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For everyone

who looks up to the night sky

and still sees hope.





‘They’re not weeping, they can’t risk looking at each other. Their greatest strength is their greatest curse. They can never be seen. Loneliest creatures in the universe.’

– Tenth Doctor, Blink
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AN ORIGIN OF ANGELS




A Crevice, at The Beginning of Time

You think you know this story. How billions of years ago, there was nothing and then, a sound so loud that from it came the birth of galaxies and stars, and constellations spread across space, into the abyss as far as the eye could see. How some planets chose to revolve round stars, making solar systems. How the viscera of the universe existed in asteroids, comets. How everything undefined became either stardust … or dark matter. You take comfort in this story. For in it, you can name everything that was born, and a thing named is a thing known. Then there are the things that you did not know. Things that were born near the beginning of the universe itself. Things undefinable and unlanguageable until somewhere by a campfire, the first mortal told the first fairy tale … It was a tale about the stars, about heroes and legends … but a fairy tale is only a good fairy tale when it contains monsters. This is the story you do not know. Because this is the story you were never told.




An Ancient Story


This is what we have pieced together

about our ancient history,

what may be our origin.

When everything around us was loud,

we were born in the silence

in the cracks of unexplored darkness.

No one remembers

what the first of us looked like.

What is remembered,

is that we are as old as time itself,

siblings to the stars,

almost as ancient

as the universe.






The First Flight


At first there were only four.

Four who could not see each other.

Who only knew the others were there

because nothing wants to feel alone

when all around, there is only night.

Trying to find each other,

in the distance they saw

what was a shooting star.

And desperate to see each other

to know themselves,

they finally moved from their birthplace.

They discovered speed,

the capacity to flit across the dark

towards the light so fast.

Too fast,

and when the light was strong enough

two of them turned to look at each other,

eager to know themselves, they reached

for the other’s hand.

And that was when it happened

for the very first time.

They say that somewhere

in the depths of space

the bodies of two ancient angels still fly.

Their faces haunted by surprise,

forever trapped in stone.






A Lesson


That was how four

became two,

and the two

that remained

gave us the lesson too.

The light was the enemy,

and it was better to befriend

seclusion forever

than it was

to not exist.






What Made Us Hunters


Back then

when the universe was new,

our food was abundant.

The energy of the universe

gave without us trying.

It didn’t occur to us

that we could starve

one day, for the energy

at the beginning of the universe

would have to be evenly distributed

and the energy source we had

an abundance of would one day

dissipate.

That one day,

we would have to learn

how to hunt.






Predator


To hunt,

you must language

the unlanguageable.

You must learn

the art of stealth,

the art of knowing

how to lock in prey

from every side

so it cannot escape.

And this is how

our hive mind

evolved.

We learned to be

an army unable to see

our fellow soldiers,

but instead

listened closely

for each other.

We knew this was

our only true connection.

A flock is only strong

when it recognises

the power that lies

in hymns and verses

that we could

sing together

and hear within our mind

even if

we could not

see each other.






A Question For Posterity


What makes a monster?

Hiding within the dark?

A fear of starvation?

Or the echo of seclusion?






At First


The hunt was small.

We were still learning

the fleet-footed nature

of our own species.

We were still learning

how to sing together.

A choir without a composer.

A dancer without music.

The notes started hoarse,

off-key, like primitive whispers.

The very beginning of language,

for every species must be this way.

But slow and steady,

we learned how to sing-speak

where we could not see each other,

our words rang true

through each

and every

one of our heads

and hearts and minds.






And Then


We hunted close by to ourselves.

Hid along the edges of civilisations,

out of sight as they formed.

It was easy, the devouring.

Catch your prey alone

and then with a single touch

feed on what could have been

a whole life, all its hopes

emptied of every dream.

And in this time,

we watched,

and we learned.

For we were immortal,

and immortal beings

know well the value of patience.

We have seen a million empires

rise and an equal million fall,

thriving cities become wastelands,

wars that have ended,

peace treaties formed then broken.

The only thing that is constant

is both the brutality

and relief

that is change.






A Series of Observations Across Time

I


Every culture across the universe

knows the value of a well-told story.

Stories are how kings were born

and villains named and destroyed.

A story is a powerful,

devastating, inspiring thing.



II


Every king, every emperor,

every monarch thinks his reign

will be the golden age,

and that it will last forever.

The sands of time are unforgiving.

Even the best kings are forgotten.



III


To be remembered

is a weakness dealt

to all mortal beings.

Immortals know the sacred art

of shadows and disappearing.






Generations


When your species is as old as time itself,

it becomes hard to tell which story is myth

and which is more truth.

But there is one tale which is told

to every one of us

in hushed tones.

Once upon a time,

there was an angel

who could speak to demons.

Who could look into the depths

of the very universe in ways

that the rest could not.

This angel wrote prophecies

along the surface of suns and moons,

left trails of messages in the dust of planets.

The messages say

that one day those who hide

in the darkness will no longer fear the light.

That the faces of stone

will one day be able to gaze

upon each other unafraid.

That this new genesis,

new evolution will come

from feeding on the golden blood of a god.






On God


But we knew from patient observation

of a thousand different civilisations

that gods were an imaginative invention.

We had yet to see or meet divinity.

We knew all the scripture from every religion

and yet in billions of years of creation,

the closest thing we had seen to a god

was the quiet, dark universe

that ruled the stars and galaxies alike.

But some of us were hungrier than others.

Some of us wanted more power.

The ability to be unafraid of the light.

For what good was it to hold the title

of the coldest predator in the universe

if our greatest strength was also

our most damning curse?






Those Who Wanted More


More dominance,

more strength,

more capacity for harm

were able to convince us

that we needed to evolve

past the point of fear.

Beyond hating our own faces.

Beyond fearing the light.

Beyond the acceptance

of loneliness

as our only

survival.






Envoys


And so we sent them,

spies across the universe.

Those meant to find truth

in all prophecies.

It was no easy task

to seek out a god.

But as they flew

across the oceans of stars,

visited planet after planet,

we practised the craft

we had perfected over aeons:

Patience.






A Dangerous Plan


In one of the furthest galaxies

there is a bright yellow star,

and round that star orbit eight planets.

But it is only the third planet, green-blue

with its silver moon,

that houses life.

One of our spies reached there first.

The beings on this planet

were intelligent enough to build.

They knew how to use their hands

to make images across cave walls.

And this planet had forests and mountains.

A million places for us to hide.

A million timelines for us to devour.

A food source unlike any other.

But so it happened that one of our spies

had a dangerous, brilliant idea.

What if we could control these beings?

So it crept into an old craftsman’s hut

in the quiet dead of the night.

He lay sleeping on his cot.

But instead of devouring the man

it scraped slowly on the side of the bed,

awakening him just enough so he could see it.

And the man screamed,

a nightmare before his eyes,

all fangs and clawed glory.

And then, quicksilver,

our spy ran from the hut,

its job done.

An image of us

forever planted

in the old man’s mind.

You see, this was a man

who built with stone.

And it was he who made

the first ever ‘statue’.

Giving us the perfect escape,

the best of disguises.

It was humans who gave us

our first-ever home.

Crafted us over and over again,

so we could live among them

in every single one

of their towns and cities.






Whispers From The Void


The rumours reached us first.

Quiet, hidden whispers

seeping through the crevices.

Disjointed waves

from their voices

far, far away …

Then one day,

centuries after,

we heard the voices clearly.

We have found them.

A planet of immortals.

Full of golden blood.

A land where even

the children are gods.

They exist.
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A CHOIR OF ANGELS




A Golden Planet, Light Years Ago

A place where the rocks are red and brown and purple and gold. Snow has fallen some time ago; slowly as it melts, the second sun rises from the south, making the silver-leafed trees look like a forest made of fire. If you can peer past the glow of this beautiful dawn at the blue-green mountains right ahead, you will see a little house, quietly perched halfway up a slope. Perhaps, if you squint, you will see the small figure of a lone child walking out of the front door. This child has already started running down the mountain. This is a child that knows exactly where they are going. And if you follow their path, you will see it leads to a mouth of a cave in the side of the mountain. According to the child, this cave is a place of wonders. It is both magic and adventure, where they can dream up worlds and stories. But the child does not know what hides in this cave. What has hidden in this cave for years and years. Waiting. Watching. In the dark.




An Answer For Posterity


What do you name a thing

that waits in the dark?

You would call it a monster.

You would call it patience.






We Are Monsters


But we are no fairy tale.

We are the watchers

who wait in stone.

The thing that lurks

in the corner of your eye.

When you see us

we are simple stone

but when you look away

our true cruel fanged form

comes alive.

The overseers

of graveyards

of quiet places

of hidden spaces

and all of time.

For years,

we have survived

as scavengers.

Feeding on errant

singular timelines

like vultures

on a decaying corpse.

We are tired of being angels.

It is time for us

to become gods.

You thought you knew

all the harm we could do.

You thought you knew us well.

Think again.

Because, no,

you do not.






A Plan


If there is anything our patience

has taught us over all this time,

it is to plan well ahead of the enemy,

but also plan well ahead of the prey.

Which is why we have scoured this planet

looking for a god,

a divine being that will give us

so much golden time-blood

that we will no longer hide,

no longer be shadows,

no longer fear our own stone faces.

But for this to work …

… we need to trap a god.






How to Trap a Lonely God

I


On a planet full of gods,

quietly hunt down the loneliest one.

Most lonely gods

are lonely children first.

So seek out the child

who spends most of their time

alone.

And teach them to fear monsters

by leaving a monster

in their head.



II


A child raised amid nothing

will take that nothing

and build it into something.

Especially on a golden planet

that had mostly colourful stones

and endless dust.

This was where we lay waiting.

Things of patience,

inside the cold dark.



III


Find the child playing alone in a cave.

Let the quiet rise around them

like the darkness falling silently

on a cold, grey day.

When you see the child playing,

dreaming up their magical lands,

watch their eyes fog over with dreams.

This is your moment.

The moment when you run behind them,

just a flutter in the breeze.

The child will hear it.

They will turn around.

And in that moment,

You let them see just a glint

of the truest vision

of a monster.

All fangs

and fury,

all terror encompassed

in just a second.

Before disappearing

back into the dark.






The Seed


To see an image of us

when we are not stone

even just for a second

is enough to plant a seed

inside one’s eye.

And the image

so strong is kept alive

by the imagination

of a child.

We will strengthen this seed

through dreams.

We will raise it through

our collective voice.

We will tell it stories

till it becomes so strong

that its roots are planted

just behind the child’s eyes.

And we will leave it dormant.

We will teach it not to speak.

Until the moment calls to us all

and then we unleash this beast.






How To Become a Nightmare Inside a Mind


Nothing knows

how to become a nightmare

better than a patient monster.

It sits in the darkness

just beyond the light

hiding from any detection.

And if you leave a monster

inside anyone’s head too long,

it knows just how to feed.

It takes the form of nightmares,

becomes dream-poison

so that it can grow its wings,

taste its purpose

and

breathe.






Controlling a God


Is no easy task.

It requires patience,

planning,

careful crafting

of a hidden wound.

And you must feed

a wound salt,

endless pain,

to stop the wound

from healing to become a scar.

This is the role

of our dormant monster,

to observe memory,

to detect the painful ones.

to hold them close.

Eventually,

at just the right moment.

at just the right time,

you too can bring a god

to their knees.






We Are Not Prophets


Although we had watched

several empires rise and fall,

perhaps our own hubris

did not let us see the war.

We did not predict

how divine blood too

is guilty of the same flaws

that mortal blood can be.

We did not see

that the universe

is a strange, impulsive thing.

That it can destroy a golden planet.

That on a singular whim,

it can turn ichor ashen,

leave all the gods dead.

All …

but one.

The lonely god-child

that we have left

marked forever.






And So We Followed Our Marked God


Across time and galaxies

to distant planets,

meeting a thousand species.

And they had many names.

Some have called them

by an ancient sorcerer’s name.

Others have named them

the Destroyer of Worlds,

the Oncoming Storm.

But the name we have liked best,

is the Predator.

For that makes them just like us.

This lonely god

that calls themself

the Doctor.
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A STRANGE ANGEL




A Cold Day in New York, 2013

As far as cities go, New York is an infant and because of this, it radiates with youthful energy. Even the seasons seem busy here. Autumn bustles in with its orange bounty, the wind gives as good as it gets, the sun scorches and it doesn’t just snow, it blizzards. And the people? Not a soul who lives here realises that they stand on a paradox, a place where the universe has built its very own fairy tale. Perhaps this is too idealistic a picture of this place. Too saccharine for a city that is chaos and carnage as much as it is hopes and dreams. But this story isn’t about New York. It is about what happened in New York a year ago. You see, somewhere in this city, there is a graveyard. To any and all passers-by, it holds the same amount of interest as any graveyard does. A shudder. A reminder of death’s slow rattle walking behind us. Perhaps a ghost story or two. But what they do not know is that evil lurks between these headstones.




But First …


I have told you the story,

the rumour, the legend

of where my kind came from.

But now, it is time

to tell you another story.

A love story wrapped

in a fairy tale.

It is the tale

of how I met the lonely god.

And what I stole from him.






A Fairy Tale Retold: 
The Girl Who Waited


Once upon a time,

there was a girl who had fire-red hair,

a heart made for the secrets of time,

a soul that would redefine

the idea of the universe.

At eight years old, she would be visited

by an impossible raggedy man.

Two hearts instead of one,

crashing a blue box into a garden

and emerging soaking wet.

He would sit at her kitchen table

and eat fish fingers dipped in custard.

After fixing a crack in her wall,

he promises her an adventure,

but he would disappear for twelve long years.

And this fiery, stubborn girl

who would wait forever

for her impossible raggedy man,

would become

the Girl Who Waited.






A Fairy Tale Retold: 
The Boy Who Waited


Once upon a time,

there was a boy with kind eyes,

the heart of the bravest soldier,

and the patience of a hundred saints.

He was in love with the girl next door.

What the boy did not know

when he fell in love with this girl

was that he too would become

tangled up in the stars

she could not stop staring up at.

That the stories that she invented

about a raggedy man

and a blue box in the sky

were the truth.

That the mysteries of the universe

she pondered

would come knocking one day

on his door too, but when they did,

he faced with them

with the kind of courage

only the deepest of loves can inspire,

by guarding his love’s healing body

as the Last Centurion, the keeper of the Pandorica.






But Fairy Tales Must End Somewhere


Even ones that contain a hundred adventures,

fighting monsters like the Silence

and the opening of the Pandorica,

vampires in Venice and even pirates.

So this story too must come to an end.

And this one ends here,

with two gravestones side by side.

This … was what I caused.






What Happened, You Might Ask


The truth is,

I am the monster that hides here,

a quiet story told in stone.

The monster left all alone.

It was my touch that reached out

for the kind-eyed boy in the middle of the day.

You must understand,

I was simply looking to survive.

That’s all we were now.

Survivors of a scavenging race,

who stole people from one timeline

and feasted on the potential of what remained.

We aren’t supposed to think for ourselves.

But I can no longer hear the others.

I wonder if they are all long gone.

You see, if they weren’t I would hear them.

I would hear their thoughts

louder that I could ever hear my own.

I should not be able to do this:

think or speak for myself.






Prey


For a long time,

all I have cared for

is my own survival.

I have never known

a world beyond it.

Sending mortals

spiralling through time

and feeding on the energy

they leave behind

is an ancient art.

And we are old practitioners,

as old as the universe.

Even as old as time.

So old that even we

have forgotten anything

other than the hunt,

the kill and the feast,

but I have started to wonder:

were we ever

more than this?






Once …


Once, there were more like me here.

Other monsters in this graveyard.

Of all those monsters,

I was the youngest.

I had never heard my own voice,

I never needed to.

By the time I was born,

the choir sang well.

We stand amongst the dead

because death understands us well.

And then one day,

the lonely god came to this city.

The rest of my kind grew agitated,

and agitation leads to mistakes.

In their hurry,

they left me here alone,

with the instruction

that if they failed,

it was my turn,

and mine alone,

to be the spark

for the dormant monster

inside the god’s head.

And then, one by one,

I heard their voices stop

… until only the echo of my voice remained.






At First I Was Sure It Was a Mistake


Our kind may be monsters,

scavengers, children of a brutal god,

but we travel in packs, a flight.

Even our spies travel in pairs.

You see, we know the damage

loneliness like this can do.

We may not have much,

but at least we had a collective voice

to reassure each other.

None of us ever sang alone.

Until that moment.

Until now.






What Monsters Fear


Have you ever wondered

what monsters fear?

Have you ever considered

that some fears are so common

they echo across the universe?

Like this recurring thought

in my disturbingly quiet mind.

Empty of anything but my own voice.

I should not be able to think

without the safety of their thoughts.

Am I the very last of my kind?

Am I the last one of us left?






And Then, Fear Turns to Fury


It seared white-hot through my veins.

In the absence of their voices,

all I had left of them

was this rage, all this rage.

Was it not enough for the universe

that it made us unable to look upon each other?

Was the loneliness of immortality

not enough of a sacrifice,

so that now it had to steal

all of their voices too?

If I truly was the last one left,

then I wondered what kind of celestial cruelty

destroys a whole species

and leaves just one of us alive.






Their Last Wish


All I had to hold on to

was the very last instruction

that they gave me.

I had to send a piercing siren call

through his mind,

awaken what lurked inside his head.

My resolve and fury hardened.

It was all I wanted in those moments.

To punish him for what he took from me.

I saw them from a distance.

Four of them. Their happiness sickened me.

My fists clenched as I harnessed

the very last of my speed.

So be it.

Let there be darkness.






And Then Something Happened


When I stole the boy,

I was still rage and fury.

I was still anger

and hunger for revenge.

What I did not plan for

was the girl who came towards me.

And did something prey never does.

Not once in all of our centuries.






You See, Nobody Asks to Be Erased


No one begs for their timeline

to be taken from them

so they can go and be with another.

Especially amongst my own kind,

I have never seen anyone sacrifice

themselves for another.

But this girl was adamant.

She reached out to me.

And as I took her hand

in that moment

something shifted

within my bones completely.






What Was This Force Within Her Touch?


It was warm,

whereas we are always cold,

such is the nature of stone.

It was strange, this softness,

the way I see human mothers

with their children.

It was everything

I have been taught

not to be.

And all I could think was:

how can any of this

be happening to a creature like me?

Her touch left a crack

in the stone of my arm

shaped like the one on her wall.






The Truth Is


Of all the things my kind understands well,

it is loneliness that calls our name the most.

It is as though from birth, we were built

to be things made of tragedy and cruelty.

If we were created by something,

what a cold, painful thing it must be.

To turn us into nothing but this,

deadly scavengers unable to be harmed.

We can never know the power

of true companionship nor healing.

This was the knowledge

her touch gave me.






The Lonely God


And this was how I met him.

The one they named Predator

and destroyer.

Among other alarming things.

I expected him to be a monster

just like me.

What else could kill monsters,

after all, but a thing more cruel,

more brutal than they could ever be?

Instead,

all I saw was a broken child

with ancient eyes a flash of grey,

a thing he could not yet see.

But I knew.

I had awakened the monster.

I knew then

what I had stolen from him

would be the spark

they wanted me to be.

But my vengeance tasted bitter,

a cold thing I could not celebrate.






It Was His Face


How it had lit up

when he told them,

hugging them both close:

‘I almost lost you both.

Don’t ever, ever

do that again.’

At the time

I was consumed

with fury and feasting.

But after I took them both.

After his devastated shouts.

I saw the desolation on his face.

It matched

the desolation

I felt inside myself.

A lonely thing

knows a lonely thing

when it sees one.






He Did Not Say a Word to Me


I suppose I should have been afraid.

That he would do to me what he had done

to all of the others.

A part of me hoped for it.

Wished for an end to the silence

that was now haunting my mind.

But instead, he just turned away.

Walked into his blue box

that took him far away from me.

In a way,

that was a bigger punishment.

An eternity like this.

In silence.






Watcher


All I have left to do with my time

in this place full of death is observe.

A graveyard was always seen by our kind

as a good place to find easy prey.

But now I truly started to watch them.

The way these mortals lived.

They live such short lives,

which is why their timelines

make for a such an easy feast,

but for the first time,

I began to see their nature.

It was in the burials they gave

to those departed.

And in their eyes as they cried.

It was the way they would visit

the graves of their loved ones

even though they were long gone.

And then one day I heard the word ‘grief’.






Grief


The feeling of missing another.

The knowledge that where someone should be,

there is nothing but an echo.

A memory.






For Some Time, I Pondered This


Was that all grief was,

an absence of someone?

Or was there more to it?

And then I heard another word.

‘Love.’






It’s Hard to Define Love


Here is what I have learned of it.

From all my time of watching

mortals laid to rest and buried.

They leave someone behind.

I have watched children

say goodbye to their mothers

and come back to place flowers.

I have watched

the strongest of fathers

weep over their children’s graves.

And people never forget to visit

the graves of those they name friend,

husband and wife.

Sometimes, on an old, old grave

where there is no one left to remember,

the caretaker leaves a single rose.

I suppose then love is what powers humans.

It seems to them there is nothing more powerful

than the magic of companionship and connection.






Once This Lesson Came, So Did Guilt


Ever since I felt that girl’s touch,

there is a crack across the stone within me.

I can feel it radiate from the core of my bones

to the exterior of these wings.

It started slowly.

Now that I could no longer hear the others.

All I can hear now is myself.

And since then, the urge to feast

has been accompanied by something else.

Every time I have taken someone

since I stole the Girl Who Waited

since I saw the lonely god’s face.

I have felt it rise and rise

this ever-growing wound.

It’s like an ache that will not leave me.

So much has it grown that the last time

I stole a mother from her son,

I whispered in my head to the crying child,

‘I apologise, little one.

I simply needed to eat.’






Our Kind Does Not Apologise


For this was always our purpose.

To feast on others’ lives

that they leave behind

when we send them

to another place,

somewhere back in time.

We do not spare a thought

for who we usually take.

So tell me, why do I feel myself

thinking so much about my prey,

and when I do,

I feel a sharp stab of pain?






I Have So Many Questions


And no one who will answer them for me.

What do you do when the whole universe

seems to have forgotten about you?

What do you do when everything

you once knew feels unfamiliar?






What I Ask The Wind


	Is it possible to be something other than what you are destined to be?

	If you are an ancient being, is your sole purpose always written in stone?

	If you start questioning who you are, are you now an abomination to that purpose?

	What is this sharp pain I feel inside my chest every time I consume a human now?

	Is it possible for a thing made of stone to feel anything other than the cold it is born into?

	Who do desolate things go to when they are seeking answers?






What The Wind Says to Me


Nothing.

Not even a single word.

It simply sends more leaves

towards my cold bare feet.






There is a Child


She is a strange child.

She and her mother

walk through the cemetery

every week.

I have found myself

waiting and watching

for their visits

to her father’s grave.

She does not act

like other human children do.

Her face is a mask of stone,

no different from my own.

Every week,

she and her mother

lay down flowers

on her father’s headstone.

And speak to him

like he is still here.

As though one day

he might still answer them.






An Observation


I have nothing else to do here

except observe humans,

find which one of them

would be easiest prey

and then devour them.

When my kind filled this city,

children were stolen often

because their long timelines

provide the biggest of feasts.

I have never devoured a child.

But I am weakening.

And I am hungry.

A hungry thing will eat

any prey it can find.

Anything at all.






And Then One Day it Happens


One day, the child runs towards me.

I see her from between my fingers,

my face hidden as it always is

when I am seen.

She seemed alone, but I could hear

the mother’s voice in the distance.

She was so much smaller than I thought.

So much life ahead of her.

She sat down, breathing hard

at my very feet, leaning against me.

All it would take is a little touch.

But instead, I simply watched her.

You see, she was crying.

Her face was crumpled into tears.

I know this is grief.

I have seen it often enough.

I am starving.

but I cannot bring

myself to do it.

Not to her.






A Conversation


When her mother finds her,

I see her face crumple too.

She does not say a word.

Instead, she embraces her daughter.

Tells her gently,

‘I know, sweet girl.’

The little girl whispers,

‘I miss him so much, Mama.’

And the mother nods,

lifts her gently into her arms.

‘That’s what love is, my darling.

It’s the only kind of magic we have,

so powerful that even

when someone leaves us

it stays inside us forever,

reminding us that they lived.

And we once knew them so well,

we laughed with them,

cried with them,

and through us they live on.’






This is How I Know


My inability to eat.

Even when prey is before me.

Even when it is easy.

I know now that every human

is connected to another

in such a way that it feels

wrong

to steal them away.

But this cannot go on.

For I will perish.

I can already feel the decay

chilling my very bones

inside this stone body.

But who can help me now?

I may be the last of my kind.

and what does that even mean now?

For I am no longer anything

like my kind any more.






Desperation


I need help.

I need someone

or something

that understands me.

Before it is too late.

In my mind a memory glows.

The face of a lonely god.

Only the truly lonely

can help and understand

the alone.

My only hope of remedy

lies in his hands.

And it is then I realise

in horror and fear,

that it was I who lit the spark.

The spark that

could destroy him

and in the process

take my last possible chance

at survival with him.






Dilemma


If I have not been clear about it before,

the lonely god is our enemy,

but also

the chance of our salvation.

Years upon years ago,

when we planted our monster

inside his head, we knew he would fight us.

We tell the story of how, one day,

an impossible divinity will be devoured

and his timeline will be infinite.

And it is through his demise,

that we will finally be able

to look upon each other without fear.

But this impossible being,

he is not and never will

be our friend.

For gods and monsters

are enemies till

the bitter end.






I Am No Longer a Monster


At least, I do not feel like I am.

And to prove this to myself,

I must choose the unthinkable.

I must go against our celestial plan.

I must find the lonely god.

Warn him of what we have left in his head.

Find a way to release him

from this karmic destiny.

We have trapped him against his will.






There is Another City


An older city than this one.

It too is filled with my kind

but what is different about that city

is that it is rumoured to be

the favourite city

of this same lonely god.

I do not know if it is true

or simply a quiet legend.

What I do know

is if I do not find him,

soon he will be devoured

and all will be lost.






When Angels Fly


I am not sure what I hope to find.

Perhaps just a piece of knowledge,

perhaps a secret to why I am changing.

What I do know is that the answers I seek

will never find me if I do not leave this place.

I hope my gift of speed has not yet left me.

So I move my cracked stony feet

for the very first time in a long time,

and with more speed than I thought I could,

bending the laws of physics

as I have know-how to do,

I fly across the city.

Finally I am at those old docks

that carried so many of these people here,

who are now only remembered

through stories told

by their great-great-grandchildren.

For a while, like many of them,

this city was my home.

But it is time for me to go elsewhere

and find all the answers I am looking for.






The Docks


I could simply break a thousand rules

and leap across the water,

or race along the bottom of the sea.

But I am so hungry

such a journey could kill me.

So instead, I wait.

I wait for the inevitable ship

and the inevitable container

someone will leave open

while they load it with supplies.

And then

I can quietly slide inside

through the night

and in the patient dark,

like I used to when I was a monster.

Hide.






And So I Wait


I wait for the winter darkness

to fall across these docks,

I wait for the sounds of gentle water

lapping against stone

to become louder than human voices.

And the lights to start glittering

across the horizon of this city.

Then I take a deep breath,

use as little energy as possible

to sneak into a large container

that is marked,

The British Museum,

London.
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WAR OF THE ANGELS




London

There is an ancient quality to this city. You can see it in the way it is married to stone, from newer towers to the oldest of bridges, once carefully crafted by human hands. But now clever machines do that work. It is like time has stopped and started a hundred times here. From the structures of ancient cathedrals to modern skyscrapers, this city is divided by a quiet old river. It is said that once, a long time ago, there was nothing but marsh and forest here. But then the humans came. They built homes where nothing used to be. Used their curiosity to invent things like docks, and bridges, museums and libraries. Even the air here is different. Where there was a noisier chill in New York, this is a city that knows how to be silent. After all, when else will the monsters who hide here come out …

and hunt.




The Museum Home


This is where humans keep their history.

Their lack of immortality means

preserving memory.

A quality my kind would laugh at

but I have come to find endearing.

And besides it has given me a place to hide.

My choice of shipping container was wise.

When they opened the doors

I could have run, but changed my mind

for there is no dearth of statues here.

But none of them move like me.

None of them are angels.

I know this because I risked a glance

at the statue next to me, a fair youth

with a disc in his hand.

But he did not look back,

nor did I freeze in that gaze forever.

For all he was: lifeless stone.






But Sometimes …


I think I can hear voices.

They are only whispers,

leaving just impressions

inside my decaying mind.

In the cold of these halls,

long after the darkness

has settled in and the lights

are gone,

I think I hear something,

somewhere moving in the dark.

Murmurs from the void rising

but disappearing the moment

I turn to the sound.






There Are Echoes


When you are alone at night,

have you ever felt that

perhaps

you are not?

That there is something out there.

An echo, a haunting,

something in the corner

of your eye that refuses

to let itself be seen.

Even though you know

that something is there.

Watching you in the dark.

A cold realisation is dawning on me

that perhaps despite what I believe,

despite the empty-eyed statues,

I am not alone.






The First Night I Leave


I notice how much slower

my movements have become.

I notice that I am slower to hide,

slower to find refuge from the light.

It is starvation. It will kill me.

So when I leave the museum,

it is more out of desperation.

I do not want to starve to death.

And it is on my hunt for food

that I notice them.

The voices are no longer whispers.

They have begun to crescendo

inside my head.






I Can Hear Them Everywhere


The voices sing together.

A dozen at first.

Then a hundred.

And then a thousand more.

The only thing I know

to be the truth:

every corner of this city

is overrun with monsters like me.






An Event


I should be relieved

that there are so many like me

that I am not the only one left,

and yet …

Yet fear grips my bones

in this cold night air

and I listen to them speak-sing.

It is clear from the excitement

that builds into their voices,

something

is on its way.






It Would Be So Easy


To let go of myself now.

Join them in what was once our choir.

Join them in this rising,

all the way to crescendo,

no longer be hungry and starving.

No longer be all alone like I was.

But …

Something stops me.

It is not just that they cannot hear me.

It’s that I have come to realise

that mine may be a little voice,

but it is the first and only thing

I have ever been able to call my own.






The Voices Are So Loud Now


I can hear them.

We are one.

I remember what this was like.

We must speak as one.

To know none of my own thoughts.

We are legion.

But now I have my own mind.

We sing only one story.

I do not want to lose my own story.

A story of time and destruction.

A story of living and knowing.

A story of vengeance and fear.

A story of warmth and freedom.

We live only to feast.

We could live for so much more.






Refuge


It’s strange, this night.

Light comes too quickly.

I see dawn rise over the city’s horizon.

But even as I flit,

looking for a safe place to hide

I can sense my kind everywhere.

In the middle of squares,

decorating museums, the angel of peace

and the Victoria Memorial.

Standing guard at cathedrals.

Even a statue of a small boy

standing on a park bench.

Do humans realise

just how many monsters

surround them every day?

And yet, if I stand with them,

I know they will sense

I am no longer like them.

So I do what I must.

Once again,

I find the quietest place in any city.

A place

where the dead are buried.

A place called Highgate Cemetery.






A Thought


Something is happening in this city.

I know we would not gather this way

unless …

This is to do with him.

The lonely god.

And what I gave breath to

inside his head.






Decision


If he is turned into feast,

this will be my fault.

I must decide to help now.

I must know their trap.

For if I do not,

he will be consumed.

And I will never learn

what I have become.

Whether I am

an abomination

or …

an evolution.






In The Graveyard


I can hear them clearer now.

I can hear their voices rise

across the roofs of this city.

So I move closer to them,

closer to a cathedral where they gather.

Close enough that I can hear them louder.

I am trying hard to be careful

for them not to sense my presence.

For if they do … I try not to think of it.

More than anything,

what terrifies me

is that they are laughing.






Their Voices Are So Loud Now


I can hear every echo of their trap.

They will send out a cry for help

all the way through space.

A cry for help with coordinates

of this cathedral.

And because he is kind and old,

he will fly all the way here

to help that lonely cry of distress.

But when he does,

they will …

They will …

There is …

a disturbance

inside

my

mind …






Something is Wrong


There is a crack in the foundations.

A weathering of a mind.

A note is different

in our chorus,

and a broken hymn

can never be sung.

What has happened?

Which soldier weakens this army?

Who is not conforming to their duty,

who is causing this obscene fissure?

Quickly, check our ranks,

to see if all our voices rise in equal unison.

If there is a single note off-key,

then remember what must be done.

The voice must be reassimilated,

or not exist at all.






They Know


I can hear it in their voices now,

as clear as the day itself.

The decay in me must be easy to smell.

It must have created cracks in my mind.

The way their voices rise in anger.

The way they are seeking where I am.

We are first soldiers,

this is what few know about us.

And any soldier breaking rank

will be brought to justice,

even if it means

destroying their own kind.






Fear


There is a certain smell to fear.

Curdled milk, rotten apples,

a flavour in the air,

acrid, clammy, cold.

Terror always knows

how to announce itself,

despite its very best efforts

and everywhere it hides.

It is not very often

that we hunt one of our own.

But if one of our own gets in our way,

then that one of us must die.






Nowhere to Hide


Now that they know I exist,

that I am different from them,

there is nowhere for me to go.

I try running back to the cemetery

but before I can hide there,

I notice all the statues

have moved

from their place.

I can feel eyes on me already.

So I do the only thing

I can possibly think of.

I throw myself into the River Thames.

Hide away amongst the debris

at the very bottom there.

And keep silent and listen …

Listen for their voices carefully.

I do not pray.

Our kind is older than any

god that has existed.

There is no god for me to pray to.

All I can do is think of a plan.

An escape of some kind.

There is always

a way

out.






We Know You Are Out There


We know you are hiding.

We know you are lying.

We see you, corruption,

and you must die.






Now is The Time


I can hear their call,

I know what they are about to do.

I must be strong

and choose courage.

Because how will I survive this

version of myself

if I do not embrace

the part of myself

that wants to learn to love,

that wants to learn to help.

So I must leave this hiding place,

I must confront my kind.

I must help the lonely god

before it is too late.






The Time is Approaching Quickly


And it is time to prepare

for their last moments,

for their delicious despair.

Do you think gods cry

when faced with the novelty of death?

Do you think they pray for the light

to save themselves from the darkness?

There is no more time to waste.

The others are starting to gather.

If we continue to search

for this strange one,

we will miss our own feast.

Let us leave it behind.

Leave it in the dust where it belongs.

After all,

what harm can it do

against a whole army

of us?






Out of The River


I can hear their distraction,

their hunger, their need

and how it was blinding them to me.

Now is my chance,

so I leap out of the river,

and think as I run:

how do you trap a predator

when the predator is

your own once-family?

But more importantly,

how do you trap your own once-family

without feeling the sharp edge

of betrayal inside what was once

a chest built of pure stone?

This is the hardest thing I must do.

And for that, I must know

inside myself that this

isn’t simply the right thing to do,

but the ONLY thing to do.






I Hear it Before I See it


The sound,

the familiar thunder and hum

I last heard so long ago.

The blue box.

It has to be.

The blue box he travels in.

As I run through the city,

I see every single statue is gone.

Even the caryatids have deserted

their posts in the cathedral.

I know because I can hear them

racing ahead of me.

The curved dome of the cathedral

comes into view just as the lights

start to fluctuate and then

one by one,

every light in the cathedral

switches off.






The Stench of Hunger


It is hard to concentrate.

The door is in view,

but I must be careful.

If I make my way in

before they start feeding,

they will know I am there,

and take me prisoner

so I will not be able to help them.

Instead, I must let him step

into this trap.

All alone.

Let the feeding frenzy begin.






My Own Strength is Waning


It is taking everything in my power

not to simply stand still.

Allow myself to weaken to stone.

But if I do that,

he will be devoured.

So instead, I wait in the shadows.

For the shout of surprise

and then the sound of the feeding

that will rise and rise

till I know

they are

lost in consumption.






‘NO!’


The cry has barely any time to escape

before the floor vibrates,

the hum of the feed everywhere.

I clench my teeth,

the call of hunger is so strong now.

But I know what I must do.

I slip in through an open door

into the darkness

inside those marble walls.






Moonlight


Inside the cathedral, all is silent

other than the soft cold hum.

Inside this place which is

considered hallowed ground,

not even a mouse can be heard

skittering across the marble floor.

From the windows moonlight spills,

but the darkness hides its secret monsters.

They are facing away from me,

a semicircle of stone,

surrounding a writhing god.

Drinking his timeblood.






The Quiet Approach


I have never realised

just how ugly we are

when we drink the lifeblood

of our prey.

I have never seen it happen,

except now, in this stone circle.

It is best then that I cannot look

into the faces of this bloodthirsty mob.

I slowly make my way

between their hungry forms

till I am no more

than a few feet from him.

I position myself carefully

so that none of them

are aware of me.

For the first time,

I am grateful that we cannot

look at each other

for I do not think

I would like what I see.






I Can See What They See Within his Mind


Behind the memories,

an eternity of pain and losses,

a family bereft of a child,

a god bereft of their children,

a being whose companions

have all met heartbreak

in their own ways,

something terrible

hides behind all

those memories

and from the silence

where he hides all his terror,

two cold eyes are wide open,

and a brutal smile

adorns a mouth full of fangs.






I Have a Theory


It is not a clever idea

nor is it one I know will work.

But it is the only one I have

and for it to work,

I need him to open his mind to me.

And do something I may not deserve.

I need him

to trust me.






How to Help a Dying God

1.


Approach him slowly.

He is already in pain

and gods are never more dangerous

than when they are in pain.



2.


When he sees you approach,

he will grit his teeth in anger.

He will reach for a weapon.

Even in pain he will not surrender.



3.


You must show him that even now,

curled on the floor,

pain shooting through him,

there is always an escape.



4.


While all the others feast in the darkness,

let him see the moonlight fall over

the only monster who refuses

food even when it is hungry.



5.


Stand as close as he allows,

hands folded in prayer to him.

Show him your full face,

etched in desperation to help.



6.


Hope

against

all odds

that it works.






I See The Recognition


In his face first.

It’s when the moonlight

falls on to the crack on my arm.

He knows.

He knows now who I am.

And his eyes glint with pained fury.

But he is in so much agony

the fury cannot stay long.

Instead I see resignation.

I see that he

understands

help when it approaches.

I see that he knows

what I am trying to do.

I stretch out my arms

towards him,

not out of hunger

but palms up asking

if he could

let me in,

so I can help.






A Nod


I know from the hesitance in the gesture

how little he trusts me.

I did steal his friends from him.

I am to blame,

for once I was a lonely, angry thing.

I close my eyes and reach out

and this is how it happens

when we let others see our faces.

We let them trap an image

of us on the inside.






Inside a God’s Mind

The insides of a god are universes and when I open my eyes, I find myself inside what looks like a universe. Stars float around me and amongst the stars I see fractions of memory, placed within fragments of shattered glass. As I travel I see him. Truly see him. He is a million different things to a million different people. He is hope to some and pain to others, a god to some and a demon to others, many know him as legend, but some know him as a man. He has never ever been known for shying away from a fight, or for being defeated easily. And I can feel his trepidation as the whole universe inside him shudders and twists until finally I feel my feet land in an impossible place. You see, both below me and above me, there is nothing but the abyss of space and stars and yet … if I stare ahead of me, it is almost like I can see a maze of nearly invisible doors. They become more and more visible as I focus on them and I realise in that moment, he is trying to help me find what hides inside his head, by making it something I can understand. A labyrinth of corridors, with a hundred doors, each one holding what I can only imagine to be a host of memories.

And one of them hides the secret. The thing that is turning him into a murderers’ feast.




Time is Running Out


I need time,

and time is the one thing

none of us can spare.

My insides cracking with speed

I start trying door after door.

None of them work.

NONE of them open.

I close my eyes and slow

my breath to nothingness.

I have to find the monster’s voice.

Where are you?






I Hear a Series of Crashes


My eyes open at the sound.

Oh, you clever one,

I think as I see the corridors

shift again until there is

only a single long path.

He’s helping me find her.

Even now through

his agonising pain.

He knows what to do.

And I race to the end of the path.

The furthermost door

has light all around it.

And from the inside,

I can hear the sound of lightning

and the crackle of thunder.

The door is massive.

It feels like familiar stone

under my own palms.

But I push with all

my remaining strength.

Until finally it gives way.






The Dormant One


It must have been more than lonely

for her to be here all by herself.

Hidden from him

but also kept away from her own.

No one to watch over her

as she tinkered and created.

No one to tell her to stop,

to think, maybe even to dream.

Her mind is preoccupied

with her singular duty.

But she is there,

facing away from me.

Electricity rises across this room.

It is full of a dangerous red glow.

And it is built of his pain,

I feel it pulse and throb like a wound.

Across walls that are screens,

I see every cruel thing

that ever happened to him

and every painful thing he ever did.

She is forcing him

to relive the worst of his life

inside labyrinths of memory

invented by her.

I call to her across

this room full of brutal memory

she has built around herself.

My dearest one,

stop. You do not have to do this.






A Trap Made of Images

The only way to break a god is to make him feel every painful moment so vividly, he loses the strength to fight back. The first screen holds his last memory with the girl Rose. How she cried while he burned up a star just to say goodbye. He stumbles backwards from it in through the second screen, which holds Donna. How he had to erase himself from her mind to be able to save her life. He saw how the loneliness nearly crushed him, nearly stopped him from travelling ever again. The third screen was Martha who chose to leave him because he was too selfish to appreciate what she was giving him, the love and the care. He trips and falls into the fourth screen and there is his most recent agony, how Amy refused to listen to him. How she chose to take the angel’s hand. How they hadn’t even got a proper goodbye. Grief weakens his knees, he feels it in his bones. He wants this to stop, he would do anything to make this stop.




The Cracks in The Stones


The dormant one turns,

but before she can see me,

I call,

I am like you

and if you look at me

we will both be frozen here.

Listen to me instead.

For I know how

we can both be free.






The Electricity From Her Fingers Fluctuates


I can see my words

are holding her attention.

Seizing my chance, I say,

This man you have been tasked

to destroy, think of all that kindness,

all the bright things he has done too.

All the forgiveness inside him.

Where there has been brutality,

there has always been faith.

Where he could have been stone,

he has often been kinder

than the most cruel beings deserve.

Even things like you and me.

Do you want to learn

what makes him so warm

despite all of the pain?

It is because he knows

the magic of love and company.

The electricity from her fingers

grows weaker still.

And the images begin to change.






The Trap Releases

As the lonely god stumbles out of the fourth screen one more time, his heart in pieces, he finds himself back with Rose. Wearily, he rises to experience the devastation of losing her again but … that is not what happens. Here, he sees Rose choosing to come away with him that first-ever time, the music of her laughter taking over the TARDIS. A smile forms on his lips as he feels one of his hearts rise and fall gently. And here, in the second screen of memory he finds Donna Noble, once again whole, calling him spaceman, and reminding him that friendship never grows old. And now he is in the third screen, Martha Jones smiles widely at him as he takes her to meet Shakespeare. And here, finally in the fourth screen, is Amy and Rory’s wedding. The moment she brought him back into existence after which he spent the whole night dancing terribly. He lets out a laugh, the loudest one he has laughed since he lost Amy and Rory. And here in this moment, he feels his strength retuning. Slow at first, then rising throughout his body. And as his strength rises, in the world outside, he pulls himself up to his feet.




The Dormant One Changes


All the memories around her

glow with warmth and hope.

But I see her shoulders are slumped

and in that moment I know

exactly what she’s thinking of.

The loneliness again.

I beg her softly,

Come with me, dear one.

we may not be able to see

one another but I promise

you will never again

be lonely.

And without looking at her face,

I stretch out my palm to hers,

and as they touch,

another crackle of electricity.

The whole room disappears

and my eyes close tightly

as we are sent flying together

into the glittering abyss of space.






A Feast Interrupted


It is the screech that awakens me.

The screech of fury,

of sheer indignation.

There is nothing quite like the anger

of a monster interrupted

when it is eating.

I brace myself for the worst.

And then surprisingly all falls silent.

For the first time in silence

I find relief.

I risk opening my eyes,

I see him standing tall and proud,

the army of stone around him frozen.

You see daylight has filtered in

through the windows

and nothing chases monsters away

quite like the light.

Now is my chance to go to him.

As he stands there golden in the light,

ask him a thousand questions.

But then I feel her hand in mine.

And it is the way

she squeezes my fingers

that gives me every answer

I have ever needed …

… and more.
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AFTERMATH




St Paul’s Cathedral, Two Months Later

On an unusually bright day in September, when it felt like the skies had finally welcomed the sun again after weeks of rain, a tall man in a tweed jacket and a bow tie walked into the hallway of the cathedral, about ten minutes before closing time. There was a skip in his step that made him seem more like a twelve-year-old, and yet if you looked into his eyes, you’d see something ancient in there, something deeply unknown.

As he approached the hallway, two gentlemen from Security saw the man and informed him that he was here very near to closing time. The man didn’t acknowledge this and instead asked the most curious of questions.

Have you been having any trouble with statues lately?

The two gentlemen from Security looked at each other in surprise then back at the man with confusion. Then one of them said, It’s funny you should ask, because just a few months ago, something odd happened.

The man’s face lit up with a huge grin. Show me.

So one of the security guards left his post and walked with the strange man in his tweed coat and bow tie. They walked all the way to the other side of the cathedral till they were out in the gardens.

It didn’t take long for them to find it.

It really is the strangest thing, the guard said. It just showed up overnight and we haven’t known what to do with it. We keep thinking someone may have donated it, but it’s not in the logs anywhere. And it’s just too heavy to move, and of course there’s the question of where to move it to …

But the man in the bow tie is no longer listening. You see, he is too busy looking at what is before him.

Two beautiful statues of solid grey stone, wings up as though they’re about to take flight.

They are standing palm to palm, loving smiles on their faces as they look into each other’s eyes, never ever lonely again, together forever.

The man stands there contemplating this. For only he knows the truth. Once upon a time, these were monsters so deadly that every species in the universe had reason to fear them. Monsters so lonely that they could not look upon each other, for survival and hunting was all they cared to do.

But look, just look at what love can do. It can turn the loneliest, most cruel monster into a beauty that lasts forever.

And with that he gently touches the sun-warmed stone. A soft smile of understanding spreads across his own face as he speaks so quietly that one would almost think he is talking to the statues.

Just two words.

Thank you.
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		It’s Christmas, 1963, when Gerry starts dreaming of strange worlds and monsters.
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But it’s soon clear that what this family needs, right now, is a Doctor.
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1963

Mummy brings in a glass of milk – the gold-topped sort that’s got lots and lots of cream and is only for special occasions or when you’re ill, but not the sort of ill where you cough a lot and drink Lucozade. ‘How are you feeling, darling?’ Mummy says, and I don’t know what to say because I am not poorly really but I still feel confused about what happened in London today.

Mummy asks if I would like her to read a story and I say, ‘Yes, please. Can I have Winnie-the-Pooh?’ So she goes away to the playroom where the books are and comes back and reads to me from the very beginning, where Edward Bear comes downstairs bump, bump, bump, behind Christopher Robin. I don’t have a teddy bear. I think it would be nice to have one – especially one you can have adventures with.

Now Mummy is reading my favourite story, the one where Winnie-the-Pooh floats up into the sky with a balloon to try to get honey from the bees. There is a funny picture in the book of a big round balloon with a small bear hanging underneath it. My head is too tired to keep my eyes open, but it doesn’t matter because I have seen the picture lots of times and I can imagine it as I lie there and listen. Bedtime stories are my favourite thing – it is like Mummy is giving me a hug with her voice.

‘“Isn’t that fine?” shouted Winnie-the-Pooh down to you. “What do I look like?” “You look like a Bear holding on to a balloon,” you said. “And tomorrow, I kill many bears. You all have warm skins.” “I say tomorrow you will rub your hands together and hold them to the dry sticks and ask Orb to send you fire. And the bears will stay warm in their own skins.”’

All of a sudden I am really, really cold and the air smells funny, like on a farm with cows, and it’s night and there aren’t any streetlights anywhere. It’s a man who is shouting, a man with a beard who is wearing animal skins like the waxwork of a caveman in the museum, and he is standing on a rock and shouting at other people wearing animal skins. There’s another man too – the old man from the junkyard. He doesn’t have a beard or animal skins; he’s got long white hair and a sort of Sunday suit with checked trousers. Then another caveman grabs him and tells him to make fire, and I’m scared but I say, ‘Please don’t hurt him.’ They don’t hear me and I shout, ‘PLEASE DON’T HURT HIM,’ but they still ignore me. I suppose because I am only a little boy, even though I am seven next month. Then the cavemen put us all in a cave full of bones and they are people bones!

Then I wake up.

If you wake up, then what you woke up from must have been a dream.

But it did feel very real. Like how the things in the junkyard seemed real.

I wonder what will happen when I fall asleep tonight …

Apart from that one time in November, Claire had never had to worry much about her middle child, Gerry. Anne, the eldest, could be a bit difficult – ‘stroppy’, her dad called it – and even now at nine she was still prone to tantrums when she didn’t get her own way, although it wasn’t as bad as it used to be. As for their younger boy, they’d joked they should have called him ‘Dennis’ not ‘Francis’, because he was so mischievous and cheeky that he could have been a character from the Beano. ‘It’s like the Blitz in here!’ Ray would say if he came home early and Francis hadn’t yet gone to bed, and Claire would try to laugh along with him, although she’d been eight when the Blitzkrieg raids had begun and still had nightmares about them sometimes.

It had been rather a relief when Francis turned five and was able to start at Barringdean Primary. Claire felt herself a terrible parent for thinking it. But Gerry was the quiet one, he always had been – even as a baby he hadn’t cried all that much. His teachers said he behaved well at school, and his father hardly ever found it necessary to slipper him.

Now after nearly four months of relative peace and quiet – half term excepted – Claire was trying to convince herself she was actually pleased the Christmas holidays had started, and that all the mayhem that went alongside having three young children home from school for several weeks would be a welcome change of pace.

At least she was prepared for Christmas, or as much as she could be. The pudding was long since made and was busy maturing in its porcelain bowl. The cake was made too, ready to be marzipanned and iced on Christmas Eve with Anne’s help, and the turkey was ordered from Hayden’s farm. The children’s presents were wrapped and ready to go under the tree – the tree they’d collect at the weekend, also from Hayden’s farm.

Thinking of the presents made her think of the trip to London again – not that it was ever far from her mind. It was only a short train ride from Essex, but the children tended to treat their Christmas shopping expedition like a safari. Claire would rather have faced lions or crocodiles than what she’d been through that day …

Usually the highlight of their annual trip was seeing the Regent Street Christmas lights, but the switch-on had been postponed as a mark of respect for poor President Kennedy, and that meant there was already something slightly disquieting about this year’s excursion. But Ray had already taken the afternoon off work – something he very rarely did – and the children had barely got through the school day as they were so excited, so putting off the trip wasn’t really an option.

Even days later, everyone in London had been upset, preoccupied with the death of the American president. Shop girls cried; bobbies on their beats shook their heads in disbelief; normally bustling housewives gossiped, commiserating with the president’s poor, poor wife, a widow now with two fatherless children. People made the tragedy their own and became lost in the drama of it, which is why what happened to Gerry had happened. November 1963 would live long in the minds of people the world over because of the assassination, but Claire would never forget it because of her own terror.

But the incident was soon over, no harm done, no lasting effects.

Or so she’d thought.

Now, Claire looked out of the kitchen window again. It was a relief that, so far, the winter showed little sign of being as treacherous as last year’s ‘Big Freeze’ and the children could still play outside this far into December. There wasn’t much damage they could do out there. It was especially nice to see that all three children were playing together – even Anne had joined in; she’d recently started to treat her younger brothers with disdain when there was anyone else around. Well, she’d be ten soon – in her eyes, fully grown up! Her dad had put his foot down when she’d mentioned wearing lipstick, though, and quite right too. Hopefully the toy they’d got her for Christmas – one of the brand-new fashion dolls with bouffant brunette hair and blue jeans – would make her feel ‘with it’. It had certainly cost enough!

Claire opened the window and called out, ‘Lunch is ready!’ Usually this would get them in instantly – they were never not hungry. But they were so absorbed in their game that it took an unheard-of three attempts before her children arrived at the table, trailing mud behind them from the shoes they should have taken off at the door.

‘Having fun?’ Claire asked, as she doled out buttered doorstops to go with their slices of Spam.

‘Mmph,’ said Francis through a mouthful of bread. Anne rolled her eyes, no doubt intending to convey that the game had been beneath her dignity. Gerry gave a warm little smile, though, that pierced his mum’s heart and made her love for him flood her body until she could actually feel its heat.

As soon as their plates were licked clean, the three children ran outdoors to start their game again.

Whatever this game was, it kept them amused all that week. There was an episode when Claire had caught Francis trying to cut holes in his shorts with her sewing scissors, and another when she’d spotted the three attempting to balance the dustbin on Anne’s roller-skates so they could push it along, resulting in a spillage of potato peelings and broken glass and carrot tops all over the back garden, but otherwise it was uneventful. Of course there were the usual bruises and scraped knees – mainly affecting Francis, which was also the usual course of events – as the children jumped from tree stump to tree stump or crawled under thorny bushes or tried to climb on the shed roof.

‘What is it you’re playing?’ Claire asked as she painted purple streaks of iodine on to Francis’s knees for the third time that day.

‘Monsters,’ he said.

She gave a pretend gasp. ‘That sounds scary!’

‘Mmph. They are. And their planet is all dead.’ He hissed the last word at her like it was some huge revelation.

‘What does that mean?’

Francis shrugged. ‘Dunno. I think it’s cos all the trees and flowers are made of dust.’ The last word was hissed again, and she realised he must be aping what someone else had told him.

‘Who told you that they’re all made of dust?’ she asked.

‘Gerry,’ he said, and she blinked in surprise. ‘It’s Gerry’s game. Gerry knows all about the monsters.’ His next words chilled her to the bone. ‘Gerry’s met the monsters.’

Claire waited until Ray had eaten dinner and was drinking his coffee in front of the gas fire. Then she told him what Francis had said. He didn’t laugh at her – he knew how scared she’d been that day in London, and he’d been scared too, although he’d put on an invulnerable, never-hysterical father-face – but he didn’t exactly take her concerns seriously either. ‘Monsters aren’t real!’ he said, as if she didn’t already know that. As if she were a child herself.

She couldn’t help sounding rather like a petulant child, though, as she said, ‘I don’t mean he’s really met dinosaurs or Triffids or anything like that, but we still don’t know exactly what happened to him while he was lost! This could be his way of making sense of it all. We both lived through the utter hell of a war –’ her voice rose in pitch and she saw him frown at her swearing – ‘and we know that people can be as monstrous as … as …’ she struggled to find another creature to compare them to, finally landing on, ‘as King Kong!’

‘The police said nothing happened to him.’

‘The police thought that Gerry was making up a story so he wouldn’t get into trouble for going off on his own! You and I know that he’s not like that, Ray.’

But did Ray know that? Leaving the house by eight every day, golf on Saturdays (if it was fine), church on Sundays followed by dinner with her parents one week and his mother the next, where best behaviour was mandatory. He cared about his children, loved them, she didn’t doubt that at all, but did he really know them? No, not like she did.

‘All little boys have some mischief inside them,’ he said, and got up to switch on the television set so it would warm up in time for the News.

Her husband might have taken things rather more to heart than she’d thought at the time, though. When they were at the farm on Saturday, just beginning to navigate the avenues of spruce and pine, Ray suddenly said, ‘Gerry’s turn to pick this year.’ It was an odd thing to say – picking the Christmas tree had never been something taken in turns – but the children acted as though it was a long-standing tradition, with both Anne and Francis becoming pouty that it wasn’t their turn this time round. They all loved the tree that Gerry chose, though – a deep-green Norway spruce.

Back at home, the branches were draped with lametta and shiny baubles, and silver bells were hung at their ends. Ray lifted up Anne to put the angel on the top, as he’d done every Christmas since she was a toddler. Then he fetched a chair and stuck tissue-paper stars and home-made paperchains to the ceiling with drawing pins. Finally they draped golden tinsel round the mirror and the wedding photo and the framed copy of Turner’s The Fighting Temeraire.

Tea was a jolly affair, then the children played Happy Families and Old Maid while their parents got ready to go out. It was only a sherry party at Howard and Lillian’s next door, but it felt freeing and decadent to Claire, who rarely spent an evening outside the home in adult company. The children were given permission to watch television unsupervised, as long as Anne switched it off if something frightening came on and Francis promised to go to bed after Dixon of Dock Green. Both agreed solemnly to those conditions – a defendant with his hand on the Bible never sounded so earnest.

Gerry looked serious too, but not in quite the same way. ‘Are you all right, my love?’ Claire asked him.

He nodded. ‘Just feel a bit … wobbly.’

Claire shot an anxious gaze at Ray. ‘Maybe I should stay at home …’

Ray gave his hearty, man-of-the-house laugh. ‘You’ll be all right, Gerrykins,’ he said, ruffling his middle child’s hair. ‘Ate too many cream cakes at tea, I reckon!’

But that wasn’t right – Gerry actually hadn’t eaten much at all, and he usually had as big an appetite and as strong a sweet tooth as his brother and sister. Still, Claire allowed Ray to persuade her that Gerry would be fine. She could have insisted otherwise – even though Ray might have got cross – but that sherry party and the bargain-basement hedonism it represented had been calling to her all week. ‘Will you come and get me if Gerry feels really poorly?’ she asked Anne, to satisfy her conscience, and her daughter readily agreed, with the air of superiority of someone who would never be so feeble as to get ill and need her parents while they were out.

Nevertheless, that conscience did tickle Claire once or twice over the next two hours of sherry and mince pies and polite conversation. Among the mingling couples were their hosts, Howard and Lillian Grey, of course, and Howard’s boss, Kenneth Meadows, and his wife Virginia – well, Kenneth was Ray’s boss too, technically, although Ray was over in the manufacturing plant and didn’t report directly. Howard and Lillian had two grown boys who had left home, and the Meadowses had a daughter who was engaged to be married and planning what to Claire sounded like a wedding you’d see in a film, not real life.

‘You have three youngsters, don’t you?’ Virginia said when she’d finally run out of conversation about wedding favours and table decorations. ‘I’ve been hearing how they’re running around shouting about extermination and radiation poisoning and neutron bombs. Rather poor taste, I thought.’ She raised an arm in an unmistakable gesture.

This comment itself seemed in such ridiculously poor taste that Claire couldn’t work out how to respond. The children had probably been a bit too loud in their game, but to suggest it was anything other than rambunctious fun was absurd. It was also disquieting to realise that these observations must have been passed along a chain of people, from Lillian to Howard to Kenneth to Virginia. Women were supposed to be the gossips, but here was a silly detail about her children’s games that had left the safety of their own garden and gone all the way to the posh part of Barringdean via the men of the factory.

She had to be polite, of course, for the sake of Ray’s job, but that short exchange meant she was on edge and not enjoying the party as much as she’d hoped to – even before Anne came knocking on the door, asking could her mummy and daddy please come home because Gerry was really poorly.

Even before she’d seen the scissors.
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