched the sun go down. It was very special for us both. I told him that I would never forget that moment. I will always keep dear James and my lovely Tom close to my heart.” She left before either the Inspector, Fredericks or Steve could say anything.

 

The Inspector opened the letter from the Professor. He read it out loud to the other two. “Brian, I am sorry to have tricked you into sending me to Tom’s side. I knew that you would not know the control codes and that you would think that you were doing a Reset. I could not live with the guilt of sending Tom away and it is dreadful to think that he could be lying on his own in the middle of nowhere and unable to cope with his injury. Alison and I have discussed this at length. At first we thought that we would somehow try and go together, but I would not allow that. Who knows what epoch the Beast would have sent Tom into and that might be the wrong place for a woman. I have had a very good life and my father, during his lifetime, had made the most generous provision for me. I had always hoped that he would one day make himself known to me, but I have lost all hope of that as he is surely dead. My only regret is that Alison and I could not have had the gift of a child and that is why young Tom now means so much to me. Please look after Alison until she has had time to come to terms with this dreadful messy end to our life together. I will keep her close to my heart for ever more and will always be grateful to you for your kindness over the last few days.” The Inspector finished reading the letter and immediately Fredericks swallowed the lump in his throat and said, “We can’t just let Alison go off on her own.” He turned to Steve. “Any minute now, Brian and I have to go to London. Can you go after her now and make sure that she is safe?”

 

Steve moved to grab his coat. “Leave it to me. I will make sure that she is okay. Do either of you know where the keys to the Professor’s lease car might be?” For one instant all three of them thought that the keys may have gone with the Professor but they were soon found on the end of the work bench. Before he left, the Inspector wrote down the number that they had discovered was the combination for the lock on the building. He left Fredericks inside whilst he went outside with Steve and checked that it would work. Once satisfied, Steve ran after Alison. There was only one sensible route to Stonehenge and he was confident that he would catch her within a few minutes. As he went through the barrier at the entrance to the camp, he heard the thrup-thrup-thrup of a helicopter above.

 

The Inspector and Fredericks did a last check of the Dagger Building, then grabbed their kit and made their way to the Helicopter Landing Site. The flight to London did not give Fredericks and the Inspector any opportunity to discuss the day’s events as the pilot was able to hear every word that they said over the intercom in the aircraft. They landed somewhere very close to Thames House and were through the front door three minutes later.

 

The man on the reception desk instructed them to go to Gaskin’s office. The assistant in the outer office showed them in straight away. Inspector Morton-Farrell was surprised that someone as senior as Gaskin did not have a larger office. In front of a London Ministry issue desk was a small conference table. Gaskin and Waverly were already sitting at the table and the two new arrivals were invited to join them. Morton-Farrell gave a nod to his boss who smiled a “just wait ‘till I get you home” smile that many a small boy would recognise. Gaskin, as usual, took charge. “Take a look at this,” he said, as he pressed a button on a remote control which brought the TV monitor beside the table into life. They looked at an image from one of “the guest suites” several floors below ground level. They saw a man sitting in a chair in front of a formica topped table. He was clean shaven with short grey hair. He looked like an old man or someone who had some dreadful disease and was close to death. “This chap claims to be Tom Brooker. He has lost the tip of his right toe but it healed up a long time ago. So far we have done the minimum. He is in good shape and has had tea and biscuits. He has only been questioned about his identity and neither Chief Inspector Waverly nor I have been below ground to meet him. I hope that we might get some DNA results within three or four hours.” Waverly had seen the image before and was sitting back in his chair.

 

Morton-Farrell and Fredericks were leaning forward to get the most from the image. “God, he has aged!” exclaimed Morton-Farrell. “Do we know where he’s been and how far back in time he went?” Gaskin was never likely to be an agreeable dinner party guest. “I told you. We only know that he claims to be Brooker and that he has lost a bit of flesh.” That shut Morton-Farrell up and provided little incentive for anyone else to even contemplate breaking wind. Gaskin continued. “Now look at this.” He pressed a remote control button and the TV monitor showed a view of the street about 150 metres away from the main entrance to Thames House. A chauffer driven Bentley pulled up next to the pavement and the same old man is seen to get out. He leans through the door to say something to his driver and the car moves away. The old man then made his way to the main entrance. “Interesting, I suspect that he will not know that we have spotted his arrival.” Gaskin stood up, the others followed suit and they made their way to the lift. They got out on the third floor below ground level.






  

Part 2 – Tom’s Story
 




  

Chapter 8 – Tom’s Early Years
 

 

Gaskin, Waverly, Fredericks and Morton-Farrell entered an empty room on the third subterranean floor. The room was about the size of a large dining room and had a central rectangular table around which were six comfortable looking chairs, three on either side. There was a small chest of drawers at one end on which was a tray with a water jug and glasses. Gaskin told Fredericks to move one of the chairs to one side away from the table. He wanted their guest to sit on one side with Morton-Farrell next to him and he would sit on the central chair on the other side with Waverly and Fredericks next to him. Gaskin looked up towards the ceiling. “Graham, are you with us?” A familiar voice responded over the loudspeaker. “Yes, Sir, I have coffee on the way.” At that instant there was a knock on the door and a tray of coffee and biscuits was placed next to the water tray on the chest of drawers. “Thank you Graham. The coffee is here, so buzz through to have our guest brought in.” Gaskin then turned to Fredericks. “Once Brooker is settled, I want you to sort out the coffee.” He then made a general point. “This will be a free discussion, just use your common sense but let’s first check that this really is our man.”

 

There was no knock on the door, it opened and a young woman led an elderly man into the room. He stood in front of the now closed door and blinked as his eyes adjusted to the slightly stronger lighting of the conference room. Gaskin and the others stood up politely and he was shown his seat by Morton-Farrell. The old man spoke for the first time. “Thank you very much. Are you Alfred by any chance?” Morton-Farrell glanced up at Gaskin and replied. “No, but he is here. Can you think who else I might be?” Gaskin allowed the merest hint of a smile of approval to appear on his face. The old man looked carefully at Morton-Farrell. “Are you the Inspector with the double barrelled name, er, are you Brian?” That was not enough to convince Gaskin that this old man was Brooker. He needed more evidence. “You have lost the tip of your right big toe. Can you tell me how that happened?” Gaskin’s tone was polite but his body language and manner lacked empathy.

 

The old man took a sip of his coffee, well aware of the question that hung in the air. He looked up. “You must surely know all this, but I suppose you need me to convince you that I am Tom Brooker. I was in the Dagger Building at Larkhill Camp working with Professor Gordon. I was inside his contraption, fixing something, and I called out for him to press a button. The next thing I knew I was falling to the ground just outside a large fenced Army camp. I had been kneeling down in the,” he paused as he made an effort to recall a lost name, “er, the Beast, and when I hit the ground I was slightly winded. My knee hurt a bit but it took several seconds before the pain in my foot registered. The end of my shoe had gone as well but I cannot explain just how it was cut off. I was in quite a bad way all told because I also had a big lump on the back of my head from a fall earlier that day.” Morton-Farrell knew that there was one fact that would clinch the identity issue. “What is the combination to the door into the Dagger Building?” Tom turned to his left and faced the Inspector. “802701, which is also the year HG Wells used in his Time Machine story.”

 

Gaskin realised that he was a witness to the most amazing scientific story, not just the story of the century but the most significant story since history began. He changed his demeanour and treated Tom Brooker with some respect. “Mr Brooker, I must apologise that I failed to introduce myself and this gentleman on my left. I am Julian Gaskin and I work here in this building. This is Chief Inspector Mike Waverly who is Brian’s boss in Special Branch. Now we are satisfied that you are Tom Brooker, I would like you to tell us every detail that you can recall from the time that you were transported back in time. It does not matter how long it takes and, if necessary, we will have sandwiches brought in and there is plenty of coffee. But would you first explain why on earth you have come here to MI5? As far as I am aware you have never been anywhere near this building before.”

 

Tom looked across the table at Gaskin. He was not the sort of person to have as an enemy, but equally not the sort of person to have as a friend. Tom had dealt with bullies before and he wanted to make the point that he would not allow himself to become a victim. He ignored Gaskin’s question and looked at Fredericks. “And by deduction you must be Alfred. I still remember that walk in Hyde Park. I guessed that you were in MI5 at that time you know.” He paused briefly to smile. “I have planned this visit for some considerable time. I could not come to you before I disappeared as it would have caused all sorts of complications, and it would have been almost impossible to prove who I was. But I do want to make sure that the truth comes out before Angus Merchant has a chance to ruin James Gordon’s life.”

 

At this point there was a swift exchange of glances around the table. Tom did not notice and continued. “Mr Gaskin, I came here because I had to. After so many years I was not certain of the precise date of my disappearance. It seems pretty stupid but I had other issues on my mind. I did my best to keep in touch with my younger self on my,” he hesitated, “er, on his weekends back in London. I did go down to Larkhill the day before yesterday, but the security was far worse than I remembered. The sentry on the gate said that nobody was being allowed in unless they had special passes and I did not want to create a fuss. The house in Durrington looked deserted. I thought that James Gordon may have had to come back to Town to explain my disappearance. So, I came back and tried to find someone in Special Branch. I couldn’t remember the Inspector’s last name and there are too many Brians at Scotland Yard. So, I came here. Once we are done, I would like to surprise the Gordons. I am sure you can point me in their direction. I have two bottles of champagne in the car.”

 

---oooOOOooo---

 

 

Tom Brooker then settled back to tell his story. His audience were completely immersed in the narrative; they felt his pain, his joy and his fears as he recounted every detail of his adventure. “It was a bit of a shock being sent back in time…”

 

Imagine a cool but bright day with a slackening easterly breeze. A lovely late spring day following one of the harshest winters for many years. There was no Dagger
Building and Larkhill Camp was much smaller than it is today. Tom arrived at about 6.30am. His form appeared just over a metre above the ground, hovered for less than a second and then dropped to the grass below. He had been in a kneeling position when he appeared and this led to some bruises on both knees and a slight twist to his left wrist from the impact. A few seconds later the pain from his injured toe kicked in. At first he screamed with the sudden rush of pain, the realisation by the brain that there were urgent messages from the severed nerves. This was soon replaced by the more tolerable, deep cyclic pain and relief that allowed him to gather his thoughts and come to terms with his predicament. Tom looked down and saw that the end of his shoe was missing and that blood was flowing slowly from the wounded toe. As his nervous system adapted to the trauma of the toe, he then felt the pain from his knees and wrist followed by the throbbing from the earlier wound to the back of his head.

 

He got to his feet and struggled to take a few steps forward. He managed some deep breaths and took stock. There was nobody around. He was outside the main fence surrounding Larkhill Camp, but within a tented encampment laid out in neat military lines. He looked into the main camp and did not recognise any of the drab wooden huts, set closely together and painted with the darkest of creosotes. Tom looked to the south and there was the road that ran east to west past the camp and on towards Devizes in one direction and, he assumed, London in the other. He walked towards the road and ducked down under the single strand of barbed wire that marked the boundary of the tented area. There he saw a young lad on a bicycle. “Hello Doctor,” he said. “Got more influenza in the camp then?” Tom realised that he was still wearing his white lab coat. Luckily the question was rhetorical as the lad continued cycling down the road and did not turn to hear any reply. Tom quickly checked the pockets of the coat, took it off and shoved it into some brambles not far from the road. His toe was hurting a lot.

 

Tom found the newsagent’s shop. On the hanging rack outside he was able to see that according to the Daily Herald it was Monday 21st April 1947. Slowly but surely he remembered the experiments with the Beast. The suspicion of time travel, the screwdriver and the argument with the Professor. His toe needed dressing, he was very thirsty and he needed to work out a strategy. Should he tell people that he was a time traveller or try and blend in? It took him seconds to realise that he would not only be a laughing stock, but might even be arrested if he took the former line. He had to blend in, but he needed help. He struggled to remain focused and, unknown to him, he was going into shock. He fell to the ground with uncontrollable shivers. The newsagent saw him drop and was kneeling down beside him shaking him. “Come on chum. Snap out of it will yuh” The shopkeeper clearly had no medical knowledge, but very soon a passing motorist, an Army captain in khaki service dress, came to the rescue. He was the Garrison Adjutant. They bundled Tom onto the back seat and he was driven to the medical centre in the main camp. There was no doctor on duty at this early hour and so Tom had the remains of his right shoe removed and a dressing put on the wound by a medical orderly. He advised the Adjutant that Tom should go to hospital as the wound to the toe was serious and so he found himself being bumped along the dreadful roads to the Tidworth
Military
Hospital in the back of a military ambulance. During the journey he decided that amnesia would be the best way to hide his true identity. He was alone in the back of the vehicle and so he was able to take his wallet from his back trouser pocket and slip it into the secret pocket inside the front of the trousers. He only had a banker’s card, one credit card and an old student union card which bore his name. He would dispose of these and the £10 note at the first opportunity.

 

Tom was admitted to the male surgical ward at the TMH but was not examined until much later that day. He explained to the duty nurse that he had lost his memory and she suggested that they search his clothes to see if they could find anything with his name upon it. Tom was able to ask to use the lavatory before the search and once there he tore up the student union card and £10 note, wrapped them in a tissue from his pocket and flushed them away. The credit and banker’s cards were more tricky. He noticed that there was a small gap at the back of the high lavatory cistern above his head. He carefully, and with some serious discomfort, stood on the lavatory seat and pushed the two plastic cards into the gap. He went back to the ward where the duty nurse helped him search for ID. The nurse went through his wallet and found nothing. “Maybe you wuz robbed,” she said. Tom nodded.

 

The duty nurse helped him change into Army issue pyjamas and commented on his marvellous clothes. He had already thought of what to say, “Oh some American chap got them for me.” An Army doctor examined him and then asked a colleague to give a second opinion. He was told that there was insufficient flesh and skin to stretch around the exposed bone. He would need an operation to remove a further quarter of an inch of bone so that the wound could be properly closed. That operation could not be done in Tidworth and so he would be transferred to London, to Queen Alexandra’s Military
Hospital Millbank. Tom had expected another bumpy ride in an ambulance but that was not to be. The ward Staff Nurse said that his foot would be dressed in the morning, he would be given a railway warrant to London and he could make his own way to the hospital.

 

 “We need a name to put on your railway warrant. What shall we put?” she asked him. Tom said the first thing that came into his head, “Tom Jones”. He knew that they would not ask him to sing. “And what rank shall I put?” The Staff Nurse asked. “I really don’t know. Does it matter?” The young lady told him that he was admitted to the TMH as it was assumed that he was a soldier. The referral to QAMH, as the hospital was known, was also on that basis otherwise, as a civilian, he would end up either in Salisbury or Andover. Tom just smiled and the rank of Private was entered on the warrant. He was given a brown envelope with his case notes and was able to practice using the heavy wooden crutches that he was expected to return at his earliest convenience. Then the following morning he boarded the bus to Andover station.

 

This was the first journey that Tom had made since arriving, where he was able to look at life in 1947. The bus was amazing, with elegant curved lines, leather seats, but very much under powered. The driver wore a uniform and had his hat on at a jaunty angle. He was smoking as he drove along, as did most of the passengers. Tom found the stench of tobacco smoke disgusting and he longed to get out into the fresh air. At Andover station the bus emptied and everyone made a beeline for the café opposite. Tom was told that he had to present his warrant at the ticket office and he would be given a second class ticket to London
Waterloo. His train was not due for another 45 minutes and so he looked around for a seat as his foot was still very painful. He overheard two women deep in conversation about how difficult it was to feed a family with rationing and so few fresh vegetables around after the hard winter. There were still snow drifts in parts of Wales and the north of England, so he heard. The steam train pulled slowly into the station, its engine belching masses of thick dark smoke, hissing and fush-wumping before the brakes, squeaking and complaining, brought the whole thing to a juddering halt.

 

People got off and people got on, and all the while the doors were slamming shut randomly along the length of the train. Piles of goods in crates and wicker baskets were loaded from trolleys into the guard’s van. Tom was able to grab the last seat in a second class non-smoking compartment where he carefully settled, taking care not to injure any of the seven other passengers with his awkward crutches. He was surprised just how chatty and friendly everyone seemed. There was a buffet car at the rear of the train and a middle-aged man offered to fetch a cup of tea for the invalid. When Tom admitted to having no money, the tea was still bought for him. Tom explained to his benefactor that he had lost his memory after an accident near his barracks and that he had no idea where his wallet had gone. Before the end of the journey, his fellow passengers had a whip round and Tom, under protest, was given 3 shillings and 6 pence. Tom looked at the coins. There was a 2s coin called a florin, a 1s coin and two twelve sided 3d pieces. He learnt that shillings were also known as bob which, like sheep, did not change when in the plural. This simple act of generosity touched Tom enormously and he shook the hand of every one of the seven people in that compartment.

 

Just after the stop at Woking station, the Guard made his way along the train telling everyone that the train would terminate at Clapham Junction, as yet another unexploded bomb had been found overnight. Tom had been told to wait for a military bus at Waterloo but now wondered what to do. At Clapham Junction he went to the ticket office and asked how he might get to Millbank. The large man with a bushy moustache saw Tom’s crutches and asked. “Do you want QAMH?” Tom nodded. “Well just go outside, down those steps and there should be a big green bus there any minute.” 

 

Tom struggled down to the bus stop and his jaw dropped as he saw the chaos in the street. There was rubble everywhere as most of the street was being demolished due to bomb damage. There seemed to be men with shovels everywhere. No sooner had the giant ball on the end of the crane knocked another wall down then these men would scramble everywhere scraping bricks and rubble off the road and then start furiously throwing shovelful after shovelful into the back of the waiting lorry. He was amazed at the way they all seemed to be dressed the same. They wore dark trousers, grubby off white, almost grey, shirts with thin dark vertical stripes down the weave, old waistcoats, neck scarves and flat hats. They all had the same style of footwear which he later discovered were known as “Ammo Boots”, identical to those worn by the Army.

 

The bus journey revealed similar scenes of war damage. Many of the roads had signs saying “Closed to all Private Vehicles” or “Danger Falling Debris” or more worryingly “Closed. Unexploded Bomb”. Tom had no idea just how much damage had been done during the war and this was almost two years after the end of the war and even longer since the worst of the air raids. There had been some bad flooding a few weeks earlier which affected a large number of streets near the River Thames. He saw butchers’ shops with signs saying “No Beef This Week” or “Sausages Expected at Midday” and bakers’ shops with a pitiful amount of stock left on display.

 

All in all, it was a sorry sight but having spoken to a number of people on his journey he realised that somehow there was a collective spirit of determination, endeavour and enterprise. He saw horse-drawn carts used by men collecting every scrap of metal that they could find in the rubble of buildings, and women in khaki coloured uniform driving official looking cars. Around one corner he saw an ambulance, a woman lying in obvious pain on the road and a man in dark uniform with a neat peaked cap by her side. He was taking a bandage from the white satchel that hung from his shoulder. The red cross on the satchel matched the colour of the blood from her knee where she had fallen. Passers by had stopped to offer help. One woman had knelt down to offer the injured lady a cigarette. Everyone seemed to be a smoker. Tom wondered whether the children were taught how to take up the habit at school. Not far from Millbank, Tom caught a glimpse of the Houses of Parliament and was surprised just how dirty they looked. Years of coal fires, from both homes and power stations, and the soot laden smogs of London had coated almost every building with black acidic grime which had stained stone and masonry.

 

Whoever had planned Tom’s journey had not taken into account his injured toe. By the time he arrived at the hospital he was in great pain, but still had to wait for nearly two hours before being admitted to a surgical ward. He found himself in a bed next to a cheerful man in his early forties who was about to have his appendix removed. They enjoyed each other’s company and the following day both were prepared for their respective operations. The new found friend was a policeman, Fred Yardley, who had been in London throughout the war. He had many horrible tales about the injuries and deprivation which Londoners had suffered. Tom thought how lucky he was not to have arrived during that dreadful time.

 

Both men had their operations and were still in hospital on Saturday 26th April, the day of the Football Association Cup Final at Wembley Stadium. There was a sitting room at the end of the ward where the radio was already on and tuned into the BBC Home Service. “What do you reckon for this FA Cup then Tom? Charlton Athletic or Burnley? I’m a Burnley man today. My team was knocked out ages ago.” Tom remembered those pub quizzes and how dear old Charlie had made him learn all sorts of sporting trivia. “Oh Burnley won’t win. Not today. Charlton are my bet today.” He said trying to hide his smugness. “I grant you that you had an ‘ansome win against Newcastle but we had Liverpool and they were tough buggers. Took a replay to get ‘em sorted out though. Now I bet you a jug of beer that Burnley win the day. What do you say Tom?” Tom thought carefully. He had very little money and for some reason he had a nagging doubt. He wondered whether, in this new World that he was in, history might be different. Perhaps his pub quiz trivia was now useless. “How much is a jug Fred?” Fred said it was 6d a jug at his local. “Right.” said Tom. “We can’t go down the pub like this. Two jugs would cost a bob so I bet you a bob that Charlton win.” Fred quickly agreed. Tom won and was a shilling better off. Tom did not rub Fred’s nose in the outcome and did his best to commiserate with his new found friend whom was not upset by the loss of a shilling, but disappointed that his team had not performed a little better.

 

Fred very kindly gave Tom a lot of advice about the way that he should behave in a military hospital and how certain ranks demanded more respect than others. The Doctors were all Army officers and were Captains, Majors, Lieutenant Colonels or even Colonels. The nursing staff were divided into two halves. One lot were all commissioned and would be Second Lieutenants, Lieutenants, Captains and Majors. There was one female Lieutenant Colonel who was the hospital Matron and a real tyrant according to Fred. The junior nurses were Privates, Lance Corporals, Corporals or Sergeants. Tom should not address anyone by their first name unless he was invited to do so. He should refer to them by their rank or rank and name if he knew their surname. He should always stand up straight when being addressed by or addressing an officer and he should use Sir or Ma’am rather than the officer’s rank all the time. 

 

Tom was encouraged to go for walks around the hospital which he found so very interesting. He would stop and talk to anyone who had the time to chat. His over-riding memory was of the simple lives that people lived in those immediate post war years. Food was important, family values were extremely high and everyone respected authority. He used to spend a few minutes on every outing looking at the hospital notice board. Amongst the many notices were the sad lists of the patients who had died for whom no family or friends could be traced. Every day there would be one or two more names added to the list. Seeing these names Tom thought about his own identity. He had no name, no identity papers, no ration card and no past. He realised that he had to find a way to become an accepted member of society.

 

Once Tom’s stitches had been removed from his toe, he was allowed to go for walks outside the hospital. He was issued with a pair of shoes which took a little getting used to and frequent short walks were a good idea. As his toe improved he was able to walk for almost a whole morning and followed the river to the Houses of Parliament. There were signs of war damage everywhere and again he noticed just how filthy everything appeared. Tom crossed the river and after a short while found himself at St Thomas’ Hospital. Initially, he went in to use a lavatory but whilst there he saw a large notice board with dozens of names of unclaimed dead. This list was much longer and more comprehensive than the list he had seen at QAMH. For each person identified it gave a reference number, the date and time brought in, name, date of birth, where found, incident type and there was a space for remarks. He was told that the details were taken from ID found on the bodies and was therefore usually accurate.

 

He scanned the names. 18 Apr ’47, 1900hrs, Morgan, Charles, 16 Feb 1899, Waterloo Road, bomb blast, Brought in wounded died 19 Apr; 16 Apr ’47, 0845 hrs, Parsons, Nigel, 27 Oct 1921, Embankment Tube Station, Wall collapsed, Dead on arrival. So this list went on and as he continued to look he noticed an old couple who had wandered in and were standing looking at the list. “Mabel. This has to be him. He was in the Strand that night.” The old man noticed Tom. “We’re looking for our son. Didn’t come back from a night out. Have you lost someone?” By now Mabel was crying, but Tom thought for a second, then replied. “I’ve lost all my family and I’m alone now.” With that the old couple hurried away to the reception desk. Tom thought carefully about ways to obtain an identity. He sat down on a nearby bench and thought it through. If he were to tell people, back at the QAMH, that he thought he remembered his name and date of birth that might start a process to get him some bona fides. That might not work as someone would surely look for a birth certificate and one would not exist. But then he thought how much better it would be if he could get the identity documents of a dead person. He went back to look at the list of names.

 

Tom then went over to the reception desk and waited whilst the old couple were dealt with. “You say that this person is your son?”, “You will be expected to formally identify him, do you understand?”, “Can I see your ration card as ID?”, “Just one moment please.” The old couple were soon taken by an orderly, dressed in white, down the steps to the basement.

 

Tom hesitated then went forward. “Hello can you help me. I’m looking for my brother and I am sure that his name is on your list. The reference number is A6588.” The receptionist scanned her list. “You say that this person is your brother?”, “You will be expected to formally identify him, do you understand?”, “Can I see your ration card as ID?”, “Did you report the loss of your ration card at a Police Station?”, “If it’s just gone missing you should report it straight away.”, “Robbed were you. It happens a lot around here.”, “I’ll just have to ask my supervisor for advice.”

 

The hairs on the back of Tom’s neck were standing erect. He could feel the sweat beginning to soak into his shirt. “Stand your ground,” he thought. “Blame the amnesia if caught.” He waited for less than two minutes but it seemed like an hour. “This gentleman will take you down to the mortuary. You will have to sign a declaration before you leave. Is that okay Mr Shaw?” Tom almost coughed his reply back. “Ye, yes. No problem.” Tom was taken down the stairs and along a dimly-lit passage, through several sets of doors. He realised that he was about to look at the remains of some poor wretch who was about his age and perhaps badly mutilated. He took deep and regular breaths in preparation.

 

When the moment came it was not as bad as he had expected. Luckily for Tom the young man had died after falling into a water filled crater in the dark. He had apparently been drunk. The address on his ration card no longer existed and the police had already verified that the Shaw family had all been killed in a V2 rocket attack in 1944. A neighbour had thought that he had also been killed that same day. Tom was able to read some of the detail over the shoulder of the mortuary assistant. “Yes, Trevor and I had left home weeks before that rocket hit. I joined the Army at that time and am back now on a short leave pass. If I hadn’t been ambushed by those ruffians last night I would still have my ID.” He managed to make it sound quite plausible.

 

The fact that he had effectively corroborated the information on the assistant’s millboard had done the trick. “I need you to fill out this form and sign here and here, please Mr Shaw.” Tom complied and was then left alone with the body for two minutes. When the assistant returned he was carrying a brown paper parcel, done up with string and sealed with red wax. “A6588 Trevor Shaw” was written on a label on the parcel. Tom signed another form and was given the parcel. “Will you make arrangements for the collection of your brother’s body Mr Shaw?” Tom had not expected this. “Ah. The trouble is that I cannot afford an undertaker. What should I do?” The assistant produced another form. The body can be cremated without ceremony but in a Christian context or we can retain the body for another thirty days to give you a chance to make the necessary arrangements.” Tom chose the simple solution. The appropriate form was signed and Tom walked away.

 

He hurried, as best he could, back to the QAMH. He was late and was given a dressing down by his Staff Nurse. He was contrite, called her “Ma’am” more than necessary, and was then able to have his lunch. As soon as he could he opened the parcel. Everything had been soaked when Trevor had fallen into the bomb crater. A letter that he was carrying was illegible but his ration card, being completed in indelible ink, was usable. There was a wallet with three one pound notes and two 10s notes. A small envelope contained nearly 16s in various denominations of change. Suddenly Tom was rich. He also came across a photograph which was tucked into the wallet. It showed a young lady wearing a dress and pretending to curtsy. Tom suspected that this might have been a girlfriend or sister. The remainder of the items were of little use to Tom. There was a ruined railway timetable, several used Underground tickets for the Metropolitan Line and a petrol lighter. There was a very grubby off-white scarf which might have been silk and, finally, an envelope with an official note saying that a packet of Players with only three cigarettes left was disposed of as they were destroyed by water.

 

Tom paused and looked across the table at Julian Gaskin. “Would you mind letting me spend a penny,” he asked. Fredericks escorted the old man to the lavatory and then back again. “I’m sorry, when you get to my age you need to go just a little bit more often. Do you know, one of the biggest shocks for me going back to 1947 was the lavatory paper. It was like greaseproof paper, little better than using a Sunday colour supplement. Now where was I?”

 

Tom had been in hospital for 10 days when he received an unexpected visitor. It was a Military Policeman, a very tall Corporal, who had come to interview him in order to establish his correct identity, rank and military assigned unit. Tom did not want to admit to having any of the documents belonging to Trevor but he was happy to give the impression that part of his memory had returned. “I think that I might be Trevor Shaw. The name keeps coming up in my mind and I can hear people saying to me, ‘come on Trevor’ and ‘get in line Shaw’ and other things like that.” The MP made a note in his Army issue policeman’s notebook. “What about a date of birth or home address. Any little voices for that then, Shaw?” Tom soon realised that this Corporal did not care very much for his interviewee. “I don’t know I’m afraid.” The MP rounded on Tom. “You need to show some respect Shaw. Address me as Corporal and sit to attention. What’s wrong with you anyway? You look pretty fit to me. Maybe you’re a malingerer.” The interview was going downhill fast. “Sorry, Corporal,” Tom barked, as he tried to imitate characters that he had seen on Dad’s Army. “I had part of my toe cut off and a head wound that gave me amnesia… Corporal.”

 

“I need to know what unit you belong to. It says here that you were found at Larkhill. Are you a bloody Gunner then?” Tom did his best to humour his interrogator. “Yes Corporal. I mean no, Corporal. I was found at Larkhill but I don’t know if I’m a Gunner, I’m afraid.” The Corporal leant forward close enough for Tom to discover that he had been drinking rather a lot the night before. “There is no such beast as a Gunner, there are only Bloody Gunners do you understand?” “Yes Corporal,” came the nervous reply. “What else do these voices in your head tell you or don’t they sing to you any more?” The Corporal was a particular bully and he frightened Tom. “I don’t know…sorry, Corporal. I don’t know any more, Corporal.” Tom was sweating and thought that this dreadful man might resort to physical violence.

 

“All right that’ll do.” The Corporal stood up and Tom remained in his chair. The next thing Tom felt was pain when a 15 stone man stood on his injured toe. He cried out. “Well that serves you right you little shit. When I stand up, you stand up. Do you understand?” Tom just managed to say, “Yes, Corporal,” as he stood up, avoiding a further assault. The Corporal left and Tom quickly removed his shoe and sock. Luckily there was no blood or sign of any damage. A nurse, a Lance Corporal, saw what had happened and asked Tom if he was okay. “Why the hell did he do that?” Tom asked. “Because you’re better than ‘im that’s why,” the nurse said as she looked down at his toe. “That’s silly. I haven’t done anything to hurt him.” Tom grimaced as she examined his toe. “People like that only know two types, those theys respect and those theys ‘ate and he ain’t got no respect for you. You’re better than ‘im ‘cause you talk posh.” Tom limped back to the sitting room and listened to the radio.

 

Three days later day Tom was summoned to the ward office. The Staff Nurse had some news for him. “You are going to be released tomorrow and you will be collected at ten hundred hours. Because you have no pay book you will not be given any entitlements before you leave. Is that clear?” Tom nodded but did not know what that meant. “Do you know where I am to be taken Ma’am?” She did not know.

 

Tom had been issued with a small canvas suitcase by the Hospital Quartermaster Sergeant or HQMS as he was known. He packed his few possessions into the case and wondered where he might be taken the following day. The morning came soon enough and shortly after breakfast he was told to report to the ward office again. The Army doctor was already there, a Royal Army Medical Corps captain, who had been in charge of his treatment and a visitor, who did not look very friendly. “Are you Trevor Shaw?” the visitor asked. Tom stood to attention and wondered what he should say. In the end he said, “I think so. I had amnesia.” The man gave Tom a very hard stare. “I am from the police. You were called up for military duty and failed to turn up. That is an offence and you may be sent to prison. Do you understand?”

 

Tom was really worried. “I don’t remember any of this. How long ago was I supposed to report for duty?” The policeman looked at his notebook. “Four weeks ago. You were to report to Mons Barracks in Aldershot for officer cadet training.” Tom quickly thought about what to say. “That all makes sense now. I remember a big party, it must have been my farewell do, and the next thing I know, I am dumped outside Larkhill Camp. Oh bloody hell, what a mess. Am I in big trouble, Officer?” Tom did his best to look sheepish. “Ordinarily you’d be for the high jump young man. But the Captain here has told me about your accident and losing your memory and you haven’t tried to run away or lie so I suppose you’re in the clear. Trouble is, I came here to take you in but now I don’t know what needs to be done.” Tom was relieved and said. “Surely you can call someone and find out what should happen next.” The policeman looked at Tom as though he were mad. “Call someone? On the telephone? It’s not a matter of life or death is it? No, I’ll write my report and they will send instructions either for me or some gent from the Army to sort you out. Maybe you’ll get another visit from that Military Policeman, Corporal Baker.” Tom was convinced that his injured toe throbbed at the mention of Corporal Baker’s name. “All I need now young man is an address where we can get hold of you.” Tom suddenly realised that he was in fact homeless, a predicament that he had not suffered before. “I have nowhere to go I’m afraid. I can’t remember any detail of my past. It was lucky that somehow I found out my name.”

 

The Royal Army Medical Corps Captain had an idea. “How about staying at the Union Jack Club for a few days? I’m sure that they would take you, especially if I gave you a note from the hospital explaining your plight.” Tom had no idea what the Union Jack Club was. The Captain explained. “There have always been loads of London clubs which officers can join, but none for soldiers. So about 40 years ago the Union Jack Club was created to cater for the needs of soldiers and their families whilst travelling through London. Someone told me it was only about 2 shillings to stay there and just 4 pence for supper. And, it is within walking distance of here, near Waterloo Station.” The policeman was happy and left.

 

Tom was still unsure about his immediate future. He asked the Captain’s advice. “Sir, what is this officer cadet training all about? Have you any idea what that might mean for me?” The Captain made Tom sit down and he sat down on the other side of the desk. “This OCTU at Mons is a brand new establishment. Chaps go there as Officer Cadets, do six months of drill, PT, Army tactics and generally learn to be officers after which they get commissioned.” Tom was still not clear. “What’s an OCTU?” It was an Officer Cadet Training Unit and after successful training Tom would come out as a Second Lieutenant. Tom was told, although the Captain thought that he was reminding him, that everyone over the age of 18 had to do military service for 2 years. This was called National Service, and failing to appear when instructed, as he had apparently done, was a criminal offence. Such people would be arrested by the civilian police, whose duty it was to check that the facts were correct, and then the miscreant was handed over to the military authorities for punishment. The Captain looked at Tom’s notes that he had on a folder on the desk. “I don’t think that you need to do your National Service, unless you feel very strongly about it. That toe of yours will still give you some discomfort for a week or two more but there is likely to be a long term loss of balance. I’ve treated a few chaps with bits of their big toes missing and in every case they think the blighter is still there and so sometimes they have a little wobble and even fall over.”

 

“I didn’t think that my injury was that bad. I have had a few problems with walking but I’d put that down to the pain. What happens if I want to go ahead with the Officer Cadet training?” Tom asked. “You would have to go before an Army Medical Board and be able to prove that you were fully fit. Now, if you don’t want to do that, then I can complete the relevant forms here. It’s up to you.” Tom was not sure what would be the best thing to do. If he stuck with the Army, they would pay, clothe and house him. If he asked for the Captain to sign release papers for his National Service, then he would be free to do whatever he liked, but he would be on the streets with no income. He asked if he could think it over after a night at the Union Jack Club. Tom was told to wait in the sitting room at the end of the ward and he would be given a note for the Union Jack Club. As he left the ward office, his heart raced as he bumped into the dreadful Corporal Baker and the policeman having a chat in the corridor. “So, you got away with it this time, Shaw.” The Military Policeman barked. “I don’t like skivers like you. You better watch your step. I’ll get you one day.” With that Corporal Baker gave Tom a shove in the stomach and walked towards the exit with the policeman.

 

Tom was given his note and with the directions to the Union Jack Club firmly in his mind he headed off. He no longer needed a stick but kept thinking about “wobbles” and “loss of balance” as he threaded his way through people and traffic towards the UJC as he had heard it called. The over use of abbreviations fascinated Tom. Everyone seemed to say goodbye by saying “TTFN” which apparently meant “Ta-Ta For Now”. He remembers hearing it on the radio as a catch phrase by a comedian called Tommy Handley. He had just crossed the Thames over the Waterloo
Bridge and was waiting for a bus to pass before he crossed the street when he accidentally stepped into the road. The bus was not going fast and stopped easily several feet away. Nonetheless, the driver leant out of his cab and rattled off a full set of expletives that took Tom by surprise. This was the first time that Tom had noticed that he was not entirely steady on his feet and he was now able to recall several other “wobbly” moments. Perhaps, because the doctor had mentioned it, he was now looking out for problems.

 

He produced the note at the UJC and was allocated a bed in a bunk room on the first floor. The place was clean, but utilitarian with signs everywhere either giving instructions or listing prohibited activities. He noted that he was not supposed to be in the room between “0830 hours and 1630 hours without a chit”, which he assumed to be a note from someone in authority. Tom left his small suitcase in a locker in his room and went for a walk looking for a café. He was super conscious of his balance and found walking to be perfectly okay, What he did notice was that standing, perhaps at the side of the road whilst waiting to cross, required conscious effort in order to stop doing an involuntary step forward. Using a stick may have prevented him noticing this balance issue before. By the end of the day he was convinced that he would not get through the medical to join the Army and that he must make a life of his own starting from scratch.

 

There was a mess hall in the UJC and for 4 pence he was given a cooked supper of fairly bland meat and two veg’ followed by what was described on the menu board as “Roly Poly Pud”. Tom asked the chap next to him what that might be, only to cause several people near him to laugh. “Crikey. Where’ve you been? Perhaps you posh chaps call it Matron’s Leg.” Tom was none the wiser but he was hungry and the cinnamon and nutmeg flavoured pudding was not at all bad. There was a large communal area with a couple of over stuffed and tired looking sofas and dozens of dining room style chairs and the odd small table. This is where most of the guests would take their tea and have a gossip after supper. Whilst drinking his “nice ‘ot cuppa” Tom and one of the chaps that he had met at supper decided to go and find a local pub.

 

There was a pub just around the corner form the UJC. This was Tom’s first visit to a pub in 1947. His jaw dropped as he walked through the door. There was sawdust on the floor and large round pewter bowls scattered around on the floor. These were the spittoons that some of the patrons chose to use. Tom discovered that the sawdust was there to improve the hygiene. Spittoons were considered to be very unhygienic and most customers would rather spit on the floor. Spitting was deemed necessary by those who chewed tobacco and the smokers with their unfiltered cigarettes. Tom remembered the sign in a bus saying that “expectoration was prohibited” on London Transport. The sawdust would also absorb spilt beer and horse manure brought in from the street. The bar was best described as utilitarian. There were only three beer taps with a choice of Bitter, Best Bitter and Mild. The shelves behind the bar had a few glasses on them, several bottles of whisky and one bottle of gin. The lavatory was disgusting.

 

Tom and his friend had pints of Best Bitter which the friend considered to be an expensive treat. Tom learnt a lot from their chat. People continued to talk about the dreadful winter and there was still a fuel crisis causing frequent power cuts. Large numbers of workers had been laid off as factories closed. Everyone had expected rationing to be reduced, but instead it was becoming more severe. There were many servicemen being demobbed and finding it impossible to find work. For the first time, Tom felt worried that he might find setting up a new life difficult, if not impossible. Matters were about to get much worse.

 

Tom and his friend were just outside the UJC when the huge frame of Corporal Baker pushed past them on his way out. He was the worse for drink, but still quite upright and smartly dressed in his uniform. He stopped, turned around and called out, “Shaw. Come ‘ere. I was lookin’ for you.” Tom did not know what to do, but he thought that he had better comply with the instruction and stood smartly to attention in front of the bully. The Corporal swung a fist into Tom’s diaphragm and sent him to the ground gasping for breath. Tom could not put up any defence. The Corporal stood over him shouting, “Get up you little shit. You ran away from duty. You’re a bloody deserter in my book. Get up. Get up or I shall kick your face in.” Tom struggled to his feet but lost balance and had to start again. As he just managed to start to straighten up, he felt the onset of the darkness but was hit again, this time in the face. He fell back unconscious. The Corporal would not have stopped there had it not been for the quick action of his friend who, as the first blow was struck, had run out to the road and called a policeman to the scene.

 

The sight of the policeman stopped any further assault but the Corporal remained looking down at Tom in an act of brutal defiance. The policeman saw that the Corporal was in the Military Police. “What happened here then mate?” He asked. “This man’s a deserter and he was resisting my arrest.” That was not what Tom’s friend had told the policeman. “This gentleman here says that you were abusive towards this bloke and whilst he stood to attention you hit him. Is that true?” The Corporal sneered at Tom’s friend. “I have reason to suspect that the two of them have absconded together, so don’t trust what he says.”

 

The policeman bent down to examine Tom. “My goodness me. Trevor, it’s me Fred. Wake up me old son.” Fred the policeman turned to Tom’s friend. “We need to get this young man to hospital. He’s out cold and bleedin’ like a pig.” He then turned to the Corporal. “Right Corporal. I know this man and he’s a civilian, so I have jurisdiction here, understand?” He did not wait for a reply. “I am going to take your name and unit and I am going to report you to your Commanding Officer.” With that the Corporal turned and walked away into the night. When the ambulance arrived, Fred gave instructions to the crew and then went in the back with Tom. They were taken to the QAMH.

 

Tom woke up in a hospital bed with an Army doctor, a nurse and a London policeman staring down at him. He tried to speak, winced in pain and stopped. “It’s all right, Mr Shaw. You are in safe hands thanks to the swift action of this police officer.” Tom was lucky not to have a broken jaw but he had lost a tooth which had caused a nasty tear in his gum and a gash on the inside of his cheek. He was treated the following morning and released the day after that. Police Constable Fred Yardley was there when he was discharged. “Hello Trevor. I went across to the Union Jack and I’ve got your things.” He leant towards Tom’s ear and winked. “I persuaded them to give you your money back as you didn’t stay the night.” Tom’s mouth and jaw were very sore and he managed to mumble his thanks. “Now don’t you argue, but I spoke to my Mrs last night and we thought that we would put you up for a couple of nights, just ‘till you got your strength back. What do you think?” Tom was delighted but could not manage a smile. “Thwanks Fwed” he said as he tried not to disturb the stitches in his gum and cheek.

 

Tom stayed much longer than either of them had planned. Fred and Enid lived in a small terraced house in Victoria. Their house had been rocked by many bombs but had, unlike the neighbours’ houses opposite, remained in one piece. Fred was well known in the area and had managed to get Tom a part time job working for the greengrocer’s shop next door. The terms were harsh but Tom was delighted to have an income, enough for him to pay a modest rent to the Yardleys. Tom was expected to work 6 days a week, but if there was no delivery of fresh fruit or vegetables on any day then he would only work until lunchtime, but he would not be paid at all that day. It turned out that Tom was only paid for 3 or 4 days a week, but the odd free afternoon allowed him to get out and about, walking around London. Tom’s room was tiny but that did not matter. He still found it difficult getting used to an outdoor lavatory and the dreaded Bronco shiny lavatory paper. He also could not get used to being called Trevor and so he told the Yardleys that he was known as Tom to his friends and so Tom Shaw was created.

 

His links to the military were long gone and he had completely forgotten about the awful Corporal Baker. Fred had made a report about the beating outside the UJC but warned Tom that it would probably lead to nothing. Life was tough in those early post war years and bullies, like Baker, often got away with minor offences as long as they were appearing to be working for the establishment. Tom’s greengrocer employer was another case in point. Although he was friendly with Tom he was exploiting him, yet he would often put an extra potato in the paper bag for a pensioner or someone in uniform, particularly if they were a policeman.

 

Tom found that he was saving money, albeit slowly, and he needed to open a bank account. Fred told him how to go about getting a duplicate birth certificate which he would need to open the account. He went to Somerset House in the Strand and paid 6d to be allowed to search part of the records, which in his case was the section with surnames beginning with Sc through to Si. Once he had found the entry for Trevor Shaw he paid a further 2s 6d for a copy of the birth certificate. Armed with his, or rather Trevor Shaw’s, birth certificate he opened a bank account and paid in £12 15s. He had struggled for several weeks since arriving in 1947, but now he felt as though he was part of the fabric of that era.

 

Tom had a lot of time to himself and he had hatched a plan to raise much more money than the greengrocer could ever pay him. He planned to place bets on races and football matches and rake in the winnings. In his spare time he created a list of as many sporting winners that he could remember from his pub quiz days in case, as he got older, he started to forget the their names. Placing bets on horse races could only be done legally at the race course but Fred had told Tom that it was quite easy to place a bet if he got to know a runner for one of the illegal bookies that operated all over London.  Fred did not know, of course, that Tom had privileged knowledge of the results. Nobody seemed to consider the bookies’ trade to be illegal and they were seldom the focus of police interest unless they were involved in more serious crime. Even Fred had placed a bet or two before the war.

 

Tom only knew the winners of the classic races and there were quite a few gaps in his knowledge and so he had to make the most of the few races that he could target. The illegal bookies did not give such good odds as the legal ones at the race courses and so Tom wanted to get to as many of his races as he could. He would mainly use the illegal bookies for bets on football matches. The next opportunity for Tom was the Derby. He had managed to find out that it would run on 7th June. Epsom racecourse was just outside London and Tom was thrilled by the idea of a day out at the races. “You can’t go dressed like that.” Fred told him. Tom only had his aging “Yankee” clothes that he had arrived in and some working clothes that he had bought at a street market. He needed something smarter that would be more suitable for a day at the races. One afternoon he went to the East End where there were better markets and quite a few small tailors’ shops. He came back with a second hand pair of pinstripe trousers from a tailor’s shop which were adjusted on the spot. He bought a waistcoat from another tailor and a quite fashionable raincoat from a market stall. When he returned to Victoria his outfit was given the thumbs up “as long as you keep that raincoat on, rain or shine.” Fred had said.

 

On the day of the race Tom set off for Victoria Railway Station and found the train to Epsom Downs. He had a 20 minute walk at the far end and was there in plenty of time for the first race. Tom found the whole atmosphere exhilarating. He had remembered that the 1947 winner was Pearl Diver but he did not know what odds to expect. He still wished to be cautious just in case there was any scope for things to happen differently from his past and so he only placed a bet of £5 to win. He managed to get good odds with one of the bookies and he then found a quiet corner where he ate the spam and mustard sandwich which Enid had given him.

 

Tom was drinking a cup of tea when the main race began. He did not have binoculars like many of the better off people, but he was able to hear a commentary over the crude loudspeaker system. Pearl Diver won and the final odds were 40 to 1. Tom was stunned. He now found himself with £200 and walked off the racecourse trembling with excitement. For one very brief moment he thought of his winnings in terms of 2002 prices, but soon remembered that in 1947 most people had wages of between £5 and £10 per week and a house in London could be found for less than £1,000 freehold. He took the greatest of care with the money and did not let go of the bundle inside his pocket. He gave £10 to Fred Yardley, saying that he would have liked his friend to have been with him and in his absence had placed a five bob bet in his name. Fred and Enid were delighted with their new found wealth. Tom did not tell them how much he had won and planned to go to the bank at lunchtime the following Monday. That evening, Tom and Fred enjoyed a couple of pints in their local pub and bought fish and chips from the chip shop at the end of the road. “Ask for a bag of scraps Tom.” Fred said as they went into the chippy. “What on earth are scraps Fred?” Tom soon discovered that the little pieces of batter that drip off the uncooked fish as it is put into the deep fat fryer are collected frequently and usually given away to young boys “on the scrounge” as Fred explained. “Sometimes, when I start me night duty, I nip in and get a bag of scraps and put ‘em in me pocket as a bit of a snack. I usually give ‘em away though most of the time to some poor beggar or kids who shouldn’t be still on the street.” Fred added. When they sat down to eat their piping hot fish and chips Tom asked for some tomato ketchup. “You must be joking,” Enid said, “I haven’t seen ketchup since before the war. Here, put some vinegar on it, Tom.” Tom followed the instruction and enjoyed the taste.

 

Life with the Yardleys was very simple. There was no television in their house although there was an embryonic TV service in operation. Radio was the live media for the masses and it had helped to inform, organise and sustain the morale of the population during the difficult war years. Their evenings had a routine depending on Fred’s particular duty timings. When he was at home they would eat “tea” at 5.30pm and listen to the Home Service for an hour from 6 until 7pm. Enid would always have some jobs to do, mostly mending clothes or preparing food for the next day. They would usually have time for a game of dominos or cards before going to bed by 9.30pm. Enid had been an ambulance driver during the war and continued this until the end of 1946. She was paid quite badly, but she felt that she was doing her duty towards the war effort and it had meant a slightly better ration allowance. She would not dream of looking for work now, not that much was available, besides having Tom as a lodger was quite a good help.

 

One Saturday, Fred had been at work until midday and whilst they shared a plate of sandwiches for lunch he said, “I did a patrol past the Pali this morning. They’ve got a detective film on with that Robert Mitchum chappy, and your favourite Enid, Kirk Douglas.” Enid knew Fred only too well, “and which of your young ladies is starring in this one then Fred?” Fred was a little sheepish as he said, “I think it’s Miss Greer, nice but a bit fancy really. How about it, Tom? Fancy an evening at the flicks?” Tom said that it would be his treat. It only cost 3s 6d for all three of them to have quite comfortable seats in the Palace Cinema. Tom was fascinated by the Pathe News which ran for 10 minutes before the main feature. Items covered included the work to rebuild Germany, the damage caused by the severe winter and how Britain was making a full economic recovery. It was obvious that there was still a strong propaganda element to the news and the government message was only thinly disguised by the rather enthusiastic news reader. Tom enjoyed the black and white film and was impressed that everyone stood to attention at the end as the National Anthem was played. Enid had bought a couple of bottles of stout earlier in the day and so they sat up late, in the kitchen, putting the world to rights.

 

Fred talked about his work. “My Chief Inspector is a marvellous bloke. He’s a bit of a toff but he’s clever and doesn’t let those old and bold sergeants and passed over inspectors pull any wool over his eyes. He went to a Grammar School and he knows French and Latin as well. I was taught some Latin by a chap I knew.” Fred looked across at Enid, lowered his voice and leant towards Tom. “If someone has a fart and you don’t know who did it you say, ‘Qui Ventilato’, and the first bugger that asks you what you said is always the one that’s done it.” Tom laughed, but Enid appeared not to have heard although there was a trace of a smile on her face.

 

“Is there any chance of promotion for you Fred?” Tom asked. “Nah. Not for me Tom. I was told I had reached my ceiling, 10 years ago.” Fred glanced across at Enid. “Well, Enid and I talked about it and decided that we should thank our lucky stars that I managed to get into the Force in the first place. The Chief Inspector said I was a good steady bloke and that the Force needed chaps like me. We’re ‘appy Tom.”

 

Tom reminded Fred how his prompt action outside the Union Jack Club had saved his life. “Don’t you be silly, Tom. I was only doing my duty. Mind you, I was glad that Corporal chappy didn’t have a go at me. He was a big bugger, that’s for sure.” Then Fred surprised Tom. “He went too far with you that night. He’s a hard man, but he has been brought up to be tough in a tough world. I bet there are a lot of blokes on the straight and narrow because of him. Maybe he just flipped. He shouldn’t have hit you like he did though.” Tom thought it better to change the subject and so they talked about football. 

 

Julian Gaskin was fascinated with the old man’s story. “With your inside knowledge I assume that you are now a very wealthy man.” Tom smiled. “I am certainly comfortable, but I could not go over the top in case my story was exposed.” Waverly was captivated. “Did that dreadful man Baker give you any more trouble?” Tom’s smile was wiped from his face.

 

Tom continued to live with the Yardleys until the beginning of May 1948. He had cleverly spread his bet on the FA cup final, held on 24th April, amongst 5 different bookmakers in order to not have too great a stake with one in particular, and to reduce the impact of any double cross which was not entirely unknown amongst the illegal bookmakers and their runners. By the end of April he had more than enough money to buy a small house in Christchurch Street, just south of the Kings Road in Chelsea. It was in a run down area which had seen quite a bit of damage due to bombers trying to hit the nearby power stations south of the river. “Chelsea is a bit rough, full of no good artist types and the further west you go the worse it gets. In the station we get to hear about the gangs in Fulham beating people up and robbing houses.” Fred had warned. Tom noted the warning. “I am sure that all this will sort itself out once the war damages are sorted out and we get back to full employment,” He assured his policeman friend.

 

Just after Tom had moved house, a visitor had arrived at Fred Yardley’s police station and asked questions about Trevor Shaw and he also enquired if PC Yardley was still based at that station. The man was in civilian clothes and had not given a name but, when Fred was told what he looked like, he put two and two together and guessed that it was almost certain to be Corporal Baker. Fred and Enid had been invited to Tom’s new house and he was told of the visitor then. “He won’t find me. You don’t need to worry Fred, that man is just full of hot air and is bound to cool down sooner or later.”

 

Two weeks later, Fred was on night duty and patrolling a street near Waterloo station. There were no street lights as they were switched off due to the energy crisis, but a nearly full moon on Saturday 22nd May gave a fair amount of light; sufficient for Fred’s attacker to choose his moment, but not enough for the unsuspecting policeman to prepare for the viciousness of the attack. Fred was hit hard in the diaphragm and went down gasping for breath. His attacker then knelt down beside him and prised his right thumb back against the joint. “Where can I find that bastard, Shaw?” his attacker demanded. Fred was badly winded and not a particularly fit man. He was unable to reply fast enough for Baker. His right thumb was broken and despite his breathing difficulty, he cried out. Baker grabbed the other thumb and made the same demand. Fred Yardley tried to reply, his voice was a breathless whimper, he mouthed an answer which did not please his attacker. The left thumb was broken and Fred fainted. The 15 stone bully then lost his temper and kicked the helpless policeman before walking calmly away. The attacker had been wearing heavy Army issue ‘Ammo’ boots.

 

Fred was found by a milkman the following morning. He was alive but in a pretty bad way. He had been kicked in the head with such force that his left eye socket had collapsed. He was taken to St Thomas’ Hospital and was operated on straight away. Enid was taken to the hospital and waited anxiously by her husband’s bedside. He regained consciousness and was able to whisper a few words to Enid. “Tell Tom, big Corporal after ‘im.” He said as he struggled to turn his head to see his wife more clearly through his one good eye. “I love you Eni. I’ll be waiting for you, but don’t come too soon love. Tell Tom.” And with that he died. The actual cause of death was a blood clot on the brain but the reason for his death was the unnatural hate of one man for another. Enid told the police what Fred had said before he died. They interviewed Tom, and soon after a warrant for the arrest of John Baker was issued. Tom was warned by the police to be on his guard.

 

Tom could not imagine how Baker could possibly find him at his new address in Chelsea. What Tom had not realised was that Baker had found out about Fred’s funeral and had been watching nearby, before eventually following Tom to Chelsea. Tom was just opening his front door when he heard the noise from behind. He turned and was just able to step aside avoiding the crushing blow to the diaphragm, which was Baker’s trademark form of attack. Tom reached out and managed to grab the old brick that the previous owners of the house had used to keep the note to the milkman safe in the wind. Baker was preparing to try another blow when Tom managed to catch him with a blow to the side of the head. Tom was aware that he could easily be taken by the darkness, but managed to keep control. Baker was down and struggling to get up. Tom stepped past him and shouted for help. Tom’s house was close to the Church from which his street takes its name and the vicar heard Tom’s cry. Between them, Tom, the vicar and a passer-by managed to subdue Baker until the police arrived. Baker was arrested for the murder of Constable Fred Yardley and everyone expected him to be found guilty and taken to the gallows.

 

Baker was acquitted of murder as Enid Yardley’s evidence of what Fred had said on his deathbed was considered to be a warning for Tom and not evidence of the assault. The police had not prepared a case of serious assault against Baker for the subsequent attack on Trevor Shaw as they were so confident that the murder charge would produce a guilty verdict. Matters had not been helped when the defence were able to show that Baker had received a savage beating whilst in police custody. Tom had been in court throughout the trial staying by Enid Yardley’s side. On his acquittal, Baker pointed his finger at Tom and mouthed, “I will get you” as he was released from the dock. Tom had an idea of what was driving him on. The Army had put Baker on a warning for bullying and when the letter from the police about Tom’s beating outside the Union Jack Club had arrived, he had been discharged.

 

Tom knew what to expect but he did not know when the next attack might come. The police also suspected another attempt on Tom’s life and agreed to provide him with protection. He was told not to leave his house before 8am by which time a police officer would be outside his door. He was to ensure that he returned to his house by no later than 4pm when the police cover would end for the day. Needless to say this plan provided no real protection for Tom and the police could not foil any attempt on Tom’s life.

 

Fred and Enid had lived in a rented police house and after Fred’s funeral Enid was expected to move out, but she had nowhere to go. Tom bought a modest house in Victoria and let Enid live there, rent free, so that she could remain near the many friends that she and Fred had made over the years. Tom resumed his gambling and continued to accrue his fortune. The police protection ended within a month and after 6 months, Baker was forgotten.

 

Tom had been unable to go to Aintree for the 1948 Grand National, but had managed to place several modest bets through bookies’ runners in London. He was determined to be at the race in 1949, but travelling from London to Liverpool and then out to the race course at Aintree was nowhere near as easy as it might have been for the young Tom in 2002. Tom took the underground to Kings Cross Station and, because of a power cut, queued for 20 minutes to get a ticket to Liverpool. As a result he was unable to get on the “breakfast train” and found himself eating a day old cheese sandwich in the station café. He finally boarded his train just after 9am. Progress to Liverpool was slow that day due to endless speed restrictions on the line. His fellow passengers bemoaned the growing backlog of faults and failures throughout the railways despite unemployment being so high.

 

At Liverpool Lime Street Station, Tom had expected to find signs to Liverpool Central Station. He went off in the wrong direction for almost 10 minutes and only realised his error when he stopped to ask directions from a policeman. “You really are lost, Wack.” The policeman said in his thick Scouse accent. The level of war damage and destruction in Liverpool seemed far worse than London. It had been a frequent target for the German bombers as it was a major port and lifeline to America. It seemed that there was less effort going into the clearing of damaged buildings compared to London and, as a consequence, there seemed to be only a very modest regeneration programme in hand.

 

Finally at 1.45pm Tom entered Aintree racecourse and was able to get a feel for the layout and decide which of the bookmakers he would use. He checked his crib sheet several times to make sure that he had the right name for the winner, Russian Hero. He wanted to use six bookmakers and bet £50 with each but neither of the first two was prepared to take so much money. The odds had started at 100 to 1 but by the time he reached the third bookie the odds had dropped to 80 to 1. “Fifty Quid,” the bookie had exclaimed. “You must be bleedin’ bonkers. I’ll take twenty.” Tom handed over the money and immediately the bookie started waving his arms as he signalled other bookies around the course. Tom discovered that the bookies’ sign language was called “Tic-Tac” and allowed them to communicate changing betting patterns and adjusted odds. Eventually, Tom had managed to get 9 bookies to accept a total of £210, a long way off his plan of £300. His betting had probably not altered the odds by very much and Russian Hero came in at 66 to 1. Tom won a total of £13,860 and he got his £210 stake back as well. He had travelled prepared and had sewn four large pockets into his coat, even so, he felt very conspicuous. He intended to stay to enjoy the atmosphere but he felt vulnerable. A fight had started not far from him and the police seemed to be everywhere. Having so much money was a liability and so he made his way back to London as quickly and as discretely as he could.

 

During the latter half of 1949 Tom met a wonderful girl with whom he fell madly in love. Tom’s lifestyle revolved around just a few gambling events each year and so he had a lot of time in between to enjoy himself and indulge his closest friends. Mary was a very close friend, but not a lover. Try as he might, Mary played hard to get but finally, after 6 months of effort, their relationship entered a new more intimate phase. Tom wanted her to marry him but she wanted to remain single. This led to some tensions, but never a real argument. Then, one day Mary announced that she was pregnant and agreed that they should marry. Despite being a methodical administrator and keeping his various files in order, Tom had lost his birth certificate or rather the duplicate of Trevor Shaw’s birth certificate. He had to produce his birth certificate in order to get a marriage licence.

 

He remembered the routine and off he went to the Strand to get another duplicate. He paid his 6 pence and was about to get the duplicate birth certificate when he was told by the assistant, “If you want a duplicate of your marriage certificate the two together are only 4 bob instead of half a crown each.” Tom was speechless but gathered his thoughts quickly and asked for both. At least then he would know whom he was supposed to have as a wife.

 

He made his way slowly back to Christchurch Street and wondered what to tell Mary. If he told her the truth, then all hell could break loose that there was a time traveller in London. If he ignored the problem and hoped for the best then he could so easily be arrested for bigamy and still risk his whole identity being uncovered. The real wife of Trevor Shaw would probably have a right to the property and savings that Tom had accrued under the name of her husband. What else could he do? Tom was deeply troubled and did not go to visit Mary that evening as planned. The following day Tom had made up his mind that he could not marry Mary, but would ensure that she was well provided for. He realised that the child would have a difficult start in life and Mary would also find it difficult, but he had no choice. He had to think carefully how to present this to Mary. He decided to tell a version of the truth. “I am already married and try as I might my wife will not grant me a divorce. I am not prepared to put you through the purgatory of a divorce trial, where you would almost certainly be named as correspondent, and so we will never marry.” Tom was slightly surprised but relieved that Mary accepted the situation. They planned to live together and tackle the detailed upbringing of the child in two or three year’s time. 

 

The baby was born and Tom was having another year of success at various races and the inevitable FA Cup Final. He had only one mishap when, without his crib sheet, he could not remember the name of the winner of a race and thought that he could spot it from the list of runners. He made the mistake of picking the horse that would win in its second attempt the following year. Despite this, he was a very rich man and was able to buy a lovely house in Eaton Terrace on a 99 year lease where he and Mary would bring up their son.

 

Neither Gaskin nor Waverly guessed what was about to be revealed, but Fredericks had already written his prediction in his notebook which he put in front of Morton-Farrell. Tom continued. “So, Mary Gordon gave birth to a fine son, James, on a cold April morning in 1950.” Gaskin coughed, “The Professor is your love child.” Tom smiled, “Yes. I have kept it a secret all of these years, first for my own protection, but then to protect my son. Now my younger self has moved back to 1947 I can reveal myself to James. It has been the one driving ambition that has kept me going all this time.” Tom continued his story…

 

Tom knew the vicar of Christ Church, opposite his Chelsea house, quite well and when accommodation for the new curate was raised, Tom saw a chance to have the house looked after whilst still in his ownership. He would then move in with Mary, or so he thought. He was loading the first batch of bags and boxes into the back of his little Morris Eight car when a tall and ungainly looking tramp confronted him on the pavement. Tom looked at him, trying to work out why he looked familiar. The unshaven and filthy wretch spoke and Tom rocked back against the door of the car. “Look at me, Shaw, if that’s still your name. You did this to me. I was locked up for 11 months because of you. It has taken me 2 months to get from Liverpool to here and now, I’m go’na get even.” Tom looked for an escape route and went to the other side of the car. “No wait, Baker. I have done nothing to you, why are you after me?” Baker, bereft of dignity and seething with hate, paused to decide whether to go left or right around the car. “My Sergeant Major told me to bring you in. He knew you were on the run. When you got away with it I was in deep shit and he told me my promotion had gone out the door. I had to get that promotion to stop my demob. After I was kicked out of the Army I did a bit of homework on you. Trevor Shaw is dead and buried and you managed to take on his identity. I followed you to Aintree races and planned to confront you there, but I had a little disagreement with a Scouser and got done for it. Now look at me. I’m nothing.” He chose his moment and ran round to the left. “I’m gonna kill you this time, Shaw.” 

 

Tom just had time to grab the heavy metal starting handle for the Morris. Baker lunged at Tom but missed and Tom managed to step back and away from his assailant. Baker made another lunge and caught Tom’s shoulder with his fist, but Tom managed to stay on his feet. Baker’s left hook just missed Tom’s chin and the fury of the failed blow sent Baker forward and off balance. Tom seized his chance and hit Baker squarely on the back of the head with the starting handle which Tom then promptly dropped. The blow sent Baker to the floor and Tom thought that the assault might be over, but the huge man managed to get back on his feet. There was blood running from the wound on Baker’s head and he was just as menacing as ever. Tom had no option now, but to run. He went east along Christchurch Street and then took the right turn down Tite Street. He was on the Chelsea Embankment within seconds. Tom turned to face back up Tite Street with his back to the busy Embankment traffic. Baker was not far behind. Tom looked left and right, but there was no one to help. He looked around for another weapon but nothing was to hand. Instinct, or his rugby training, took over and as Baker took another wild lunge, Tom did a dummy left but moved right and Baker fell headlong in front of a Bedford Tipper lorry and was killed instantly. Tom stared down at Baker’s crushed body, turned and walked slowly back to Christchurch Street.

 

Tom was still sitting on the running board of his car staring down at the starting handle on the ground, when the policeman arrived. There had been a witness to the fight and the starting handle was already being examined by the constable. “Did you have occasion to hit that gentleman with this, Sir?” he asked. Tom was incensed. “He was a mad man. He tried to kill me and I just grabbed that to defend myself.” The policeman wrote in his notebook. “He won’t be bothering you again now will he? Why did you leave the scene of the gentleman’s death?” Tom struggled to keep cool. “There was nothing I could do to help the situation. I needed to sit down and so here I am.”

 

Tom was cautioned by the constable who then asked more questions and made copious notes. He was joined by a police Sergeant who asked Tom to produce proof of ID and proof of address. “So this is your house here then, Mr Shaw? Are you moving in or out then?” Tom did not want to give the address of where he was going and so he said, “I’m just having a tidy up, getting rid of some stuff that belonged to my old lodger.” The two policemen appeared content. Tom was told that he was not being arrested, but may be required to help the police inquiry and he would be contacted in due course.

 

Tom went back into his house; he was still very shaken and so he made some tea. He did not want Mary to know about this business as it was all too dreadful. Whilst he had been talking to the policemen he felt vulnerable and worried about what might happen to Mary and the child if he were hurt or died suddenly. Suppose that Baker had told someone that Trevor Shaw was dead. He decided to arrange for Mary to receive an allowance as a transfer from his bank account to hers. He also wanted the house in Eaton Terrace to be in Mary’s name. He hailed a taxi and went to the Aldwych end of the Strand where his solicitor, Mike Townsend, had his office. Tom explained his predicament and said that he was adamant that the child should never know the identity of his father. The solicitor found it hard to understand why Tom was so keen on hiding his identity from his son. Tom was, of course, unable to tell him that he was a time traveller and that his identity was somewhat fragile or that the child would later become his employer.

 

 He explained that he wanted mechanisms set up to provide support for mother and child that would continue even after his own death. Townsend suggested the creation of Shaw Holdings which would provide the base for his business activities. He also suggested the creation of an escrow account which would provide a route for funds to be transferred anonymously to Mary Gordon and to trades people. The solicitor said that in order to do this properly he would recommend the use of a second solicitor to handle the escrow matters. He suggested Marcus Bridewell who had offices nearby in the Strand. “Bridewell will never know your true identity. You need to choose a name for your escrow matters, any ideas Trevor?” Townsend asked. Tom had no idea and just said, “Lord knows.” The solicitor just said. “That will do, Lord. Now we need to use the letters to identify me, Marcus Bridewell and yourself. Let’s use A, B and C. So as the escrow solicitor, Marcus should be Lord A, I will be Lord B and you can be Lord C. If you hang on, I’ll give Marcus a call and set it all up.” After everything was set up Tom had to visit Marcus Bridewell to provide some more detailed instructions. Bridewell did not know whether Tom was Lord C or a Trusty Servant. Tom felt satisfied that the arrangements would protect Mary and his son even in the event of his death and at the same time, through the escrow mechanism, his identity would be safeguarded.

 

Tom went straight from The Strand to Christchurch Street in order to take the car to Eaton Terrace. He moved his things from the car to the house and told Mary that he had to meet a friend in the City and would not be back until the following afternoon with the remainder of his possessions from Christchurch Street. He then drove to see Enid Yardley. Tom told her that Baker was dead and that Fred’s murderer was now in Hell where he belonged. They sat for an hour chatting and then Tom left. Within a few minutes of his departure a van drove up outside Enid’s house and a smart young man explained that her “landlord” had instructed that a television be installed. She was delighted. Back in Christchurch Street, Tom had put his few remaining possessions in the car and had just taken a set of house keys across the street to the Vicar when the police arrived. He greeted them politely as he had expected to be questioned again about the circumstances of Baker’s death. What he had not expected was to be arrested for Baker’s murder. Tom put up no resistance and was taken, in the back of a Wolseley police car, to Chelsea Police Station.

 

Tom was formally charged with murder, based on a witness statement that he had used the starting handle to hit Baker on the back of the head. The police felt that Baker was unsteady on his feet and could not help himself from falling in front of the truck. Tom mentioned the constant harassment from Baker and his previous attack which they acknowledged. They considered this to be a motive for Tom to kill Baker.

 

Tom’s case went to trial at The Old Bailey. He faced hanging or a minimum of 30 years in prison if found guilty. His defence barrister put up a reasonable fight and felt greatly relieved when the judge directed the jury to find Tom not guilty on a charge of murder but to produce a verdict on the charge of manslaughter. It would appear that almost every member of the all male jury had military service and had some sympathy for the demobbed Baker. Tom was found guilty of manslaughter and was sentenced to 11 years in prison. Mary had been in court every day of the trial and when the sentence was announced she cried out and made such a fuss that she had to be escorted from the courtroom.

 

Tom started his prison life in Pentonville Prison in North London. The prison was overcrowded and dirty, and inmates risked assault from fellow prisoners and the prison officers who all seemed, to Tom, to be no better than Baker. It was very tough, but he had managed to keep out of any serious trouble by using his intellect. He helped many of the inmates to learn to read and write and he ran classes in elementary arithmetic which turned out to be popular with both prisoners and one or two of the Prison Officers. He chose betting for examples of multiplication and division. His imaginary race-goers had to do sums, adding up wins and taking away losses. He used Tom as his given name inside and, in his latter year or so, he was known as “Tom to One”, on account of these betting sums.

 

He was allowed a monthly visit from Mary, but she was not allowed to bring their son James. She had contacted Tom’s solicitor, Mike Townsend, who had instructed a more experienced barrister to organise his appeal. The Home Office were notoriously slow at considering appeals and it was only after a hue and cry in the press, organised by Mary, that the matter was finally aired. A prominent MP had written to the Home Secretary about the case and eventually, after Tom had spent nearly 5 years in prison, his case went to the Appeal Court. The appeal was a blistering success with several inconsistencies in the original trial exposed and new evidence accepted from the police who had investigated Fred Yardley’s murder. Tom walked out of prison on 2nd February 1955. Luckily for him, the wife of Trevor Shaw did not realise that the case highlighted in the press concerned a man pretending to be her husband. Tom did think that there was a chance that she might have died in the war but he never tried to find out.

 

Tom had missed 5 years of bets on certainties, the coronation of Queen Elizabeth and the end of rationing. He had also missed Mary, but she had grown apart from him and, try as he might, he could not rekindle the love that they once shared. Luckily, Mary wished to remain on good terms with Tom and she occasionally made contact with him to discuss James.

 

Tom would often try and get a glimpse of his son but he could not risk James seeing him and having any image of him that might prejudice his younger self working for the Professor. Whilst Tom was in prison, Mary had successfully created the story of the death of James’ parents. It worked easily because almost every street had an orphan child being brought up by an aunt or granny; it was just another legacy of war. This story allowed a single woman to avoid the stigma of having a bastard child and also stopped the young James from being placed in an orphanage. There were one or two occasions where the birth certificate was required but Mary brazened her way through this and no substantive damage was done. James would never see his own birth certificate until after his mother’s death.

 

Gaskin had found the story fascinating but felt that a half hour break was in order. Tom looked at his watch and said how he was looking forward to getting away to see his son and his daughter-in-law. Gaskin sat back down whilst Waverly, Fredericks and Morton-Farrell braced themselves for the news to follow. “Mr Brooker, from what you have told us you have had a very successful time as a result of your propulsion back in time, and we are all looking forward to the rest of your account. After you were accidentally sent away by Professor Gordon, he was full of remorse and he and his wife contrived a scheme to join you. In the end, they agreed that only he would be sent back in time to help you overcome your injury. Your son tricked someone into pressing the button on that Beastly machine, and at the critical moment he stepped inside and vanished.”

 

Tom could not believe what he had just heard. He sat numbed, unable to speak or move. Slowly, his eyes filled with water and then the tears began to run down his face. For years, he had been planning the moment, after his own departure in the Beast, when he knew that it would be right to introduce the father to his son. All those hopes, all the plans and constant rehearsal of what he would say as they met were destroyed. Destroyed by the sense of duty, and the love of a man so desperate to protect the one person whom he would wish to call his son. That one selfless act had denied a father from kissing his son and telling him that he had come home for good. It had denied him the opportunity to say “I love you, son.”

 

Nobody spoke. Morton-Farrell had put his arm around the shoulders of the old man who eventually managed to regain his composure. He sobbed as he said, “I never ever thought that this could happen. I should have made that sentry let me onto Larkhill Camp.” He sipped some water. “I knew that you lot would get involved and I thought that there was a chance that you would have brought James back here for a debrief.” He raised his eyes towards the ceiling and cried out. “What a bloody mess. My son, where are you?” He then got a grip and turned to Gaskin. “He’ll turn up. He will come here, through your front door, someday soon. Perhaps he did not go as far back as me.”

 

Gaskin had scribbled a note which he surreptitiously slid in front of Waverly. “I will tell him,” it read.

 

 






  

Chapter 9 – Tom Continues
 

 

Gaskin could see the strain on the old man’s face and to the surprise of the others he reached across the table and held Tom’s hand. “Do you remember digging up a gold charm just before you built the Beast? Well, we have had it analysed by some very clever people. Written on one side of that charm was the word SAFE and on the other side was the number 802701.” Tom looked up with interest. “That was from James, somewhere in the past.” Gaskin kept hold of the old man’s hand. “We have carbon dated the charm and know that the Professor was sent back to about 2000 years BC.” Gaskin could feel the hope drain out of the old man. “What now? All these years I have been kept going by thinking of my boy…” The old man could speak no more. Gaskin gave him a minute and then said. “Before we came down to meet you I sent word for Alison to be brought here by helicopter and we hope that she will be here soon. She has been through similar pain and will be helped enormously by being with you.” The old man asked to use the lavatory again and he came back more composed. He said that he would like to continue his story. He felt that it would help.

 

Tom had done his best to provide for mother and child and longed to just get a glimpse of his lovely son. One Christmas, when James was probably 7 or 8 years old, he dressed up as Father Christmas and was able to be in the Eaton Terrace house for almost an hour. This was the year that Tom had given his son a compendium of stories by HG Wells, essential reading for any bright child. As James grew older he became quite difficult, a result of no clear father figure in his life and the lack of intellectual stimulation. James had a very high IQ and was always asking questions. He devoured books on every subject and still needed more academic stimulation. Tom had spoken to his escrow solicitor, Marcus Bridewell, about the issue and that resulted in young James being put down for Winchester
College where Bridewell had been a pupil. Marcus had given Tom a copy of “The Trusty Servant” a recently introduced magazine from the college. Tom was delighted.

 

Tom managed to visit Winchester without his son’s knowledge, once or twice each year. He would be a bystander at the annual Winchester
College Football match final and saw James play twice. There was the Eton match when Eton
College would visit to compete in the annual cricket match, although James was only to play once. Tom also saw James in several plays. His young son was making the best of the wonderful opportunities at Winchester and the lack of a father figure in his home life became less of an issue, thanks to the Master in College, the housemaster for the Winchester Scholars.

 

James had just started a PhD when his mother was taken seriously ill. Tom visited Mary at every opportunity and always ensured that he avoided any contact with his son. When Mary died…The old man took another sip of water as he relived another tragic moment…Tom went into mourning for nearly a year. He considered revealing his identity to his son on more than one occasion, but resisted. He had been to visit the escrow solicitor and reviewed the arrangements now that Mary was gone. They agreed that James should be given his “passport”, the little maroon notebook, together with half a five pound note which he would use to identify himself to the bankers handling his financial affairs. From that point James had greater control of his own finances and was able to sell the Eaton Terrace house and buy a large flat in Drayton
Gardens.


 

There was a gentle knock on the door of the room, Fredericks stood up to open the door and Alison was brought into the room. She looked tired and irritable, perhaps she wanted to remain in the Larkhill area for a few more days. Alison had not met Gaskin or Waverly before and after being introduced to them she naturally turned to face the old man and waited to be introduced to him. Gaskin was standing next to Alison and gestured towards Tom and said, “Mrs Gordon you may not realise it, but you know this gentleman. He is Tom Brooker.” Tom smiled and offered his hand to Alison. She looked down at his hand, hesitated then put her hands on the old man’s shoulders and kissed him gently on both cheeks. “Tom? Is that really you? Do you remember me?” she said.

 

Tom laughed a gentle mocking sort of laugh and replied. “Oh, Alison, I am so sorry about dear James. Did they tell you that James has gone further back in time than me?” Alison nodded and then she stared at Tom and she hardly blinked as she looked him up and down. “Tom, did you have a beard and longer hair until recently?” She did not wait for a reply. “You’re Charlie. That was you, all along. If only we had known.” Tom reached out and held her hand. “There is something that you need to know and I hope that you will understand why I could not break my cover until now. I am James’ father. Mary Gordon and I were lovers all those years ago.” Alison had to sit down.

 

Tom needed a way of seeing his son from time to time without drawing attention or suspicion and decided to invent the character of Charlie. He had to stop shaving and grow a very bushy beard and he kept his hair quite long. He felt sure that this would stop anyone from seeing any resemblance between the old man Charlie and Tom. Charlie managed to bump into James from time to time and even met Alison. Slowly, but surely the Gordons accepted that there was an old chap living somewhere nearby whom they would occasionally bump into and to whom they would be polite and sometimes exchange pleasantries. Charlie continued his gambling and his portfolio of properties increased year on year. He had three houses in Christchurch Street, a pair of flats in Elm
Park
Gardens, a house at the northern end of Drayton
Gardens near the pub and a house in Sydney Street at the Kings Road end. He alternated his living between the Drayton
Gardens house and his original house in Christchurch Street. Everything else was rented out. Despite his wealth, Charlie was careful not to live a lavish or conspicuous lifestyle. He had no guests in his Drayton
Gardens house but would occasionally entertain friends and employees in the Christchurch Street house. He had a simple objective. Once the young Tom Brooker had disappeared, he would reveal his identity to James and enjoy a few happy years with his son. 

 

In the spring of 1980, Charlie received a telephone call from his solicitor, Mike Townsend. Marcus Bridewell, the escrow solicitor, had died suddenly at home. Charlie was not particularly concerned as he did not know him very well but Townsend warned that Bridewell may have left notes concerning Charlie which could be mishandled. Mike Townsend said that he would visit the solicitor’s office and make some discreet enquiries. Nothing came of this and Charlie was told that there should be no cause for concern.

 

Then in 1985 a small maroon notebook with “Lord C” on the front cover was sold to a successful journalist at the end of a particularly drunken evening with Julian Bridewell. Several days later, the very embarrassed and contrite Julian Bridewell called the family friend Mike Townsend and said that he believed that the maroon notebook had inadvertently been put in the possession of Angus Merchant. Charlie was told and took a very measured view of the situation. He considered a number of options for protecting his identity, including burglary and arson. He even considered trying to introduce himself to MI5, tell them the whole story and get their help. He discounted that option very quickly. Instead, Charlie set out to cross paths with Merchant and try to get as close to him as possible. Charlie employed a private detective to create a complete file on Angus Merchant; it was £500 well spent. He now knew where Merchant lived, his habits, his friends and his weaknesses. Charlie knew that everything would go his way as he remembered that Merchant had still not got anywhere with the story, even just before his own disappearance. Nevertheless, he knew that Charlie and Merchant were friends, after a fashion, and so he continued his efforts to get to know the hack. Merchant had been sacked in 1988 and by the Spring of 1989 he had lost all of his savings and most of his dignity as the alcoholism tightened its grip. Charlie came to his rescue by “finding” a flat for him in Elm
Park
Gardens for next to nothing in rent. The rent was paid, in cash, to Charlie’s driver whom Merchant was led to believe was an agent for the landlord; which was true of course except that Merchant did not know that Charlie owned the flat.

 

Tom continued his story and brought his audience up to the present date. “I realised that Merchant was never going to expose me before my journey to 1947. Once Tom had been sent back in time, I knew that I would be free to tell the full story to James and Alison, and so from that point on, Merchant no longer posed a threat. I was instrumental in ruining Merchant’s life, encouraging his drinking, and now I felt that I should help to get him straight. As Tom’s disappearance came closer, I contrived a big betting win for Merchant that would buy his ticket to recovery. I assume that he’s still there now.” By now it was nearly 5pm and Gaskin ordered a 5 minute break to give everyone a chance to stretch their legs. When they resumed there was a fresh pot of tea and some rather tired looking sandwiches on the table in the middle of the room. Gaskin got things going again. “Tom, were you ever tempted or did you ever try to change the course of history in any way?”

 

Tom put his tea cup down and responded. “At first I was very cautious and did not believe that the world that I found myself in was necessarily identical to the one that I had come from. After my various betting successes and other things in the news I was convinced that the two worlds were the same. This gave me more confidence as far as the gambling went, but I had no idea what might become of me. For all I knew, the transportation in time might have caused some dreadful disease or I might suddenly be whipped back to the Dagger building. It was only when I had put Mary and James into Eaton Terrace and I realised that the house number was the same as the one that had been recorded in the two maroon notebooks, that I had more insight into my own part in things. I realised then that I was James Gordon’s father but I did not realise that I was to become Charlie until much later. I was standing in front of a mirror one day and saw the beard and long hair and the penny dropped as I recognised the character staring back at me. From that moment, I felt free to introduce myself as Charlie to any and everyone.” Tom paused and reached for the hand of Alison who was sitting next to him. “I really wish that I could have been invited in as a friend by James and Alison, but despite every effort I made I was unable to make it happen. I could not change the events that I had already witnessed as Tom. Charlie was always to be that silly old fool, that occasional acquaintance, someone to pass the time of day with, if there was nothing better to do.”

 

Alison visibly winced as she realised that she had been part of the society that had kept Charlie in his place. “Tom, I am so sorry. Why didn’t you say something?” she said. Tom smiled. “What could I say? You would have thought me an absolute nutcase if I had told you the truth. Anyway, I soon realised that every time I tried to change the course of history I would be thwarted. There was one time though when I tried my utmost.

 

My father had been to Tom’s graduation at the Albert Hall and I knew that shortly after this, he killed himself. I went to the Albert Hall that day and waited for him and Tom to emerge from the hall on the northern side. I thought about confronting him in Tom’s presence but thought it better to tackle him alone. A brilliant opportunity arose. He was trying to hail a taxi to take him to Waterloo Station and I managed to hail one first and I offered him a lift which he accepted. Luckily, Tom had returned to the graduation party and did not see me at all.

 

In the taxi I chatted to my father. He, of course, thought that I was a stranger. I then threw away caution and told him that I knew that he was considering suicide. He was completely dumbstruck and I told him how much this would hurt his son Tom, and how much better it would be to let the divorce go through and begin a new chapter in his life. He finally managed to open his mouth and by now was convinced that I was an angel from heaven, sent by God; how else could I know so much? We then had a wonderful conversation with no inhibition on his part whatsoever and by the time we arrived at Waterloo, I was convinced that I had succeeded in persuading him not to end his own life.” Tom paused again and took a sip of his now cold tea. “I was wrong. And even to this day I cannot be sure, but I have a vague recollection that in his suicide note he made mention of being at peace with God and how he knew that we would one day be together in Heaven. Perhaps, I will be able to find the note amongst Tom’s stuff in the flat. Anyway, after this I knew that I could not change anything, no matter how hard I tried.”

 

Gaskin had heard enough and he knew that he would need to brief the head of MI5 within the hour. He suspected that he would be accompanying his boss to 10 Downing Street that evening. Alfred was instructed to ensure that Alison and Tom were fully aware of the need for absolute secrecy and that they would both have to sign the Official Secrets Act. This amused Tom as it was the third time that he had been made to sign the Act. Gaskin spoke, “We know that Tom disappeared just a few days, ago but Charlie is an established part of the community now. I would suggest that we refer to you as Charlie as it is less likely to lead to any confusion and may also protect us from compromise. Can you accept this Tom?” Gaskin stood up and Charlie also got to his feet. “Yes, I see the sense of it and besides, I am Charlie and have been him longer than I was ever Tom.” Gaskin reached across the table and shook hands with Charlie. “We will create a cover story that Tom has had a tragic accident.” He then made his exit.

 

---oooOOOooo---

 

Charlie and Alison were asked if they needed either medical or spiritual help but both declined. They were also asked to return the following morning at 10am and be prepared for more questions. By 6pm, they were escorted to the ground floor and they made their way out of the building. Charlie made a call to his driver who appeared with the Bentley within a minute. They got in and Charlie instructed the driver to take them to the Gordons’ flat. They did not discuss the day’s events in the car but chatted about all sorts of things that Alison would never have dreamt of discussing with dear old Charlie before now. As they arrived outside the Gordons’ flat Charlie said, “I have a house at the north end of Drayton Gardens. Will you join me for supper? I will walk down and pick you up at 8 o’clock.” Alison smiled and replied. “Yes please, Charlie.”

 

Charlie let himself into his house and stood for nearly a minute leaning back against the front door in its frame. “God,” he thought, “now I am in uncharted territory.” For most of the past 55 years, since arriving from the Beast, he had a confident view of his own future. He knew that, as Tom, he had last seen Charlie about 2 weeks ago and so he had been reasonably assured of his future at least until that moment. Now, after a tiring day deep underground at Thames House, he had to come to terms with the sudden end to his dream of a few precious years with his son. His life, once ordered and mapped out for him, was now full of uncertainty. What period in his life could he look back upon with happiness or pride? As Tom, he had endured the bickering of his parents and the loneliness of an only child. He still carried the guilt of his father’s suicide and frequently found himself questioning whether he could have done more to prevent it. Then when he had charge of the golden goose of “little gems” he had failed to find true happiness. He had failed in his duty to Mary, he had brought tragedy to the Yardleys, and never came close to being a father to his son, James. Now it was the thought of his widowed daughter-in-law that gave him some strength and a sense of duty.

 

His thoughts were interrupted by a loud knock on the door. He rarely had callers and was certainly not expecting anyone now. “What if it is Angus?” he thought. Then, despite everything that he had been told by Gaskin he suddenly thought, “James, he’s here.” He grabbed at the door handle and wrenched the door open. His heart sank as he recognised Alfred standing on the door step. “Hello Alfred. You surprised me. Would you like to come in?” Charlie ushered Alfred in and closed the front door again. “Do go through to the drawing room, through that door there.” Alfred did as he was told and was made to sit down. “Now, how come we are together again so soon? Did I forget something? Can I get you a drink?” Charlie crossed the room to the drinks cabinet beneath the window. “Would a G and T be okay?” Charlie asked. “Do you want bio degradable tonic or the real thing?” Charlie saw the curious look on Alfred’s face and so added, “slimline or proper tonic?” Alfred laughed. “Oh, the real thing please, Charlie. Mr Gaskin came back from the meeting with the Head of MI5 and told me that you had to have an escort at all times and so here I am.”

 

Charlie had poured gin and tonics for them both. He passed one to Alfred and then sat down on the armchair opposite Alfred on the sofa. “How on earth did you know where I lived?” he asked. Alfred smiled, “I had already decided to have you and Mrs Gordon followed and so it was all rather easy. Now if you object to my company, I can sit in a car outside but I would rather be in here if you don’t mind.” Charlie was glad of the company and actually quite liked Alfred. “I will not consign you to your car. I am not that cruel. But I will need to solicit your help as I have invited Alison Gordon to supper. I thought that I could cheer her up and I am sure that she will lift my spirits too. Perhaps you could lay the dining table for three whilst I nuke the curry.” Charlie showed Alfred where the cutlery and napkins were kept and then transferred the curry from the freezer to the microwave to defrost. Alfred laughed. “Now I understand. You put things in the microwave and nuke them.” Alfred had noticed that Charlie had many of the mannerisms and vocabulary of someone much younger. “Did you ever get yourself into trouble by using terms or referring to things that were not consistent with the era that you were in?”

 

Charlie took a sip of his gin and tonic. “Oh it happened all the time, but most of the time the odd slip went unnoticed. Enid Yardley kept a list of my silly sayings, as she called them. She had noted my reference to films, actors, songs and pop groups long before their time. I used to go on and on about the dreadful lavatory paper and I told her how much nicer it might be to have soft paper. She never believed that I was prophesising and always thought that I occasionally went soft in the head. I sang a Beatles song to her one evening and she said that I should try and make a go of being a song writer. Life was so different in those early post-war years. There was no kitchen roll, no snappy wrappy and people did not have deodorant. Fred and Enid had two children, twin boys. I remember their pictures on the mantelpiece above the fire. They were just old enough to join the RAF in Spring of 1944 and were both killed later that year. I remember when Enid told me about them and she said that it was only after the war had ended that she felt the full grief of losing her boys. Her street was full of war widows and parents who had lost children. Every household had its story to tell, everyone had some share of the horror and loss that the war had brought. Poor old Enid, she had a very sad retirement after Fred was killed.” Alfred wanted to lighten the mood and needed an explanation. “Charlie, what is snappy wrappy?”

 

Charlie laughed and beamed a most charming smile. “I really don’t know where it came from, but it is what I call Cling Film – the stuff you wrap your sandwiches in. In post war Britain, you wrapped your sandwiches in grease proof paper and I am convinced that the lavatory paper was made in the same factory. Oh, the other thing that took a lot of getting used to was the concept of bath night just once a week. The whole nation took a bath on Sunday evening, on Monday the laundry was done and on Friday everyone ate fish and I do mean everyone. There always seemed to be a Sunday roast, even though for some it was sausage meat or Spam. The remains were served cold with the fried up left over mashed potatoes on Monday and if there was still more left over it ended up in sandwiches or, if you were lucky, as a curry. Can you imagine a nation that somehow had managed to synchronise its bathing, clothes washing and eating. Boy, life is easier now.” Charlie looked at his watch. “I have to go and fetch Alison now. Shall we go together?” As they walked down the street Charlie explained how he had hoped to have had more to do with the Gordons. “I bought my house knowing that one day I would be a near neighbour of James and Alison. It was silly really as I already knew how James felt about dear old Charlie from conversations he had had with me before I went to 1947. I still tried, but maybe I was just a bit too old. God, how I was tempted to say something to James.”

 

As Alfred and Charlie entered the covered approach to the front of the Gordons’ block of flats, Charlie noticed Alfred give a nod to someone in a car across the road. He said nothing but thought that he would mention it later. Charlie rang the bell and Alison pressed the door release buzzer. Charlie and Alfred took the lift to the second floor and arrived as Alison was locking her front door. “Oh, two escorts. Are we being marched back to your headquarters Alfred?” Alison asked. “No Ma’am. I’m Charlie’s minder for a day or two, just until everything settles down.” They walked the few hundred yards back to Charlie’s house. Charlie walked next to Alison but on the road side, as any gentleman should, and Alfred brought up the rear.

 

“How long have you been living here Charlie? James and I had no idea that you lived in the same street.” She carefully reached out and gently held his right arm as they walked. “Oh, I bought this before James finished at Winchester, I think it was 1966. Of course I knew that you were coming to live nearby.” Charlie was comforted by her arm in his and slowly he realised that he felt more positive about the future. He had a few moments to dwell on the irony of that feeling. After 55 years following a pre-trodden path he was breaking trail for the first time, and perhaps it was not such a bad thing after all.

 

They entered Charlie’s house and Alison was given a guided tour. The house was full of the most beautiful antique furniture which Charlie had collected over the years. The study was the only room with any photographs on display and Alison was shown the pictures of James playing Winchester College Football and Fred and Enid Yardley standing proudly in front of their rented house in Victoria. Charlie reached inside a drawer and pulled out a picture of himself, dressed in his “racing outfit” that he had worn to the Derby in 1947, with Fred next to a very ancient looking motorcycle. “I can see the resemblance between you and James but I don’t think I would have ever have guessed without seeing the photographs side by side. Fred Yardley is shorter than I imagined.” Alison gave the picture back to Charlie. “I am a most terrible host. Alison, my dear, can I get you a drink? Alfred and I have a gin and tonic on the go which I will freshen up.” Charlie led Alison back into the drawing room and sat down on the large leather sofa. “I would love a gin please, Charlie,” she said. Alfred sat on the armchair near the window just to the left of Alison. “You’ve had quite a tough time over the last few days. I’m sorry to impose myself on your privacy but my instructions are very clear.” Alfred could not really imagine how she felt. She had lost her husband, but there was clear evidence that his life was not cut short. He wondered if she should be treated as a bereaved widow or whether the planning that she and James had done prior to his leap backwards in time might change the way that she viewed the situation. He remembered how serene she had looked when she arrived at the Dagger Building, knowing that James had already disappeared. Their aim, and James’ goal, was to help Tom whom they knew to be injured. Alfred wondered whether the failure to go back to the same time as Tom would make her bitter or regretful.

 

Charlie went into the kitchen to finish the rice and take the curry from the oven. He had opened a bottle of rosé, always good with Indian food he thought, and had popadoms and peshwari naan ready for the table. The three sat at one end of the mahogany dining table. “This is the first time that I have entertained anybody in this house. I normally have a little Christmas party at my house in Christchurch Street. I did not want any of my activity here in Drayton Gardens to be too conspicuous.” Charlie paused, took a sip of wine and continued. “James is,” and he emphasised the verb, “a very brave man. I know that he died several thousand years ago, but he only left this morning and so has several years of life ahead of him. I am sure that his Army training will stand by him and he is pretty fit.” Charlie had kept his views of James deliberately in the present tense. It helped and Alison surprised them both by saying, “James will be with me until I die. We were so close that even though he has gone, he has left an indelible mark on my soul. I do not intend to mourn him at all. Of course I regret that he is gone, but he went knowing the risks and with noble intensions in his heart, and so I intend to be joyful and celebrate every memory of his life.” There was silence for nearly a minute.

 

Charlie broke the silence. “Back in 1947, I had to make a choice between joining the Army and undergoing officer cadet training or taking the civilian option. Had I joined the Army then, I would have been in the very first company of cadets to go through Mons Officer Cadet School. James was in the very last company before Mons closed down. Perhaps if I had joined the Army things may have been a little different, but then that might have been something that I could not change.”

 

Alison and Charlie did not know the detail of the kit that James had with him when he made the journey back in time and Alfred thought that he could lighten the mood by telling them all about it. He went through every detail and the other two were very interested. “Thank goodness that poor boy did not have to deal with my toe. It took ages to get better and was not very pretty to look at.” Charlie looked down at his right foot but resisted the temptation to take his shoe and sock off. “That gold disc that he inscribed was from one of his sensor gadgets that he had made and I bet that he would have used the Swiss Army knife that I gave him for his birthday to scratch the message. Maybe one day we will get a better understanding of his experiences.”

 

Alfred was finding it difficult to come to terms with the logical challenges of time travel. “Charlie, you must have thought about this often enough from 1947 until now. How is it possible for you, and James for that matter, to be sent back in time and then not change the course of events that shaped the world that you travelled back from? What if you killed your own father before you were conceived for example?” Alison heard the question but did not quite understand the direction of the logical argument. “Charlie would never do anything to hurt his father, Alfred. He loved him too much,” Charlie smiled as he responded to Alfred’s question.

 

“I am no philosopher, but you are right, I have thought about this, time and again. How I would love to have changed my father’s mind, before he took his own life. I think that once a path has been made, it cannot be altered. If I were to be given a gun there would be no way that I could kill my father, not because I loved him, Alison, but because it had never happened and therefore could not happen. That is why I did not manage to get into Larkhill Camp before James sent himself back in time. The gold disc was a fact that could not be altered and we know that James used it to send a message to us.” Whilst Charlie was speaking, Alfred wished that he could mention the Stone Message but knew that he would probably never be allowed to mention it to Charlie. Charlie continued. “Throughout the day today I have been asking myself if there was any way that I could have stopped my dear son from sacrificing himself needlessly. I am in no doubt, and this is my only salvation, that no matter how hard I might have tried, there is no way that I could have changed a thing.”

 

“Do you think that James really sacrificed himself needlessly Charlie?” asked Alison. Charlie immediately regretted using that particular phrase. “No, Alison, I don’t. His departure does seem cruel to us, but he will have had an important part to play in the era that he joined. Who knows what acts of good he may have done. He may well have become a hero, a leader or a wise old sage. Who knows, but although his departure from the 21st century may seem to be a great loss, his arrival in 3000 BC is bound to have been a great benefit to the people then. I was silly. I shouldn’t have used the term needless sacrifice at all. He left here thinking that he would somehow help me. I am sure that he would not waste any time at all using his knowledge and experience to help others.” Charlie reached across and squeezed Alison’s hand. Alfred made a mental note that he should suggest to Gaskin that both Alison and Charlie be told about the Stone Message, because the story does show that James did indeed attain some status amongst the people of Stonehenge. Alison was beginning to look tired, it had been a long day and she needed to get home.

 

The boys walked Alison back to her flat. She was not miserable at all and was looking forward to seeing more of Charlie over the coming days and weeks. Whilst they were out, Alfred went to the car parked across the road from the Gordons’ flat. He said hello to Mutt who was inside and reached in and took a small grip off the back seat. “What time will Jeff take over?” he asked. Mutt shrugged his shoulders, “That depends on his new girlfriend,” he said as he winked at Alfred.

 

Charlie and Alfred had a glass of whisky together and continued to chat about the experiences of the past. Alfred reached into his small grip and pulled out a scruffy envelope. “We know that your landlord, oops sorry, we know that Merchant is still away having treatment and so I tasked one of my chaps to find the note that your father had written to you. After what you had said to us earlier I thought that you might like to have it back.” Alfred handed the envelope to Charlie. He carefully opened it and looked again at the letter. After a minute he said, “Yes he does mention being at peace with God.” Charlie then read out the paragraph:

 

“After I left you, I took a taxi to Waterloo Station. I must have been half asleep but I had the clearest of dreams that I was able to discuss my feelings with an Angel, maybe God Himself, in that taxi to Waterloo. I felt happy when I went to find my train and know that this is my only option. I love you Tom. I know that we will be together again one day. Take care. All my love, Daddy xxx.”

 

Charlie managed to remain composed but Alfred had a lump in his throat. He had to have a little cough before he could speak. “I think your little chat to your father was a good thing. You know that you could not change the course of history, but at least he was more at ease after that taxi ride.” Charlie nodded, took a large sip of his whisky and then allowed a few gentle tears to fall from his tired eyes.

 

---oooOOOooo---

 

Further analysis of the skeleton found in the Long Barrow revealed that it was beyond doubt that of Professor Gordon. The DNA gave a one in a fifty thousand certainty but the indication of a long healed broken arm, sustained in his school days, clinched the identity. It was estimated that he had managed to live to about 75 years of age and was clearly a celebrity of the Stonehenge era. Nothing more could be deduced from the available evidence. The Beast was dismantled and, together with all notes and computer data, was put into secure storage somewhere deep underground in Wiltshire, not so very far away from Stonehenge. One by one, the names on the Stone Message VRK were crossed off as they died. Eventually the story would only be available to the Head of MI5 and any surviving incumbents of that post.
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