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The Time Bubble









Prologue


 


Nobody knew how long the Time Bubble had been there. Nor did
they know how it had come to be there in the first place. 


Had it not been for the construction of the HS2 high-speed
rail link it may well have lain undiscovered for centuries, buried beneath
several feet of grass and mud.


The residents fought tooth and nail to prevent the
monstrosity of HS2 being built across the outskirts of their sleepy market
town. But it was all to no avail. 


Successive governments were determined to push the project
through, and in the autumn of 2018 the contractors moved in. They ripped up the
leafy landscape and began to lay down the new railway line. 


No expense was spared to ease the pain of the local
residents. A multimillion-pound new road system, an out-of-town retail park,
and a new estate of 5,000 eco homes were all created to help “put the town on
the map”, as the planners described it. 


Those on the bright and shiny new housing estate had easy
access to the town beneath the new railway line via a new pedestrian tunnel, brightly
lit by fluorescent yellow tubes. A road tunnel to accompany it would soon be
completed.


It was all very safe, clean and modern. The residents had
little fear of being mugged in the tunnel. There was little crime in the
affluent town, and for added peace of mind there was CCTV at either end.  


But then they had no inkling whatsoever of the ancient
secret that the newly constructed tunnel had uncovered. 











Chapter One


 


When seventeen-year-old Charlie Adams set out for school on
Monday morning it was just another day as far as he was concerned. 


It was almost halfway through the autumn term, and he was
less than two months into his A Levels. After the stress of GCSEs the previous
summer, things now seemed remarkably relaxed. This particular morning he was
struggling to motivate himself to get off to school.


It had been a rather heavy weekend. On Saturday night his
best friend Joshua had held a house party whilst his parents were away. 


Josh’s father owned a successful local building business,
and had done well enough to enable the family to buy a four-bedroomed town house
on the new estate. It was tailor-made for a teenage party.


There had been a lot of music, a lot of smoking and a huge
amount of drink secured from the local supermarket courtesy of Josh’s older
brother. 


Charlie had spent the whole night talking to his childhood
sweetheart Kaylee, trying to pluck up the courage to kiss her and failing
miserably. It didn’t help matters that Josh had disappeared into his bedroom
sometime in the small hours with Kaylee’s best friend, Lauren, not re-emerging
until well after breakfast time with a smug look on his face.


Charlie couldn’t remember all the details thanks to a large
influx of strong cider, but he had the vaguely uneasy feeling he had done
something embarrassing. He decided to lay low on Sunday and keep off the social
media sites just in case.


The party had still been going on well after daybreak on
Sunday morning and it was nearly lunchtime by the time Charlie made it back
home. So unsurprisingly he wasn’t quite at his best now at 9.30am on Monday
morning.


He headed into the bathroom, brushed his floppy black hair
back away from his face, and washed. He looked into the mirror and his green
eyes stared back at him. He was relieved to see that they were not looking too
bloodshot. He really had caned that cider and had vague memories of some sort
of drinking game involving shots, but it was all rather hazy. 


He thought about having a shave, but the awkward truth was that
he still didn’t need to more than about once a week. He was a bit of a late
developer on that front. Josh, on the other hand, was always boasting to him
about how he’d been shaving every day since he was fourteen. Whether that was
true or not was difficult to say – Josh did have a tendency to boast about
things.


He was shaken out of his half-awake state by his mother’s
voice shouting from the foot of the stairs. “Shouldn’t you be at school by
now?” came the time-honoured question. “No, let me guess, it’s a free period.” 


He wandered out to the top of the stairs to reply. “We don’t
call them that anymore, mum, it’s a study period”, he replied, rather lamely.
He didn’t have the stomach for an argument. In fact all he could think about at
that precise moment was Marmite on toast. 


“Not much studying going on, by the looks of it! I guess
you’ll be wanting this?” His mother held up the Marmite jar.


“Thanks, mum. Any chance of a cup of tea? I’ll be down in a
minute.”


“You’ll have to make it yourself. I’ve got to get going. I’m
due in at ten. I won’t be home until late tonight. We’ve got a stocktake at the
shop. I’ve made you some sandwiches for school, but can you sort yourself out
some tea?”


“I think I can manage”, he replied. As long as there was a
pizza in the freezer he’d manage.


With his mother gone, Charlie switched on the kettle, put
two slices of bread into the toaster and opened up the Marmite pot. 


A glance at the kitchen window confirmed that it was looking
pretty gloomy outside, but he didn’t mind that. After Saturday night’s party
the cloud and drizzle were a lot easier on the eyes than bright sunshine. 


The toast popped up and he sat down at the circular pine
table in the centre of the kitchen. He hadn’t realised how hungry he was until
he started on the two slices of toast. It clearly wasn’t going to be enough, so
another two slices went in. 


That, along with the tea, did the trick. He was beginning to
feel vaguely human again and started to think he might even make it in to
school before midday. 


To all intents and purposes it was just another normal
Monday morning. He could not have begun to imagine the strange events that would
begin to unfold later in the day.


=============================


By the time Charlie eventually made it in to school he’d missed
not only his study period, but also his first class. It was almost lunchtime so
he headed straight for the canteen. 


By the time he got there and opened the large double swing-doors,
Josh and his other mates were already there. As soon as they saw him, the
ribbing started.


“Here he is – the ladykiller!” came Josh’s opening line, triggering
much sniggering from the others. “Mate, did you make a fool of yourself on
Saturday night, or what?”


“Um, I can’t remember exactly. Perhaps you’d better fill me
in?” replied Charlie, an unpleasant feeling of dread beginning to spread over
him.


“Can’t remember – that’s convenient! If I were you I
wouldn’t want to remember either. I’m talking about you and Kaylee. Don’t you
remember what you said?”


“I’m not sure I want to. But I’m sure you’re going to tell
me.”


Charlie sat down, opened his bag, and then his lunchbox
which contained a sandwich and a bag of crisps. 


Josh could scarcely conceal the glee in his voice as he
related the story. “You got really drunk and ended up sitting on the stairs
pouring your heart out to Kaylee. You said you loved her and wanted to marry
her.”


“It’s true!” chipped in Daniel, a rather obese-looking lad
from the other side of the table. “We all heard you.”


“Shut up, Dan, and concentrate on eating your chips”,
retorted a seriously riled Charlie. “Was it really that bad?”


“I’m afraid it was, mate”, continued Josh. He could see
Charlie was looking a bit upset and decided to soften his approach a little.
They were best mates after all. “The thing is, I do think she likes you, but
you’re putting her off by being way too keen - almost stalker-ish in fact!”


“How do you mean?”


“I mean things like commenting and liking her every Facebook
status, following her around school like a lovesick puppy, and the fact that
you’ve got a heart drawn on the back of your English folder with a C and a K
engraved into it. Just little things like that! You’re trying too hard, mate.”


“Well, what do you suggest then? What would you try?”


“I don’t have to try, mate, they always come to me”, replied
Josh, his bravado returning. “Didn’t you notice me and Lauren disappear for an
hour during the party? She was an absolute animal, I can tell you.”


It was true and Charlie knew it. Josh was the archetypal
blond and blue-eyed boy, and he had the girls falling at his feet whilst
Charlie was painfully aware of his own lack of experience. 


It seemed so unjust to him. Josh was so casual about it all
and didn’t seem to express any feelings for the various girlfriends he’d had.
Charlie, on the other hand, felt he had so much to offer – love, romance and
loyalty. But he seemed to be getting nowhere fast.


“Well I think I had better keep a low profile for a few
days”, Charlie responded. “I’ll hide out in the library a bit – none of the
lads ever go in there.” 


“Yes – but Kaylee does. That’s why you’re going there”,
interjected Daniel in-between a couple of mouthfuls of sausage.


“Dan – haven’t you got any vending machines to be raiding or
something? You’ve not exactly got women falling at your feet, have you?”


“He’s not bothered about any of that, are you Dan?” said
Josh. “He loves his food too much.”


“Speaking of which, do you want that bag of crisps,
Charlie?” asked Dan, noticing from the untouched bag that Charlie had eaten his
sandwich and left the crisps.


“Here – have it. I’ve lost my appetite. I’ll see you in
English.” Charlie got up and headed for the door. He heard some laughter behind
him and was sure he heard the word “loser” – almost certainly from Daniel, but he
ignored it. 


Soon he was outside in the fresh autumn breeze away from the
stifling atmosphere of the canteen.











Chapter Two


 


Charlie was not the only one having a bad day. 48-year-old
English teacher Peter Grant was preparing for his 2pm class of Year 12 students.



He was already exhausted and fed up with the day. His Year
10 students had run him ragged that morning, and a ridiculous lunchtime
argument in the staffroom over who was responsible for the washing-up of the
coffee cups hadn’t helped.


All of this he would have dealt with in his stride a few
years ago but he’d had more than his fair share of bad days since then.
Ruefully he reflected on the fact that he wasn’t so much having a bad day as a
bad year. 


In fact if he was brutally honest it was turning out to be a
bad decade, and there didn’t seem to be much prospect of things improving with
only a year or so of it still to go.


Discovering he had leukaemia three years ago had come as a
bolt out of the blue. He’d always taken care of himself, exercised, eaten
healthily and never smoked. Like most people, he had just assumed that it was
the sort of thing that happened to other people. 


Thankfully it had been caught early enough for it to be
treated, and he had been in remission for a couple of years now but there was no
guarantee that it might not reoccur at some point in the future. 


It was preying on his mind more than usual today as he’d had
a call from the surgery asking him to come in for an appointment as soon as
possible. Bearing in mind how difficult it was usually to get any sort of
appointment at the surgery, this was more than a little worrying.


He’d just gotten over the illness when he had to deal with the
shocking revelation that his wife had been having an affair with his best
friend for the past five years. He didn’t even have the chance to forgive her. 


Once the truth was out she announced she was leaving and
packed her suitcase the same day. There were no children to keep them together.
For one reason or another they had never got round to it. 


Now at 48 and single he had resigned himself to the fact
that he would probably never become a dad. He tried not to think about it too
much because if he did it began to eat away at his soul in the same way that
the cancer had eaten away at his body.


Peter was not an unattractive man. He no longer had the
thick mane of hair of his younger years and was beginning to pad out a little
around the middle but he felt he had a few good years in him yet. 


If he ever did get a date with anyone, he knew he would have
to play down some of his less attractive hobbies. He was a huge sci-fi fan, and
during his divorce proceedings it came to light that his wife’s affair had
begun whilst he was away at one of his conventions. 


His dream scenario would be to meet a woman who shared such
interests but he knew it was unlikely. He didn’t know what the ratio was, but he
guessed that for every female sci-fi geek there must be at least ten men.


It was very gloomy outside and had now started to rain. His
attention was drawn to it as it began to batter on the window. It did little to
help his mood. 


Students began filing into the room in dribs and drabs. It
was already three minutes past two. Most of them were late, as usual.


“Hey sir, what did you think of the new Doctor?” piped up
Daniel as he waddled in, half-eaten chocolate bar in hand. The kids were well
aware of Peter’s sci-fi obsession, and on Saturday night it had been the first
episode of the show he’d watched religiously since he was a small boy. 


He’d never hidden behind the sofa, to use an oft-quoted
cliché, but then that would have been quite tricky as the sofa in his childhood
home had its back to the wall. He did remember being scared, though. His first
memory was of giant lizard-like monsters baring their teeth at him from his television
set when he was three years old.


“The jury’s still out on that one – I think I preferred the
last one. It’s difficult to see how they are going to follow him” was his
response.


“I watched it on the internet last night. I couldn’t see it
on Saturday night as I was at a party”, said Daniel.


Peter wasn’t particularly interested in hearing about
Daniel’s weekend. The boy was a pain in the neck at the best of times so he
decided to change the subject and enquired, “Do you know where the others are?
It’s almost five past now. Don’t you kids have any concept of time?” 


Not knowing what was going to transpire over the next few
days, the irony of how prophetic that comment would turn out to be was lost on
him.


The class should have had sixteen students in it, but there
were less than half of them present.


“I’m not sure if Charlie’s coming – he’s sulking because
Kaylee won’t go out with him”, said Daniel, reverting to type. He loved nothing
better than grassing on people and stirring things up in general.


“Give it a rest, Dan. You don’t know anything about it.” The
response came from the shorter of the two girls sitting at the front of the
class at a desk next to the rain-lashed window.


Lauren Watson and Kaylee Thomas had been best friends since
reception class. As was usually the case, it had been Lauren who had spoken.
She was a pretty feisty creature who didn’t suffer fools gladly and would
always leap to her best friend’s defence.


The two girls couldn’t have looked more different. Lauren
was the shorter of the two, no more than five feet with short black hair cut
into a bob, a button nose, and a face and mouth that curved into a very cheeky
grin. Although diminutive in stature, she more than made up for it in spirit,
and few people wanted to get on the wrong side of her.


Kaylee, on the other hand, was taller, but much quieter. Her
long, blonde hair cascaded down in gorgeous wavy spirals to her shoulders,
complementing a slim but strong frame. Piercingly clear blue eyes gazed out
from her soft and perfect complexion. 


She truly was a beautiful young woman and, although she knew
it, she didn’t play upon it as some do.  It wasn’t hard to see why Charlie was
so smitten by her. 


“Speak of the devil”, said Daniel as Charlie wandered
unenthusiastically into the room.


Kaylee kept her head down, but Lauren made sure she gave
Charlie a dirty look as he invariably glanced across to the window where he
knew Kaylee would be sitting.


“Good of you to join us”, said Peter, and winced almost as
soon as he had said it. He knew he made the same lame comment every time a
student was late for class, but it had become such a force of habit that he
said it without thinking. He really ought to think of something more original.


Charlie offered little more than a grunt in return as he
took his seat next to Josh.


“Right, I guess we should make a start”, said Peter, taking
out his copy of Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World. “Where did we get to?” 


Peter bemoaned the lack of sci-fi on the A Level syllabus. Brave
New World was about as close as it got, so he always made sure it was the
first book he did with his students each year. After that, the rest of the year
tended to go downhill a bit. 


Even now, over a quarter of a century after he graduated, he
wondered if perhaps he should have become a science teacher rather than an
English teacher. 


Oh well, they had better get on with it.


“Right then, page 132…” He felt like it was going to be a
long afternoon.


=============================


Thankfully the rain had relented by the end of the day.
Charlie tried to slip away quietly but Josh caught up with him by the school
gates.


“What’s up, mate?” he enquired.


“You know what’s up”, replied Charlie.


“Is it because Kaylee won’t go out with you?”


“You know damn well that’s not what it is. It’s you lot
taking the piss out of me all the time.”


“I’m sorry mate – I was only joshing with you.” This was one
of Josh’s favourite phrases and he used it whenever he could.


“It’s not so much you, it’s Dan. And Lauren’s been dead off
with me as well.”


“You don’t want to worry about Dan – he’s a loser. You’ve
got a lot more going for you than he has: a six inch smaller waist size for a
start. There’s more chance of Oxford United winning the FA Cup than there is of
him getting a shag.” 


Josh was doing his upmost to make light of the situation to cheer
Charlie up and it seemed to be working.


“Yes, you’re right”, said Charlie, his mood lightening. “Shall
we go down J’s for a bite to eat? Mum’s not going to be at home tonight so she
won’t be expecting me for tea.”


“You twisted my arm – are you buying then? I spent all my
dosh on the booze for the party.”


“Come on then!” With Charlie smiling for the first time that
day, they headed off towards town.


J’s Diner was the latest addition to the town centre. In the
last couple of years there had been a resurgence of interest in 1950s culture,
and J’s reflected this. It was brightly lit with strip neon lighting, seats and
tables shaped into the style of classic 1950s muscle cars, and a Wurlitzer
jukebox playing the likes of Elvis, Little Richard and Chuck Berry. It captured
the mood of the era perfectly.


As soon as they opened the clear glass door Charlie spotted
Kaylee and Lauren sitting at the closest table to the window. Hit by an awkward
wave of teenage shyness he tried to look away, but it was too late. Josh was
already making a beeline for their table.


“Hey girls, fancy bumping into you here”, opened Josh, as he
slid effortlessly into the seat next to Lauren. This left only one place for
Charlie to go – right next to Kaylee. Before he could sit down, though, Lauren
chimed in with “Well look who’s here – stalker boy!”


“We didn’t know you were here – honest”, said Charlie as he
nervously took his place next to Kaylee.


“It’s OK, Charlie”, said Kaylee softly, turning to him.
“It’s no big deal. You guys should lay off him.”


“Fair enough”, said Lauren, “but I’m watching you”, giving
Charlie a warning look.


Charlie always felt a little uncomfortable around Lauren.
She was so cool and streetwise, seemingly full of confidence and lightning fast
with responses that could knock a man dead at ten paces. He could never be sure
when she was joking and when she was being serious. 


It was no wonder she and Josh got along so well. He couldn’t
see their recent encounter leading to anything serious, though. They were both
just too busy enjoying themselves for that. 


Charlie didn’t think like they did. He just wanted to be
with someone special and wasn’t interested in any of that ‘playing the field’
stuff. To be precise, he wanted to be with Kaylee, but with Lauren seemingly acting
as a very effective guard dog it seemed unlikely he’d ever get near her, especially
after last Saturday’s performance.


Charlie’s musings were interrupted by Josh asking: “Who’s
for milkshakes then?” Nobody was likely to refuse. J’s Diner made an amazing
range of milkshakes which were all up on the wall on a huge painted canvas. There
must have been at least 50 different varieties on offer. 


The four of them chose what they wanted and Josh got up to
go to the self-service counter.


“I’ll come up and help you”, offered Kaylee, leaving Charlie
in the uncomfortable position of being alone with Lauren. He was pretty sure he
was about to get the third degree, but his fears were unfounded.


“Listen, Charlie. I don’t really think you’re a stalker. In
fact Kaylee really likes you.”


“Really?” he asked. Charlie hadn’t expected this from
Lauren. He was so full of self-doubt after Saturday that he scarcely dared
believe that Kaylee might still like him.


“Yes, really. But you made a right fool of yourself on
Saturday night. If you really wanted to blow your chances with her, you
certainly went the right way about it.”


“I’m sorry. I guess I’m just not very good at this sort of
thing. Josh seems to find it so easy.”


“Yes, he does, and that’s one of the reasons I would far
rather she ended up with someone like you than someone like him.”


Charlie was momentarily taken aback by this. He hadn’t
expected to hear her criticise Josh. He replied with “But, on Saturday, didn’t
you and Josh…?” His words tailed off as he couldn’t bring himself to say it,
but she saved his embarrassment by cutting him short.


“Yes, we did – and that’s the whole point. People like me go
with people like Josh. Kaylee’s different. She’s sensitive and I don’t want to
see her messed about. You’d be good for her, but you can’t afford any more
scenes like Saturday.”


“What do you suggest, then?”


“Just play it cool, take your time, and let things happen.
Don’t try to force it.” Lauren looked up to see the others returning to the
table. “And one final thing – if you break her heart, I’ll kill you.”


Coming from Lauren, he could well believe it.


Josh plonked a tray down on the table. “OK, here we go,
guys: pineapple for Lauren, chocolate for Charlie, banana for Kaylee, and toffee
for me.” 


“This is very generous of you, Josh”, said Kaylee.


“No it isn’t. Charlie’s paying. I’m broke”, replied Josh.


“Well then. Thank-you, Charlie”, said Kaylee. She looked at
Charlie and smiled.


‘Peggy Sue’ was playing on the jukebox as Charlie sucked up
his milkshake through the crazy swirly straws that J’s provided. He was
starting to feel much better. Perhaps this would turn out to be a good day
after all.


=============================


It wasn’t turning out to be a good day for everybody.  Across
town Peter was sitting in the waiting room in the Doctor’s surgery. 


He had been there over twenty minutes waiting for his
appointment to be called. He had flicked unenthusiastically through the small
stack of reading material available which consisted of back copies of Country
Life and Homes and Gardens. Now he was eyeing up the various self-help
leaflets alongside them on the table.


“Are you drinking too much?”, said one of them. “Check your
testicles”, said another.


He didn’t want to depress himself any further by imagining
any more problems so he decided to give the leaflets a miss. He always felt a
little uneasy in surgery waiting rooms anyway, wondering what diseases other
people who had handled the magazines and leaflets might have been carrying. 


A young woman sitting a couple of seats away from him had
been coughing and sneezing away as well. She had made no effort to use a tissue
or even put her hand over her mouth, and he could see some small globules from
her nose had landed on some leaflets imploring people to eat more fruit and
vegetables. 


Eventually he was called and he made his way down the short
corridor to his doctor’s room. Since his cancer, he had to have regular tests
and on this occasion his family doctor and friend for twenty years, Doctor Alan
Dickinson, had some bad news for him.


“What’s the score then, Alan?” he asked tentatively.


“I’ll come straight to the point, Peter”, replied Alan, with
a notable absence of his usual jovial manner. “We aren’t happy with the last
lot of bloods you did.”


“Is the cancer back?” he asked immediately, a feeling of
impending doom spreading over him.


“Now I don’t want you to panic. We found a lot of abnormal
white cells in the latest tests. It does not necessarily mean that the cancer
is back, but I am going to have to send you into hospital as soon as possible
for some more tests. I’ve got an appointment for you next week.”


Peter thought ahead. It was half-term next week so no one
would need to know. He really did not like talking about it with anyone and,
other than the headmaster, no one at school even knew of his illness. 


“OK. I’ll be there. What’s the prognosis, though? Just give
it to me straight.”


“I’ll be honest with you. It does look as if the leukaemia
may have returned but I don’t want you to worry unduly. The survival rates are
very good these days, and if it hasn’t developed too far you can be treated.”
Alan was doing his best to reassure him.


“But it’s not certain? I could die?” he asked.


“Nothing’s certain. But things are getting better all the
time. There are some revolutionary new treatments being trialled in the States
that are showing amazing results. We should have them over here within a few
years – by which time we may be able to cure you completely.” Alan was doing
his best to sound upbeat.


“But will it be in time to save me?” asked Peter.


“You’re not at death’s door. Even with the treatments we
have now, the five-year survival rates are excellent, so there’s a good chance
you’ll be around when these treatments become available.”


“How much chance is there? Can you put a number on it?”


“It’s not a game of poker, Peter. I can‘t quote you odds. At
least not until we know more. Go to the hospital next week, get assessed, and
then we’ll reassess the situation. The appointment is on Wednesday.”


“I guess that’s what I’ll have to do then. Thanks, Alan.”


He walked out feeling somewhat deflated. Wednesday was nine
days away and it seemed like a very long time.











Chapter Three


 


It was after 5pm by the time the boys left the diner. The
weather had improved dramatically, and they were able to enjoy a little early
evening sunshine on the way home. 


There was a distinct chill in the air, though, as the nights
drew in and leaves were blowing around everywhere in the breeze.


Their route took them through the newly constructed tunnel
under what was to become the new HS2 railway line. Although construction was at
last underway, the project was not scheduled to be complete until 2026. The
boys therefore found themselves walking through a tunnel above which no trains
would run for at least another eight years.


On the way home the topics of conversation had varied
considerably, now turning to one of Josh’s favourite subjects, football.


“You’re wasting your time with Oxford United, mate. They are
never going to get out of League Two”, said Josh.


“True, but they are still our nearest club – so we should
support them”, replied Charlie.


“They aren’t that near. It’s just as quick to get up the motorway
to Birmingham. Quicker still when this railway’s finished”, said Josh, pointing
up to the embankment as they approached the tunnel entrance.


“I’m not supporting Aston Villa, mate, and that’s that. Give
it up. I’d rather support Man Utd than them, and they’ve been rubbish this
season. Besides, I hardly think HS2 is going to be wasting its time stopping
here.”


The banter continued as they entered the tunnel. It had only
been open about a month and few people used it yet. Work was progressing on a
road tunnel nearby, but that was a long way from completion. For now the main entry
road to the estate still crossed the path of the new railway line, about 50
metres further along the track. But for the boys the tunnel represented a
significant short cut.


Today they were not the only ones using the tunnel. There
was a middle-aged man walking about thirty yards ahead of them. They weren’t
paying any real attention to him for they had no reason to. He was just a bloke
walking along the same route as them and there was nothing unusual in that. 


However, on this occasion, Charlie just happened to look up
when he noticed something very odd indeed.


Right in the middle of the tunnel the man suddenly seemed to
disappear and then a split second later reappear, continuing to walk on as if
nothing had happened.


“Did you see that?” gasped Charlie, astounded at what he’d
just seen.


“See what?” asked Josh, who obviously hadn’t or he would
have said so.


“That bloke – he just vanished.”


“No he didn’t. Look - there he is!” exclaimed Josh, a strong
tone of sarcasm in his voice.


“Yes, you can see him now but honestly he just vanished for
a second and then reappeared.”


“Are you on drugs?” asked Josh, enjoying taking the piss as
usual. “You’re having hallucinations.”


“Look – just stop here a minute.” They were just a couple of
yards short of where Charlie thought he had seen the man disappear. The man in
question was now at the far end of the tunnel, passing by a couple of rough-looking
youths who were spray-painting something on the wall at the exit from the
tunnel.


“Seriously – when that bloke got to about here he flickered
out of existence for a second or two. I’m not on drugs and I’m not
hallucinating. I definitely saw him disappear and then reappear.”


“So what are you saying – if I step through here I’ll
vanish?” said Josh with a scornful tone in his voice. He stepped forward and he
did indeed vanish.


“Josh!” exclaimed Charlie, alarmed. But as fast as he took
in what was happening, Josh reappeared.


“You see!” boasted Josh triumphantly! “Nothing happened.” 


“But it did!” exclaimed Charlie. “You disappeared just like
the other bloke, but it seemed longer this time.”


“I did not disappear”, said Josh. “You’re losing it big-style,
mate. I think all this stuff with Kaylee’s gone to your head.”


“I am telling you, when you walked forward just now, you
disappeared for a couple of seconds.”


“OK then”, said Josh. “You try it.”


“Alright then, I will.” It was obviously the only way he was
going to prove it to him. Charlie stepped forward and this time it was Josh’s
turn to be surprised.


“This is some sort of trick, Charlie. Where are you?” he
said into the empty tunnel. Then Charlie promptly reappeared.


“OK – I’m convinced!” he said. “You did disappear”!


“Did I?” It was Charlie’s turn to be surprised. “It didn’t
feel like I did. How long for?”


“I’m not sure exactly – maybe about five seconds?” said
Josh.


“That’s interesting”, said Charlie with a pensive look on
his face. “I’m pretty sure it was less than that the first two times. Maybe we
should try it again?”


“OK – well, I’ll use the stopwatch on my phone”, suggested
Josh. He got his latest Android gadget out, found the stopwatch and said,
“Right, I’m ready – let’s go.”


Charlie stepped back through in the opposite direction this
time, but nothing happened.


“That’s odd”, said Josh.


“I was going the opposite way before”, replied Charlie. “Maybe
it only works in one direction.  Let me come back again from this side. Are you
ready?”


“Ready.” Charlie stepped through and vanished.


“10.5 seconds precisely”, stated Josh as Charlie reappeared.
“I was starting to get worried you weren’t coming back.”


“That’s the longest one yet. Let’s do it again. You go this
time, and I’ll time it.”


While he was waiting for Josh to reappear, Charlie looked up
the tunnel towards where the two yobs were spray-painting. They were engrossed
in their artwork and were not taking any notice of what Charlie and Josh were
doing. After 21 seconds, Josh reappeared.


“You know I’m beginning to see a pattern here. It’s doubling
in length each time”, said Charlie. “Try it again and I bet it will take 42
seconds.”


“Why don’t we both go through together this time?” suggested
Josh.


“If we do that, who’s going to set the timer?” asked
Charlie. 


“Put the phone down on the floor, set the timer and then
we’ll step through together and check it when we get back.”


“What if someone nicks your phone while we’re gone?” asked
Charlie, looking again towards the end of the tunnel, but the two graffiti
artists had disappeared.


“We are only going to be gone 42 seconds. No one is going to
be able to get from the end of the tunnel, steal a phone and get away again in that
time, are they?” There was no denying the logic of Josh’s argument.


“That’s a fair point”, conceded Charlie. “OK then, here
goes. Set the timer.”


“Right - now we must step through together.”


“Hold hands?” suggested Charlie.


“Now you’re being gay”, said Josh, laughing. But he grabbed
Charlie’s hand anyway and they stepped through.


“Did anything happen?” asked Charlie. It hadn’t seemed as if
anything had.


“I’ll check the timer”, said Josh. “Hang on. It only says
about eight seconds has passed, which is about how long ago I started it.”


“Maybe only one person can step through at a time? It
doesn’t work for two?” suggested Charlie.


“I don’t know – how or why would that work?”


“I’ve no idea”, said Charlie. “We don’t know anything about
this thing. Maybe there’s a weight limit like that lift in school with the sign
in it that says “maximum weight eight persons or 500kg.” By the way, have you
seen what someone has written underneath it?”


Charlie had noticed earlier that someone had written “Or Daniel
Fisher” underneath it in black marker pen.


Josh giggled. “Yeah that was well funny. I should know. I
wrote it.”


“I knew that was you. I recognised the writing. Dan was not
happy.”


“Yeah, well he deserved it. Not for being fat, just for
being an arrogant tosser.”


Charlie looked up and noticed a figure had entered the
tunnel, coming from the direction of town, as they had originally done so.


“Look, someone’s coming”, he said.


The boys stood back against the tunnel wall, looking like
they were loitering with intent, as a man proceeded down the tunnel, somewhat
uneasy on his feet.


“Oh God, it’s Andy Green”, said Charlie. “He’s a complete
pisshead who lives a few doors down from us. I’ve heard him a few times coming
home in the evenings making a right racket.”


“He looks like he’s had a few today. Come on, let’s move
along the tunnel a bit and see if he disappears. Get the stopwatch ready.”


The boys watched as Andy approached, swearing belligerently
at no one in particular. He was unshaven and unkempt, with a thinning mop of
greasy unwashed hair on top. He was dressed in a blue denim jacket which had
gone out of fashion sometime towards the end of the last century, matching jeans,
and some scuffed-up old trainers that had seen better days. 


Just as he was about to reach the middle of the tunnel he
stopped and pulled out a fag which he subsequently dropped. This led to him
scrabbling around on the floor trying to pick it up, accompanied by another
round of swearing. 


“You’ve got some really nice neighbours, mate”, observed
Josh.


“Well, we can’t all live on Magnolia Avenue, can we?”
replied Charlie, in reference to his friend’s posh new house. “Hang on, looks
like he’s got it sorted.”


Andy had managed to light his fag at about the eighth attempt
and promptly staggered forward and disappeared.


“Well, if our theory is correct, he should appear after
exactly 42 seconds”, said Josh.


“Quick, let’s move back down the tunnel so we’re behind him
when he re-emerges. I don’t want to have to talk to him”, said Charlie.


“Won’t he notice we’ve gone?” asked Josh.


“He’s drunk, he won’t notice anything” replied Charlie.


Sure enough, after 42 seconds Andy reappeared and staggered
on his way, completely oblivious to his little time travel adventure.


“Well, that confirms it then. It is doubling each time. What
the hell is this thing?” asked Josh.


“It must be some sort of time portal. Somehow whoever goes
through it is being transported forward in time by a margin that doubles each
time. No one can see them and they don’t even know they are in there. From our
perspective it is as if they are trapped in their own little Time Bubble until
the correct amount of time has passed.”


“Do you think anyone else knows about it?” Josh was full of
questions. Charlie was hardly an expert on the subject but tried to make the
best sense of it that he could.


“I wouldn’t have thought so. After all, when we first saw it,
the first person went through in about a second, possibly less. Before that,
the time intervals were probably too small for anyone to notice.”


“So what are we going to do about it?” asked Josh. “Do you
think we should tell anyone?”


“Who can we tell? And who would believe us? It just sounds
like some sort of teenage sci-fi fantasy.” Charlie remembered a time when he’d
tried to get Kaylee interested in Doctor Who and had failed miserably.


“But if it keeps doubling – well, there are all sorts of
possibilities. We could keep going through and see the future. We could do
anything.”


“You haven’t thought this through, Josh. For a start we
don’t know if there is any way of getting back. And secondly if you start jumping
forward days or weeks or even further in time, how are you going to explain to
everyone where you’ve been? How are your mum and dad going to feel if you just
disappear? No – we need to think about this carefully.”


“OK, that makes sense, I guess”, conceded Josh. His usual
bravado had disappeared temporarily and he seemed intensely deep in thought as
the implications of what they had discovered sank in.


“I think we should make a few more trial runs and see what
happens”, suggested Charlie.


“OK – let’s go. I’m calling shotgun – me first.” Charlie
started the stopwatch and Josh stepped in to the Bubble once again.











Chapter Four


 


When the call came through from the CCTV monitoring centre
about teenagers spraying graffiti on the entrance to the new railway tunnel, P.C.
Hannah Benson was quite pleased. 


It had been a rather uninspiring day to say the least. The
most exciting thing to happen so far had been telling some kids off for riding
their bikes in the pedestrian zone in the town centre. Whilst the graffiti was
hardly the crime of the century, it was at least something to do to break up
the monotony.


She was 27 years old and had been a police officer for five
years but was about to move up the ranks, having just completed the training
programme to become a sergeant. She was out now in a squad car with her
colleague, P.C. Adrian Johnson, who was describing his master plan for
apprehending the miscreants.


“I’ll drop you off at the town end of the tunnel”, he
suggested, “so that you can walk through. I’ll take the car round the other
side and catch them if they attempt to run for it.”


“So I get the dangerous bit then?” said Hannah.


“I don’t think you’re going to come to an enormous amount of
harm from two teenagers aimed with spray cans, Hannah”, said her colleague. 


“Come on then – let’s get a shift on before they go”, she
said, eager to get on with it.


She pulled on her hat over her short blonde hair and stepped
out of the car. 


This conversation was all academic as 30 minutes had passed
since the irate pensioner who had spotted the graffiti artists had phoned 101.
This then had to be communicated to the CCTV monitoring centre, and then on to
Hannah and Adrian who had been three miles away on the other side of town when
they got the call. 


By the time they had fought their way through the rush hour
traffic the perpetrators had long since absconded. 


Josh and Charlie were very much still in the tunnel, though.
They had quite literally lost track of time. It was significantly later now
than the times displayed on their phones and watches due to their numerous
trips in the Time Bubble, and darkness had long since fallen.


They had made another interesting discovery after Charlie
had attempted to go into the Bubble whilst Josh was already in there. He discovered
that he couldn’t. It seemed that the Time Bubble would allow only one person inside
it at a time. Once someone was in transit, everyone else could pass freely
through the tunnel without incident.


It was a little after 7pm when Josh emerged from the tunnel
after his latest trip, the longest yet at 22½ minutes. His watch was now well
over half an hour slow.


“I nearly died of boredom waiting for you”, remarked
Charlie. “I can’t even get a decent mobile phone signal in here.”


“Perhaps we ought to call it a night”, replied Josh. “I’m
certainly not hanging around for another 45 minutes waiting for you. And it’s
getting cold.”


“But what are we going to do about the Bubble?” asked
Charlie.


“What can we do? It’s not like we’ve got any control over it”,
said Josh. “It’s not as if we can stick a big sign at the entrance to the
tunnel telling people not to come in. Or tell the police or anything.”


“Speaking of which – look!” Charlie had spotted Hannah who
had entered the tunnel and was now heading towards them.


“Perhaps we ought to go”, suggested Josh, and they started
to walk back up the tunnel, away from the Time Bubble and towards home.


“Just a minute, you two”, called out Hannah. Having been
sent to look for teenagers spraying graffiti in the tunnel and finding two
teenage boys loitering around inside it, she had come to the not unreasonable
deduction that these two were the most likely culprits.


“Just keep walking”, whispered Josh.


“Hey…” shouted Hannah – and promptly vanished as she entered
the Time Bubble.


“Right that’s it – I am definitely getting out of here”,
said Charlie. “This is too weird for words. Let’s go back to mine. My mum’s
working late, so there won’t be anyone there. We need to figure out what to do
about all of this.”


“No need to rush”, replied Josh. ”By my calculations we’ve
got a good 45 minutes’ head start on that policewoman.” 


They had reckoned without her colleague, though. As they
emerged from the end of the tunnel, there was a squad car waiting. Inside sat P.C.
Johnson, who was trying to contact Hannah on his radio.


“P.C. Benson, come in please. Do you read me?” He spotted
the boys leaving the tunnel and got out of the car.


“Excuse me, boys. Can I have a word, please?”


“What is it, officer?” Charlie tried to sound as innocent as
possible, a strong feeling of guilt coming over him even though he hadn’t done
anything.


“We’ve had some reports of teenagers spraying graffiti on
the entrance of this tunnel.” He gestured at the wall, where the initials OUFC
had been daubed in large yellow paint along with an extremely crude drawing of
the male anatomy.


“Nothing to do with us, officer”, said Josh. “I did see some
other lads hanging around here earlier, though.”


“You won’t mind if I look in your bags then” said Adrian.
“Just so I can check you’re not carrying any cans of yellow spray paint or
anything.”


“Be my guest”, said Josh, knowing they were on safe ground.


Adrian had a quick look through the bags and didn’t find
what he was looking for. He did notice all of the doodles on the back of
Charlie’s folder, though, including a large heart with two names written in it.


“Quite the artist, aren’t we, sir? Who’s Kaylee?”


“His girlfriend”, said Josh, “in his dreams.”


Adrian’s experienced eye could see the two boys probably weren’t
the graffiti artists. They weren’t the type. He decided to send them on their
way.


“Right, you two had better get yourselves home. Don’t let me
see you hanging around this tunnel again. Oh – and there is just one more
thing. You didn’t happen to see my colleague P.C. Benson in the tunnel, did
you?”


“No. We haven’t seen anyone – have we, Charlie?”


“Not a soul.”


“Right, off you go then.” As Charlie and Josh headed on into
the new estate, Adrian ventured into the tunnel.


“Hannah?” he called out.


But the tunnel was deserted.


=============================


Hannah blinked. And the boys vanished. Of course from her
perspective she had not disappeared at all – they had. 


“What the …?” she mouthed, but there was no one there to
hear her. Now this was seriously confusing. One minute the boys were there and
the next they just weren’t. She walked on alongside the strip yellow lighting
set into the walls of the tunnel until she emerged into the darkness at the far
end. 


There was no sign of the squad car either. She decided to
radio her colleague.


“P.C. Johnson, come in please. What is your location?”


“Hannah, is that you?” came the reply. “I’ve been trying to
radio you. Where have you been?”


“What do you mean, where have I been?”, retorted Hannah,
feeling more than a little bit irked. “You were meant to be waiting for me at
the end of the tunnel.”


“I was waiting! You never came out. I’m back at the station
now – I had to report your disappearance. You’d better get back here right now
– Kent is not happy!”


“What did you have to tell him for?” asked Hannah, now
annoyed that she was going to have to explain herself to her boss. Not that she
even knew what or how she was going to explain. “And how did you get back to
the station so quickly?”


“Just get back here and we’ll sort it out when you get here.”



“I’m on my way now. You had better get the kettle on. I
think I need a caffeine injection.” 


Hannah was feeling more than a little confused. First there
was the disappearance of the boys and now this. She walked slowly back through
the tunnel, looking around carefully but she could see nothing untoward. There
was nowhere the boys could have hidden or any other way out. 


It was a mystery but not one she was able to come up with
any sort of plausible theory about. 


She mused over various possibilities in her head, rejecting
each one in turn. Perhaps she passed out? But then she would have fallen over. 


Then another thought struck her – she hoped it was not narcolepsy.
She had seen a programme about it on TV a while back where some guy had kept
falling asleep standing up. She wouldn’t be able to do her job with that.


By the time she reached the station and headed for Kent’s
office she was still none the wiser. She’d just have to bluff it out.


D.I. Richard Kent was a veteran police officer who had more
than a hint of “old school” about him. He had a brash, abrasive, no-nonsense
approach to dealing with matters, but stopped short of doing anything against
the rules, unlike his colleagues of a generation ago. 


He was in his early forties but looked older with his
thinning hair and middle-aged spread, brought on by a quarter of a century of exceeding
his 21 units of alcohol a week. He justified this to himself and to anyone who
would listen as being down to the stress of the job. 


It showed on his face, too, which had a slightly ruddy
complexion and rapidly reddening nose. He was also developing a double chin.


He had been looking forward to getting down to the pub for a
couple of pints on the way home, so was not in the best of moods when he heard
that P.C. Benson had gone missing – albeit temporarily. The clock in his office
was now showing 8.20pm, by which time he would normally expect to be on his
first pint in The Red Lion.


There was a somewhat timid knock on the door from a rather
subdued Hannah, to which he bellowed “Come in!” belligerently enough to
unsettle her even more than she was already. She turned the handle and entered.


“Where the bloody hell have you been?” he demanded.


“I was out on a job with P.C. Johnson – we got sent to investigate
some kids spraying graffiti in…”


He cut her short: “Yes, yes, I know all that! What I want to
know is where you went after that. P.C. Johnson couldn’t find you anywhere!”


“That is because I didn’t go anywhere.” Hannah was feeling
flustered. “It is less than an hour since we got the call.”


“It’s twenty-five past eight. Johnson says you went into the
tunnel about quarter past seven.”


Only then did she notice the clock. Surely it wasn’t that
late? She glanced at her wristwatch. It read 19.40. She pulled out her mobile
phone which showed the same.


“Excuse me – do you mind not messing about with your phone
while I’m telling you off?” blustered Kent, his face growing redder by the
second. “If you want to get on in this force you might start showing some respect
to your superiors.”


“But look, sir”, said Hannah, showing her phone to her boss
– “Your clock must be wrong.” 


“There’s nothing wrong with that clock. Look, I’ve got a
watch, too – 8.26pm – see?”


“But this can’t be right”, said Hannah. 


“Do you know what I think is going on here?” asked Kent.


“What?” said Hannah, abruptly. 


“How about adding a ‘sir’ to that?”


“Sorry. What, sir?” asked Hannah, sarcastically.


Kent ignored the sarcasm and continued.


“I think you and Johnson are in this together. I think you
are deliberately trying to wind me up and this is all some big prank. Do you
think I was born yesterday? I was out solving crimes when you and Johnson were
still in reception class.” 


The more he went on, the more convinced Kent became. He also
couldn’t stop thinking about the lovely pint of bitter waiting for him at The
Red Lion.


“It’s not a prank, sir.”


“Get out of my sight, Benson. And when you see Johnson, tell
him he’s in my bad books as well. I am not happy.” He put excessive
emphasis on the word “not.”


Hannah realised there was no point in arguing any further
and decided to admit defeat. “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”


“Off you go then”, he said, ushering her towards the door. “And
no more pranks, do you hear?”


Hannah made a swift exit, her tail between her legs. He gave
her a few seconds to get clear and then grabbed his coat and headed for the
door. He’d soon be with his pals at the pub, bemoaning the lack of respect of
young officers these days. Not addressing him properly and playing stupid
practical jokes. Yes, he could feel a good rant coming on. 


The week had not started well. He hoped the rest of the week
would be quiet and easy so he could play boss and then relax down the pub in
the evenings. He had no inkling of just how busy he was going to be in a few days’
time.











Chapter Five


 


The next three people to fall into the Time Bubble all got
into varying degrees of trouble and were all equally unable to explain
themselves.


A teenager in the year below Charlie and Josh was an hour
and a half late home from football training later that evening and got grounded
for a week.


An errant husband, only recently forgiven by his wife for an
affair with a work colleague, got the third degree when he arrived home at
nearly 2am after a Monday night pool match, three hours later than usual.


And an overnight postal worker, due in to help sort the
overnight mail at 2am, was the most confused of all when he emerged into the
early morning sunshine at the other end of the tunnel. He was home an hour
later complete with a written warning that if it happened again he’d be out of
a job.


Shortly after the postman’s departure, Charlie and Josh were
back at the tunnel entrance. Neither had got much sleep, overcome by the
excitement of what they had discovered. It was a crisp autumn morning, but it
felt warm in the bright sunshine.  


“I want to try it again, Charlie”, said Josh.


“Now hang on a minute. We’ve not been here all night. We
have no idea how long you are going to be in there. This thing could be
dangerous. You might disappear forever.” Charlie’s naturally more cautious
nature contrasted starkly with Josh’s recklessness.


Josh was unperturbed. “We know it only ever doubles in size
and last time it was only 45 minutes. It can’t have grown that massively since
then even if some other people have been in it. Besides, I don’t fancy school
today. You can cover for me, can’t you? Say I’m ill or something?”


“I guess so”, said Charlie, resigned to the fact that as
usual Josh was going to do whatever Josh wanted to do and he couldn’t stop him.
“What time is it now?”


“It’s five past eight. So let’s try and work out how long I
could be in there. If we double what we’ve had so far that gives us 45 minutes
for that policewoman, so after that it’s going to be 90 minutes, three hours,
six hours – maybe even possibly twelve. Yes, it can’t be more than twelve.” 


Josh’s brow furrowed as he worked out the timings. He was
doing A Level maths and loved playing around with numbers. Charlie knew that to
his cost, having played and lost heavily to him at poker a few times. 


“Can you get back here to meet me?” he asked.


“I’ll try”, replied Charlie “But I can’t be back for the
first two – I’ve got classes.”


“Can’t you miss them? This sort of thing doesn’t happen
every day you know. It’s kind of a bit more important, don’t you think?” Josh
couldn’t believe Charlie was putting classes before this monumental discovery.


“I’m not hanging around here all day on the off chance you
might appear”, said Charlie. “You might not even be able to go anyway. There
could be someone in there already. What about that policewoman? Do you think
she might have worked it out?”


“If she had, then don’t you think she or her colleagues
would be here? The tunnel would be sealed off, too, I would imagine. Police
line – do not cross and all that.”


“I guess you’re right”, conceded Charlie. “Tell you what then
– if you come out before three hours, ring me, message me or come into school.
If I haven’t heard from you by 11am, I’ll try and get down here to check after
three hours are up. If you don’t come out then, I’ll come again three hours
after that. Happy with that?”


“I guess I will have to be”, said Josh. “What time is it now
– exactly? We must keep timing it so we can calculate the length of each trip
precisely.


“It’s 8.07 and three seconds precisely” replied Charlie.


“OK – here goes.” Josh stepped through and vanished.


There was little point Charlie hanging around any longer so
he headed off towards school.


=============================


Ye Olde Chapel was a soulless place at the best of times but
on Tuesday mornings it could be seen at its most dismal. Built by Presbyterian
monks in the late-17th century, it had long ceased to be a place of
worship. Now the only salvation its patrons sought was in the cheap beer they
flocked to buy on Friday and Saturday nights, later to be vomited up on the
streets of the town. 


The building had lain disused for years prior to being
bought up by a national pub chain. Newly refurbished, it was now doing a
roaring trade. The locals referred to it as “Ye Olde Craphole”, but it didn’t
stop them from going in there. The lure of cheap food and drink was too
tempting.


Although impressive on the outside with its Gothic
architecture and stained glass windows, the same could not be said of the
interior. On this particular Tuesday morning the place was almost deserted. 


Along the right-hand wall was a row of fruit machines, their
bright lights flashing in a forlorn attempt to entice in the few customers
around at this time of day. A small gaggle of young mums with pushchairs sat at
a circular table enjoying the cheap £3.50 breakfast plus a drink deal, their
toddlers running around unchecked. 


At another table two builders sat having the larger £5.99
breakfast which had two of everything on it, all washed down with a couple of pints
of strong lager. 


Other than that the only other customer was a bearded
middle-aged gentleman sitting at the bar which ran the whole length of the
left-hand side of the pub. He was dressed in a smart suit and appeared to be
making detailed notes with a biro in the centre of a copy of the Racing Post,
pausing every now and again to press a few buttons on a pocket calculator.


However, Ye Olde Chapel did have one key advantage over the
other pubs on the High Street. It was the only one open at that time of day.
This was good news for one patron in particular who had nothing else of any use
to do that day. 


The double doors opened and in walked local drunk Andy Green,
none the worse and none the wiser for his 42-second trip in the Time Bubble the
previous evening.


Andy was 41 years old but looked older. His once-flowing
locks of naturally curly hair were thinning and greying now. His tired,
bloodshot eyes looked out from a face that was more than a little crinkly,
especially around the mouth after a lifetime of heavy smoking. 


The single stud earring he wore was beginning to look
vaguely ridiculous and his clothes were old and shabby, the ancient denim jacket
completing the picture of decline.


Andy himself could not see any of this. In his eyes he was
still the life and soul of the party, and as his drinking had increased he had failed
to notice that most of his former friends considered him a pain in the arse. 


He had always drunk a lot but things had got a lot worse
since he had been made redundant three months ago. Now, instead of being down
the pub every night, it was every day. 


He was dimly aware that the money was running out, but in
his alcohol-induced state he chose not to worry about it. He didn’t have anyone
to answer to. His wife and kids had long since gone and he had practically lost
touch with them. The last he heard of them, they had moved to Cambridge and she
had married a scientist. 


He convinced himself that he didn’t need them. He was living
the life of Riley of a bachelor and he could have anyone he wanted. The reality
was that he hadn’t pulled in months.


It hadn’t always been this way. Somehow, somewhere along the
way he had turned from a person who was “going to be someone” into a person who
“could have been someone.” 


Back in the early noughties he’d had it all. A decent job,
the looks, the hair, and he could also sing. He had made it through the
qualifying rounds of a huge TV talent show of the time, and made a few brief
appearances on TV. He didn’t have to try very hard back then to get women. They
just seemed to fall at his feet, and the cockier and more confident he became,
the more they seemed to like it.


The problem now was that he still thought he was the same
person he had been fifteen years ago. He had never bothered to learn how to
talk to women properly because he hadn’t needed to. Now his looks were gone, he
had nothing left to offer and they didn’t want to know. 


Deep down inside he was vaguely aware of this but he kept
the reality at bay behind a wall of alcohol and bravado, trying to pretend he
was still the loveable rogue he once used to be.


The harsh truth was that most people avoided him like the
plague and certainly wouldn’t miss him if he wasn’t around. In fact he could
probably disappear for an entire day and nobody would even notice, except
perhaps his sister, who would probably be relieved more than anything. 


Having been kicked out of his flat some time ago, he was now
crashing at her place on the new estate, and needless to say she was sick of
the sight of him. In fact she was currently away on a week’s late deal with a
friend in Majorca to get a break from him, leaving strict instructions to a)
look for a job and b) look for somewhere else to live. 


Unsurprisingly, he had done neither.


It was now just after 10am and time for his first pint of
the day. He headed straight for the bar and the nineteen-year-old petite blonde
barmaid rolled her eyes, knowing she was in for a long morning. Fifteen years
ago he’d have been able to charm someone like her into bed at the drop of a
hat, but that was a very long time ago.


=============================


Charlie was back at the tunnel for 11.07, but there was no
sign of Josh. He had explained his friend’s absence at school by saying he was
ill. This was accepted by everyone except Dan who loudly proclaimed that he
“must have a hangover” loudly enough for the Head of Year to hear it. He walked
through the tunnel but, as he expected, did not disappear into the Time Bubble
so Josh was definitely still inside. 


There was no point hanging around the tunnel which was
deserted, so he decided to head back to school. 


Kaylee and Lauren were sitting in the Year 12 common room
during their study period but there wasn’t much work going on. Instead the talk
was all of boys, and Kaylee’s mind was on one boy in particular.


“Are you going to be seeing Josh again?” asked Kaylee.


“I’m not sure. He’s a good laugh but you know I don’t want
anything serious. I’m having too much fun”, replied Lauren suggestively.


Lauren had discovered sex some time ago and had quickly
become a free spirit, wanting to experiment with as many boys as possible. She
prided herself on the fact that she had waited until she was sixteen, just six
months ago, but now it felt amazing and liberating to have already had four
lovers.


Kaylee was different. Although she was two months older than
Lauren, she was still a virgin. She was curious about sex but wanted her first
time to be special – not drunk at a party which was what Lauren seemed to
specialise in. 


Despite Charlie’s foolish behaviour on Saturday night, it
hadn’t put her off him. In fact, it had almost been endearing in a way. She
just wished he hadn’t embarrassed himself and her in front of all their
friends.


“I was kind of hoping you might see Josh again – perhaps we
could go on a double date?” suggested Kaylee, tentatively.


“Ah – I see where you’re going with this. You want me and
Josh to come along with you and Charlie. Well, yeah, I’d be up for that. It’s
not like he’s my boyfriend or anything serious. I might even get another shag
out of it.” Lauren had an irrepressible twinkle in her eye.


“Is that all you think about?” replied Kaylee, with a slight
giggle.


“You should try it sometime. You might enjoy it. I do.”
Lauren couldn’t resist making comments about sex at every opportunity. It was
one of her favourite topics of conversation.


“I do want to. You know I do”, said Kaylee.


“With Charlie?” enquired Lauren.


“Yes – with Charlie. You know how much I like him. But I
don’t want to rush it.”


“You’re hardly rushing it. You’ve liked him since you were
five and you’ve not so much as kissed him yet.”


“I thought he was going to kiss me on Saturday. But he
wouldn’t stop talking.” Kaylee was starting to feel a little forlorn now
thinking back to it. Why had he behaved the way he had?


“The trouble with you two is you are both too shy and too
nervous to make the first move. You both know you like each other and it’s
blindingly obvious to me, Josh, even Dan, who is insanely jealous by the way.
That’s why he picks on Charlie so much. You know I think it is time to stop
pussyfooting around and take the plunge. Let’s do this double date thing.”
Lauren was ready to take charge of the situation.


“When?” asked Kaylee, feeling a sudden attack of nerves.


“Well, there’s no time like the present!” exclaimed Lauren.
“Right on cue!” she announced, as Charlie entered the room. “Hey, Charlie, over
here!”


Charlie made his way over to the table wanting to say
something devastatingly charming and funny but instead he just came out with a
feeble “Alright?”


“We’re good!” said Lauren, suddenly full of energy now she
had a mission to accomplish. “Listen, we are planning to go into town tonight
to see that new Monsters movie. Do you and Josh want to come?”


It was the first Kaylee had heard of it, but decided to play
along and chipped in. “Yes, apparently it’s the best one yet – I’m really
looking forward to it.”


Ordinarily Charlie would have jumped at the chance. In fact
he couldn’t remember being asked out like this by any girl before. But he
hesitated a little. Josh was still in the Bubble and he didn’t know whether or
not he would reappear in time. He fumbled over his words in his reply. “Erm…I’m
not sure if I can…” His words tailed off.


He could see the disappointment in Kaylee’s eyes and the
disapproving look in Lauren’s. A voice in his head was saying, “Pull yourself
together man, don’t blow another opportunity.”


He had to think quickly on his feet, took a more decisive
tone and continued. “What I mean is, I don’t know if Josh can make it today.
He’s off sick. But I would love to come.”


Yes, he would be letting Josh down to some extent if he
didn’t reappear in the afternoon, because he would not be able to come with
them. It would also probably mean that he would not be able to go back to meet
Josh if he came back out of the Bubble in the evening as he would be at the
cinema. 


Still, Josh was a big lad – he could take care of himself
and it wasn’t as if the tunnel was actually dangerous or anything.


“What’s wrong with Josh?” asked Lauren. “Is he really off
sick or just skiving?”


Not for the first time in the conversation Charlie had to
think quickly. “I’m not sure. Why don’t I pop round and see him after lunch and
see if he’s up to coming out?”


“Sounds like a plan”, replied Lauren. “Oh and tell him it’ll
be worth his while”, giving Charlie a flirtatious wink.


“I will. Look, I have to go. I’ve got an 11.30 French class.
I’ll catch up with you later!”


“Bye, Charlie”, said Kaylee, with a smile.


Charlie walked away. It may have been autumn but he now had
a distinct spring in his step. Now he just had to hope Josh would reappear at
2.09pm.


 











Chapter Six


 


By 2pm, when Andy was well onto his fifth pint of the day,
still propping up the bar of Ye Olde Chapel and trying to chat up the barmaid,
Charlie was on his way back to the tunnel to look for Josh. But when he reached
the tunnel, he could see it wasn’t empty. 


Two police officers were walking back towards him, one of
whom he recognised as the policewoman he had seen in the tunnel last night.


Hannah was not at all happy at the way things had turned out
the previous evening. She still could not come up with any plausible
explanation for the missing 45 minutes other than that she may have passed out.
She was also still annoyed about the dressing down she had received from her
boss, which was totally unjustified in her opinion. 


In the meantime she had managed to convince her reluctant
colleague to come down to the tunnel for another look.


“I really don’t understand what we’re doing here, Hannah.
What do you hope to find?” asked Adrian, with more than a hint of irritation in
his voice.


“Something weird happened here last night, and I want to
know what.” She really didn’t want to let this go.


“I don’t think we’re in the business of investigating weird happenings,
Hannah. This isn’t The X-Files. How are we going to explain this down at
the station?”


“We don’t need to explain anything. We are just out on a
routine patrol and happen to be walking this way. If anyone asks, we are just
checking to see if those graffiti artists have come back. Now then, I think it
was just about here where it happened.”


Charlie was watching from the far end of the tunnel about 50
metres away, peering around the entrance in an attempt not to be spotted. He
couldn’t hear what the police officers were saying at this distance, but could
see that they had stopped at almost the exact point where the entrance to the
Time Bubble was located. 


He looked at his watch. It was 2.07pm. If Josh was about to
make his reappearance it would happen right in front of them. There was no way
they would be able to explain that. He would need to think fast.


Back at the centre of the tunnel Hannah was examining the
walls and the ground closely but could see nothing. 


“I was walking exactly past this point when those boys
disappeared.” Hannah looked vainly hoping to spot some small clue, but ended up
perplexed and disappointed. She knew there was something going on here but
could not come up with a rational explanation, and it was eating away at her.


“There’s nothing here, Hannah. I think you are just going to
have to forget about it. Come on, let’s get back to the station.”


“I don’t want to forget about it. Something’s going on here
and I want to know what.”


Charlie watched them arguing. It was almost 2.09pm. There
was nothing else for it. He would have to create a diversion. He stepped into
the mouth of the tunnel and walked towards them.


Hannah looked up and spotted him, a hint of recognition
spreading across her face. “Adrian!” she exclaimed, “that’s one of the boys who
disappeared.”


Adrian looked up and recognised one of the two boys he’d
spoken to the previous evening.


“Yes, that’s him alright. There’s no sign of his mate,
though.”


As Charlie hoped, they walked up the tunnel towards him. He
thought about turning and running but decided that would be a mistake. It would
be almost like admitting he was guilty of something and they knew what he
looked like. Even if he got away it wouldn’t be that difficult to find him. The
last thing he wanted was to be hauled off to the station for questioning. 


There was nothing else he could do but to try and bluff it
out. So he walked forward towards them, and, as he had hoped, they continued to
walk away from the Time Bubble towards him.


“Excuse me”, began Hannah. “Didn’t I see you in here last
night?”


“Maybe”, mumbled Charlie, in a non-committal manner. 


“There’s no “maybe” about it, son”, interjected Adrian. “I
spoke to you and your mate last night. And if I recall correctly I said I
didn’t want to see you hanging around this tunnel again. Yet here you are.”


“What are you doing here?” asked Hannah, getting straight to
the point.


“I have to come through here. I live on the new estate!” protested
Charlie. “This is the quickest route home from school.” He felt pretty happy
with this reply. It was the truth, after all and if they checked his address
they would find that he was telling the truth.


They must have read his mind as Adrian’s response to this
was “What’s your name and address?” 


Charlie gave them his details. What harm could it do, after
all? He hadn’t done anything wrong. Afterwards Hannah continued to question
him. “I could have sworn you just vanished last night right in front of me.”


Charlie thought quickly. “I don’t remember that. You just
walked past us.” Whilst he was talking he glanced at his watch. It was 2.12pm.
Josh had not reappeared. He figured that he probably wasn’t going to.  His
glance at his watch didn’t go unnoticed.


“We’re not keeping you, are we?” asked Adrian. And then he
added, “Shouldn’t you be at school?”


“It’s a study period”, answered Charlie. “I was just heading
home to do some revision.”


Adrian put on his stern face and in a firm voice replied,
“In that case, I suggest you get yourself home right away. And remember, this
is a thoroughfare, not a social club. If I find you loitering around here
again, you’ll be charged with obstruction. Do I make myself clear?”


“Perfectly”, replied Charlie, and he walked off in the
direction of home.


Once he was out of earshot, Hannah turned back to Adrian.
“You know we really shouldn’t have let him go so easily. I wanted to ask him a
few more questions. I’m still not happy about any of this.”


“Questions about what though?” he replied. “The lad’s done
nothing wrong. You’ve had a funny turn in the tunnel and you’re trying to blame
it on somebody else. We need to draw a line under this now and get back to what
we’re supposed to be doing. What do you think Kent would have to say if he knew
about all of this?”


An image came into Hannah’s head of Kent ranting and raving
at her. It wasn’t something she really wanted to experience again anytime soon.
Reluctantly she conceded that there was nothing else that they could do, so they
turned and walked back into town.


Charlie had no intention of heading home just yet. He gave
them time to get clear and then turned around and headed back towards school,
mulling over what to do next. He thought back to the calculations they had done
that morning. 


If the Time Bubble was consistent with what they had
experienced so far, he knew that the only possibility was that Josh could be
inside for three, six or twelve hours. He had failed to appear at the appointed
times of 11.09am and 2.09pm for the first two possibilities so it was almost
certain he would emerge at 8.09pm. If he didn’t show up then, Charlie was going
to start getting extremely worried.


Unfortunately he was not going to be able to be around at 8.09pm.
There was no way he was missing out on the date with Kaylee, even if Lauren
would be tagging along. He had waited a long time for this chance and he wasn’t
going to waste it just to be at the tunnel. 


Besides, why did he need to be there anyway? It wasn’t going
to change anything. He’d wait until just after 8.09pm and then try and ring him
– yes, that’s what he’d do. Josh wouldn’t mind.


He was happy with that plan; he’d convinced himself it was
the right thing to do. Now he just needed to come up with a plausible reason
for Josh’s absence that Lauren would accept. She wasn’t the sort of person to
have the wool pulled over her eyes. It was probably best to be consistent with
what he’d already said. Josh was ill. He would just elaborate on that a bit.


=============================


It was 3.30pm when Charlie met up with Kaylee and Lauren in
the Year 12 common room. The only other person there was Daniel, who was eating
a Twix and flicking through a copy of “Jungle” magazine.


Kaylee looked more beautiful than ever. Charlie noticed that
she had changed her clothes since that morning and was now wearing a pale
yellow summer-like dress – which looked fantastic, even if it was October. She
must have gone home to change especially for the date.


“Where’s Josh?” piped up Lauren right away, her dark bob of
hair swishing around her cheeks as she turned towards him.


“He can’t come, Lauren”, replied Charlie. “He really wanted
to but he’s really sick. He’s been throwing up all day. Reckons it was
something he ate.”


“Well, he must be bad if he’s missing out on a date with me.
Because that’s not all he’s going to be missing out on, if you know what I mean”,
she replied, flirtatiously.


Dan had clearly been eavesdropping, as at this point he tore
away his gaze from a picture of a semi-naked actress who had recently been in
one of the big soaps and decided to join in the conversation.


“What date?” he enquired.


Kaylee opened her mouth to answer and instantly regretted
it. “Oh, me and Lauren were going to the cinema on a double date with Charlie
and Josh. But Josh can’t make it.”


“Oh really?” asked Dan, the cogs in his brain whirring
rapidly. “Well…maybe I could fill in for him. Fancy it, Lauren?”


Lauren did not. “Quite frankly, Dan, I wouldn’t go out with
you if you were the last man on earth.”


“Why not? It’s because I’m fat, isn’t it? You can’t
discriminate against me because of that. There are new laws against that sort
of thing now, don’t you know? It’s called being fattist.”


“You do talk the most utmost bollocks, Dan, do you know
that? I’ll tell you why I won’t go out with you. It’s because you’re rude,
you’re obnoxious, you’ve got nothing nice to say about anybody, you’re
completely self-obsessed, you eat like a pig and you read filth like that”, she
said, pointing at the  magazine in his hand.


“Well you can’t stop me tagging along. I was thinking of
going to the cinema tonight anyway.” 


“Not with us you’re not. Come on, Charlie, come on, Kaylee,
we’re out of here.”


Lauren grabbed her bag, and stomped off, with Kaylee and
Charlie trailing along in her wake.


By the time they’d reached town, Lauren had come up with a
Plan B. They were standing close to the cinema entrance next to the bus station
where various buses were lined up waiting to depart. “Is he following us,
Charlie?” she asked.


“I can’t see him”, replied Charlie. “But you know what Dan’s
like. There’s nothing to stop him following us down here. He’s probably stopped
off at Tesco’s for some Pick ‘n’ Mix, knowing him.”


“He’s an arsehole. I’m not having him spoiling our evening. Listen,
I’ve got an idea how we can make sure he can’t catch up with us.”


“What’s that, Lauren?” asked Kaylee, wondering what her
friend was plotting now. Kaylee had not said much since they left the school,
which wasn’t surprising really. Lauren had been letting her feelings about Dan
vent in rather colourful language the whole way, and the others had not had the
chance to get a word in edgeways.


“We never said which cinema we were going to. Come on”, she
urged them as she jumped aboard the number 400 bus bound for Oxford.


“I haven’t told my mum what time I’ll be home yet, Lauren.
She will probably have started cooking the tea by now”, said Kaylee.


“Text her. She won’t mind. We’re sixteen, for goodness’ sake.
We can do what we want.”


Kaylee and Charlie looked at each other and, with a shrug of
the shoulders in unison, they jumped aboard the bus.


 











Chapter Seven


 


Andy emerged from the front door into the pale late autumn
sunshine. The sun was growing weaker every day now and he didn’t have to wince
at the brightness the way he always did when he came out of the pub during the
summer months.


Pausing to light a cigarette, he set off down the main street
of the pretty market town towards his next destination. It was quite a walk to
the next pub, far longer than it used to be. 


Many of his favourite old watering holes had closed down
over the previous couple of years. The pub right in the middle of the street which
would have been his next stop had been the most recent to close. To the delight
of the town’s residents it had recently reopened as a McDonald’s.  


He reflected on his day so far. He reckoned he was in with a
chance with the barmaid. In fact he was so confident he had asked her if she
fancied coming for a drink at The Red Lion when she finished her shift. She had
given a non-committal reply, but he was convinced that she fancied him. 


In his drink-fuelled stupor he had imagined himself to have been
the life and soul of the pub, amusing her with his witty jokes, anecdotes and
informed opinions. Most of these had come directly from The Sun, on
everything from politics to the latest series of ITV’s big blockbuster talent
show. 


In the case of the latter, he should know. He’d been on it
many moons ago as he never ceased telling people. In fact he’d repeated the
story about six times to the barmaid during the afternoon.


He couldn’t remember repeating himself any more than she
could remember seeing him on the show. Even if she had seen him all those years
ago she would only have been about six years old, and he was unrecognisable
from the man he had been back then. 


Needless to say, Andy’s illusions that she might in some way
be interested in him were well wide of the mark. His witty jokes had not been
witty at all. They had been tired, old, sexist and racist. There was a tangible
sigh of relief all round from the staff and customers when he eventually set
off to “catch up with friends”, as he described it at the Red Lion.


Leaves were falling thick and fast from the horse chestnut
trees that lined the recently pedestrianised High Street. He thought about
going into McDonald’s for something to eat but he didn’t have that much cash
left on him. Money spent on food meant less money for drink. 


He often ran out of money in the pub and would resort to
badgering people to try and get one through various ways and means. If a DJ arrived
at the pub to set up, Andy would walk out to his van with him and offer to
carry some of the equipment in. If the DJ was too polite to say no, he’d carry
in one speaker and then ask for a pint for being the “roadie.” In other, more
desperate times he’d go around and hoover up any abandoned drinks, or even
steal them when somebody went to the toilet.


This behaviour hadn’t gone unnoticed and he was already
persona non grata in many of the pubs. Ye Olde Chapel still tolerated him
because they more or less let anyone in, and he could still drink in the Red
Lion because he used to be mates with the landlord who hadn’t the heart to bar
him.


So, he strolled on, past estate agents, charity shops and
bookies. He had been quite partial to a bet in times past when beer money wasn’t
so tight, and thought about popping in to put a fiver on a horse. He looked
through the large glass windows of one of the betting shops, the middle of
three in a row, all from different firms. 


There were very few people in there. He could see a gaggle
of men gathered around one of the roulette machines in a depressingly familiar
huddle, and the man with the beard he had seen in the pub earlier, still
tapping away on his calculator. He decided against it. He still had enough cash
for three pints and he didn’t want to risk it.


There was a chill wind beginning to blow and Andy felt it even
through the warm hazy glow the beer had given him. He zipped up his jacket and
wandered on towards the Red Lion.


=============================


Moving at about the same speed as Andy, the number 400 bus
crawled painfully slowly towards the traffic lights at the end of St Giles in
Oxford. It was rush hour and the traffic, congested at the best of times in
Oxford, was queued up in both directions.


Lauren, Kaylee and Charlie had grabbed the back seat on the
top deck and enjoyed the forty minute trip, during which they had indulged in
some light-hearted banter. Lauren had sat in-between Kaylee and Charlie, taking
the pressure off a bit so Charlie was feeling pretty relaxed, all things
considered. He couldn’t help wondering about Josh, though.


Kaylee looked out of the window, recalling many fun times
she’d had at the annual fair that took place here every September. She loved
coming into Oxford. Everything about the place brought back memories of when
her gran used to bring her here as a small child. 


From the hustle and bustle of Cornmarket Street to the
sights and smells of the covered market, it all filled her with nostalgia, even
at the tender age of sixteen. Her gran had died three years ago and she always
thought of her when she came here.


She wasn’t that five-year-old anymore, though, walking
through the covered market, holding her gran’s hand. She was older now, and her
mind was on other things, namely Charlie. Over the last few days she’d had a
chance to think about how she really felt, and she had come to realise she had
strong feelings for him. 


Secretly inside, she’d loved all the things he had said to
her in his emotional outpouring on Saturday night. It was the way he had gone
about it that had been the problem. 


Had he said all these things to her alone and in private,
she had no doubt that they would be together now, but loudly and drunkenly in
front of all their friends had been an embarrassment. Perhaps tonight would be
the night they could put all of that right.


“Are we going to be late for the film?” asked Charlie.


“What time is it now?” asked Lauren, fiddling about with her
phone.


“Just gone half past five”, replied Charlie, without even
having to look at his watch. He had become acutely aware of time over the past
few days.


“No – we’re fine”, said Lauren, looking up from her phone.
“I’ve just checked the website and it doesn’t start until 6.30.”


Finally the bus made it through the traffic lights and turned
right into Beaumont Street past the famous Randolph Hotel where they could see
people having tea and cakes through the window. 


As they headed towards the bus stop the light was beginning
to fade outside. The nights were drawing in rapidly now.


“At last!” exclaimed Lauren. “So – we’ve got an hour. Fancy
getting a McDonald’s?”


“Sounds good to me”, replied Kaylee. 


“Me too”, said Charlie.


The three friends alighted from the bus and headed up
towards Cornmarket Street. Charlie was walking next to Kaylee now and tried to
pluck up the courage to hold her hand, but he held back for fear of rejection. There
would be plenty of time for that later on. 


Now he just needed to make sure that Lauren didn’t sit
in-between them in the cinema.


=============================


Back at the police station Kent was feeling bored and fed up.
Absolutely nothing of interest had happened all day, as usual. He was itching
to get out of the place and down to the pub.


It was nearly clocking-off time and he could see Adrian and
Hannah in the open-plan area in front of his office getting ready to leave. He
opened the door, strode out purposefully and put on the most jovial manner he
could muster.


“Hey troops, good day?” he asked, rather
overenthusiastically.


“Not bad, sir”, responded Adrian half-heartedly, who also hadn’t
had a particularly enthralling day. 


Hannah didn’t say anything at all. She shared their lack of
enthusiasm. The three of them were all suffering with the same problem. Nothing
ever happened in their town. The height of excitement for her and Adrian on an
average day was issuing spot fines for people dropping cigarette butts. 


She got no joy whatsoever from this, as the people being
fined either gave her abuse there and then or went onto Facebook afterwards and
moaned about it to the rest of the town. Only yesterday someone had posted a
rant about being fined in which she was referred to as “that bloody policewoman.”



Attempting to alleviate such situations by saying things
like “I’m just doing my job, sir” only made things worse.


As for Kent, he’d been in the police for over twenty years
and had never had so much as a sniff of a murder mystery or anything that would
get him some recognition in the upper echelons. 


He had risen to the rank of D.I. more by attrition than any
great talent. As the officers above him were promoted or left, he gradually
managed to crawl up the ladder but it had been a slow, unexciting and
ultimately disappointing climb. 


In fact there was so little to do locally that he had heard
rumours that the station was to be severely cut back to a skeleton staff. There
would either be redundancies, or staff would be deployed elsewhere. Everything
was being cut all the time, resources, staff and wages. 


It wasn’t just in the police force but every other public
sector, too. Successive governments claimed they had no money and had been
banging on about austerity for years. It hadn’t stopped them spending billions
on this massive new railway line, though, which most of the country didn’t seem
to even want.


Kent had no doubt in his mind that he would be at the top of
the shortlist for the chop if the axe were to fall. Up until now he had managed
to avoid this by elaborating his reports to his superiors. The most mundane of
crimes could be made out to be more of an event than it actually had been, but
he knew that unless something major happened soon, cutbacks were inevitable.


He blamed TV for selling him an unrealistic dream of what
being a detective was like. When he was growing up there were murders in Oxford,
Cornwall, and all manner of other places every week on his TV. In his youthful
dreams he had imagined himself as an incredibly sharp detective, solving
murders with Sherlock Holmes-style logic and deduction, earning plaudits and
respect everywhere he went.


Instead he’d found himself spending years issuing speeding
tickets, sitting in a police van on a Friday night outside the pubs in case
there were any punch-ups, and attending endless training courses to prepare him
for scenarios that were never likely to happen. 


There had been a few more serious crimes in the town over
the past couple of years which included a few burglaries and an armed hold-up
of a betting shop. Unlike the clever detectives on TV he had not managed to
sleuth his way to any arrests by making deductions based on a series of tricky
clues. In fact, he hadn’t even found any clues. His clean up rate on such
crimes was zero percent.


He couldn’t even give the various drunks and vandals that
got brought in from time to time a clip around the ear like the good old-fashioned
coppers on the TV used to. That had all got stopped a long time ago.


He knew Adrian and Hannah did their best, but they were
clearly bored senseless by the job, and it wouldn’t surprise him at all if they
moved on soon. So he decided it was time for a morale booster.


“Not much happening today, eh?” he said. “Tell you what, why
don’t we all clock off and go for a drink?” He could tell immediately from
their expressions that they weren’t keen. He continued: “Come on, it’s on me.”


“Actually, boss”, replied Adrian, “I really want to get home
to the wife and kids. Miley’s got his football practice tonight and I’ve
promised to take him.”


Kent couldn’t argue with that, even though he suspected it
may not be true. Miley couldn’t be older than about six, could he? Kent
couldn’t remember exactly. He knew Adrian had talked about his kids many times,
but he hadn’t really taken any notice. He found other people talking about
their children boring. So he turned his attention to Hannah.


“What about you, Hannah? Fancy it?”


The last thing that Hannah wanted was to go for a drink with
her boss, especially if Adrian wasn’t going to be there. She was tired, it was
dark and all she really wanted to do was go home to her flat, warm up something
in the microwave, and take a soak in a long, hot bath. 


“I’ll be honest with you, sir…”


“You can call me, Richard”, interrupted Kent, completely overdoing
the nice guy act. “I think we’ve all being working together long enough now not
to stand on ceremony.”


Hannah was taken aback by this. She wasn’t used to Kent
being so friendly. Oh my God, she thought to herself. He doesn’t fancy me, does
he? She knew he was married, but the elusive Mrs Kent was seldom seen and never
mentioned. 


“To be honest, Richard, I’ve got something on tonight”, she
replied. “I have a friend coming around. Maybe we could do it another night, when
Adrian can come along, too.” As she spoke she made eye contact with Adrian and
made sure he saw the pleading look in his eyes. He took the hint.


“Yes, definitely, another night for sure! Maybe next week
sometime?” suggested Adrian, trying to sound as if he meant it.


Kent wasn’t fooled. He knew they didn’t want to come. What
was the matter with people these days? No one ever seemed to want to go to the
pub anymore. When he was a young copper back in the 1990s working in London,
there was a massive booze culture among him and his colleagues. They would be
down the pub every night or in the Met Social Club. 


Such social clubs no longer existed, swept away by the new
century’s tide of political correctness, but even going to the pub seemed too
much trouble for people these days. No wonder half the pubs in the town had
closed down. 


“Do you go out to the pub much, Adrian?” he asked.


“Not since I’ve had the kids, boss. I don’t really drink
much these days, to be honest.”


“What about when you were younger?” Kent was genuinely
curious. Had things changed that much since his generation? What did young
people do now? He was only twelve years older than Adrian but he may as well
have been his dad, such was the vast chasm between them.


“Not really. I used to just get a few mates round and some
cans in and we’d play on the Xbox. Still do occasionally. Much more fun than
the pub and you can smoke, too. Not that I do, of course”, he hurriedly added.
He did not want to draw any attention to whatever it was he may or may not have
been smoking and passing around in the privacy of his own home. 


He continued: “And it’s a fiver a pint in the pub these
days. I can get eight cans for that in Tesco.”


Kent could see he wasn’t going to win this argument. Clearly
he wouldn’t be socialising in the Red Lion with Adrian and Hannah anytime soon.
“Right well, you two had better get yourselves off home. I’ve got a few things
to finish up here then I’ll probably pop into town for a quick one. It’s been a
long day.”


“Goodnight, boss”, said Adrian.


“Goodnight, Richard”, said Hannah, unable to resist a
last bit of sarcasm.


“That’s goodnight, sir, to you”, retorted Kent, petulantly.
“I was only going to let you call me Richard if you came to the pub.”


“Goodnight, then, sir”, said Hannah, and she and Adrian
headed out through the double swing-doors into the cold night air. Both felt a palpable
sense of relief that they hadn’t allowed themselves to be talked into going to
the pub. 


“That was a narrow escape” she said to Adrian.


“Perhaps we should go and have a drink with him sometime”
suggested Adrian. “Keep him sweet. I feel a bit sorry for the old guy sometimes.”


Kent wasn’t that bad underneath it all, thought Hannah. He
did have quite good entertainment value if nothing else. There were certainly
worse people they could have as a boss. It might be quite amusing to see what
he was like in the pub after a few drinks. And it was not as if she had
anything much planned on the social front for the near future. 


Little did she know of the life-changing events that the
week ahead would bring.


“Alright, we will”, she replied. “Perhaps next week. But you
had better not let me down. I don’t want to end up on my own with him.”


They parted company and headed home. She was really looking
forward to that hot bath now.











Chapter Eight


 


Things had taken an unexpected twist on arrival at the
cinema. They often did when Lauren was around.


As soon as they entered the foyer, Lauren clocked the guy on
the popcorn stand. He had short, blond, spiky hair, a square jaw, and a slim
but muscular physique.


“Wow – he’s cute”, remarked Lauren. “Who’s for popcorn?”


“You’ve just had a massive McDonald’s!” exclaimed Charlie.
“You can’t be hungry again already.”


“Oh I am”, replied Lauren, and then with a cheeky grin added,
“but not in the way you think.”


Before Charlie and Kaylee could say any more, Lauren was
making a beeline for the food counter.


“You didn’t want any popcorn, did you, Kaylee?” Charlie
asked.


“No, I’m fine, that Big Mac was more than enough for me.
However, I did pick these up from Poundland before we left.” Kaylee opened her
bag and pulled out a bag of fizzy sweets. “Dessert?” she asked.


“Nice one. They’re my favourites!” replied Charlie, secretly
relieved that she hadn’t wanted anything. He’d left school with nearly £30 in
his pocket but after the bus fares, McDonald’s and cinema tickets, funds were
running extremely low. 


He was well aware that the price of food in the cinema was
astronomical. Running out of cash would be extremely embarrassing.


Kaylee glanced over to the food counter. Lauren was chatting
away animatedly with the popcorn guy, and Kaylee could see that she was
blatantly flirting with him.


“Hey, Lauren, if you can drag yourself away, the film’s
about to start”, she called.


Lauren gestured at her and Charlie to come over, and then
said “There’s been a bit of a change of plan. This is Aaron. Aaron, this is
Charlie and Kaylee.”


“Hello”, said Charlie, feeling at a bit of a loss as to what
else to say. Kaylee was a bit more direct.


“What’s this change of plan? We want to see the movie”, she
said, wondering what on earth Lauren was getting them into now.


“You still can”, replied Lauren. “But I’m not coming with
you. Aaron here finishes his shift at seven and he’s asked me to go for a drink
with him. You don’t mind, do you?”


“I suppose not”, replied Kaylee.


Charlie didn’t say anything but inside he was secretly
delighted. He didn’t like the look of Aaron. He had more than a bit of a “bad
boy” look about him. 


However, if he was taking Lauren out of the equation, meaning
he got Kaylee all to himself, then Aaron was OK by him.


“Besides”, continued Lauren, as if she’d read Charlie’s
mind. “You don’t need me playing gooseberry all evening. It’ll give you two a
chance to spend some time on your own together.”


“Do you want to meet up with us after the film?” asked
Kaylee, already knowing what the answer was likely to be.


“Best not. I can’t say for sure where I’ll be. Oh – and if
anyone asks – I stayed at yours tonight, OK?”


“OK – well you go off and have a good time then. Don’t do
anything I wouldn’t do”, said Kaylee.


“You don’t do anything!” exclaimed Lauren, and then threw
Charlie a knowing glance and added: “Though I’ve got a feeling that might be
about to change.”


“We’d better get in there then”, said Charlie, eager to move
things along.


“Catch you later”, said Lauren. “Oh – and Charlie?”


“Yes?” he replied.


“Look after her or you’ll have me to answer to.”


Charlie and Kaylee turned and walked towards the corridor
leading to the screens, while Lauren turned her attention back to her latest
potential conquest.


=============================


Back in the town, Kent opened the large wooden door leading
into the Red Lion. It was one of the oldest pubs in the town. There were low
wooden beams across the ceiling, exposed stone walls and a traditional open
fireplace. 


Kent was pleased to see that it contained a roaring fire on
this cold autumn evening. There weren’t many people around but it was only
Tuesday after all. A young couple were huddled around a small table close to
the fire, talking intimately. A couple of blokes in painter and decorator
overalls were playing pool at the far end of the bar, having clearly clocked
off for the day and come straight to the pub. And sitting on a stool at the bar
spouting his opinions to the barman was Andy. 


Kent was more than familiar with Andy. He had been brought
down to the station a couple of times over the past few months for being drunk
and disorderly so knew what to expect. He caught the tail-end of the
conversation as he headed over to the bar.


“I’m telling you mate, it’s bloody ridiculous. How is anyone
supposed to buy a house around here? I looked in the estate agents on the way
down here, and do you know what they want now for a one-bedroom house? Do you?”


Before the barman could do as much as think about hazarding
a guess, Andy continued, undeterred. “300 grand!” He paused and then repeated
it for dramatic effect. “300 grand! Now you tell me how anyone on an average
wage around here’s supposed to afford that. I’m 42, right? There’s no way I’ll
ever be able to buy a house on my salary.”


“What salary is that, Andy?” interjected Kent, deciding this
was a good time to enter the conversation. “I thought you were unemployed.”


“I’m temporarily between jobs, mate. I was made redundant.” 


Andy turned to look at who was speaking and blearily tried
to focus his eyes to identify Kent. Slowly recognition came to him and he
continued, “Oh it’s you. Well, you’ll be alright. Coppers earn loads, don’t
they? And you get more off of us at every opportunity. You know what one of
your mates did the other day? I’ll tell you. Nicked me, she did. She gave me a
ticket and an £80 fine just for dropping a fag butt on the pavement. Well I’m
telling you now, I’m not paying it.”


Kent was about to reply, but sensing a possible flashpoint,
the barman decided to intervene to change the subject.


“What can I get you?” he asked Kent, in a strong Australian
accent. He was tall and tanned with bleached blond hair and looked like he’d
just stepped off Bondi Beach. Kent wondered what on earth he was doing serving
beer here in this godforsaken town in this climate. Perhaps he should ask.
“Pint of bitter please”, he replied. “So what are you doing over here so far
from home?” he began.


But he didn’t get to find out because Andy, whom he was
attempting to ignore, decided to interrupt. “Can you get us a pint, too, mate?
I’ll buy you one back after.” He was noticeably slurring by now and wobbling
about on the stool. Kent was amazed he wasn’t falling off, such was his state
of imbalance.


“I’m not buying you a drink, Andy. You’ve had enough already.”
Turning back to the barman he said, “And you of all people should know that”,
making reference to Australia’s strict licensing rules about serving
intoxicated customers.


“Who are you to tell me what I can and can’t drink?” shouted
Andy. “You’re not at work now, are you? Oh yeah, don’t tell me, a good copper’s
never off duty, right?”


“You’ve had too much to drink, Andy”, replied Kent. “You
moan about house prices and paying fines but if you didn’t get yourself into
such a state drinking all day in the first place, maybe you could start doing
something about it.”


This was slightly hypocritical considering how much Kent
himself drank, but since he had a job, in his eyes that was OK.


Andy downed the rest of his pint and proffered his glass to
the barman. “Don’t listen to him!” he said loudly. “I want another pint. I’m
mates with the landlord. Get him down here, he’ll tell you to serve me.”


“I think you’ll find he won’t”, said Kent, deciding to exert
his authority. Hannah and Adrian might have been messing him about the last
couple of days, but in the pub he was the king. 


“Do you know who the chairman of the pubwatch committee
around here is? Yes, you’re right, it’s me. Now unless you want to get this
young man and his boss into trouble and yourself onto pubwatch, I suggest you
leave now.”


Andy knew he was beaten so he slid off his stool and started
wandering drunkenly towards the exit. Before he reached the door he turned to
make one parting shot: “Tell your bird I’m not paying that fine. You can bloody
sing for it.”


He crashed through the doors and out into the night.


Kent breathed a sigh of relief, turned back to Bondi Beach
guy and began the conversation again. “So whereabouts in Australia are you
from?” he asked. 


Now that Andy was gone he could get started on the long and
serious process of getting pissed himself. He’d been working hard all day. As
far as he was concerned he’d earned it.


=============================


It was gone 8pm in the cinema and the film was getting
towards its end. But Charlie had only one thing on his mind: getting closer to
Kaylee.


They had managed to sneak into the premium seats which, as
was often the case, were unoccupied. Now her slender, pale arm was on the arm
rest right next to him. Her fingertips were tantalisingly close to his. He had
been trying for the past fifteen minutes to pluck up the courage to reach over
and hold her hand, but his ever-present fear of rejection had held him back. 


Why did he find this so difficult? Why was it so easy for
the likes of Lauren and Josh?


Josh! He’d forgotten all about him and the Time Bubble. He
must be due to come out soon. If he didn’t hear from him tonight then Charlie
was going to get really worried.


He tried to put it out of his head, as he looked once again
at Kaylee’s hand. It was such a simple thing to do. Just reach over and hold
her hand. She wouldn’t reject him, would she? She wouldn’t have come here with
him in the first place if she didn’t like him. 


Then again, it could all be Lauren’s doing. Maybe she had
talked her into coming and she hadn’t really wanted to at all. His head was
buzzing as these thoughts bounced round and around, but then suddenly and
unexpectedly Kaylee came to his rescue. 


She reached across herself and took his hand. It was a
moment Charlie would remember forever. A rush of adrenalin flowed through his
whole body, his heart racing at the light touch of her warm hand. But the best
was yet to come. 


She turned her face towards him and this time there was no
hesitation. He knew the time was right. He leant in towards her and they kissed
for the first time.


He had dreamed of this moment ever since they had been in
primary school together. Eyes closed, he continued to kiss her for what seemed
like forever. In reality it was probably only a few seconds, but he was lost in
the moment. 


He was then rudely awakened from his reverie by his phone
vibrating in his pocket and remembered Josh. But he couldn’t break off the kiss
now and look at his phone.


When the film ended they sat through the credits, not
wanting the moment to end. Eventually they got to their feet and walked
hand-in-hand towards the exit. They were the last in the theatre to leave.


When they got outside there was no sign of Lauren or Aaron. Kaylee
wanted to go to the toilet which gave Charlie the opportunity to take a quick
look at his phone. There were two missed calls from Josh plus a text message.


Charlie opened up the message. It read “Where the hell are
you???”


He smiled and sent a message back with a very brief
explanation. Everything was turning out just fine. Josh was safe, and Kaylee
and he were together. As for the Time Bubble, well, they could worry about that
tomorrow.











Chapter Nine


 


Two things were dominating Charlie’s thoughts the following
morning as he headed into school. 


Firstly he couldn’t stop thinking about Kaylee. After they’d
left the cinema they had taken the bus back home together, spending most of the
time at the back kissing. He hadn’t tried to take it any further, despite his
teenage hormones telling him otherwise. He didn’t want to jeopardise things by
coming on too strong. That sort of thing might be OK for the likes of Josh and
Lauren but to him Kaylee was special and he saw no reason to rush things. 


The other thing on his mind was the Time Bubble. Josh had
been inside it for twelve whole hours which meant the next person would be in
there for a whole day. For all he knew there could be someone in there already.
He certainly wasn’t going to risk trying to find out.


As he passed through heading in the direction of the town,
he felt vaguely uneasy even though he knew he should be safe approaching from
this direction. He had no desire to travel into the Bubble again. There was no
way he could explain a whole day’s absence and besides, what would Kaylee think
if he disappeared for a day now? 


She would think he was avoiding her, she’d doubt his
commitment. Now that they had found each other, he had no intention of doing
anything to spoil things. 


Although none of them had a class until 11am, he’d arranged
to meet Josh in school early so they could talk about the Time Bubble and what
had happened the previous day. 


When he entered the Year 12 common room, Josh was already
waiting for him. Charlie noticed that he looked rather tired and dishevelled as
he lounged back on one of the orange fabric sofas that had seen better days.
Fortunately they were the only people in the room so were able to talk freely.


“What’s up?” asked Charlie, noting that not only was Josh not
looking particularly dapper, he didn’t look too happy either.


 “Well – firstly, I still can’t believe you didn’t come to
meet me”, said Josh.


“Actually I did – at 2pm. You weren’t there”, replied
Charlie. “Those two police officers were, though. They were sniffing around
right by the Time Bubble. I think they suspect something.”


“You could still have come back in the evening”, said Josh,
letting out a loud yawn.


“No, I couldn’t. I explained all that in my message last
night. I was hardly going to pass up a date with Kaylee on the off chance that
you might or might not reappear. Besides, you’re big enough to look after
yourself, aren’t you? It’s not as if you were going to get mugged or anything.”


Josh yawned again. “I guess so.”


“Am I keeping you up?” quipped Charlie.


“As a matter of fact, you are. I got no sleep at all last
night. This thing is messing with my body clock. It thinks it’s time to go to
bed now. This is what being jet-lagged must be like. Technically, my body
thinks it’s in New Zealand or somewhere now.”


“Have some coffee. You need to stay awake if we are going to
figure out what the hell we are going to do about this thing.” 


If Charlie was hoping Josh might have all the answers, he
was going to be disappointed. 


Josh got up from the sofa and headed over to one of the two
vending machines standing against the wall. He put a pound coin in, pressed a
couple of buttons, and heard the reassuring whirr of the machine dispensing his
coffee. 


He then turned back to Charlie and said, “What can we do? We
can’t go through it again. It’s a day minimum now. We should just stay away
from the tunnel.”


“But what about everyone else?” asked Charlie. “What happens
when someone disappears for days at a time – or weeks even? How can we explain
that?  This thing is dangerous. We need to tell someone about it. Maybe we can try
and get the tunnel closed down or something.” 


“Realistically, how can we, Charlie?” replied Josh. “This
isn’t like a film where we go and tell some professor about it who comes up
with some crazy plan to save the day. In the real world, if you go around
telling people you can time travel you are going to at best be labelled a
weirdo, and at worst be carted off by the men in white coats.”


“What’s your solution then?” asked Charlie.


“We do nothing”, said Josh. “It’s not our responsibility and
not our problem.”


“So when someone goes missing for days on end and their
families are worried sick, we just sit back and say nothing about it, is that
what you’re saying?” Charlie was feeling more than a little annoyed at Josh’s
attitude to the whole thing. “How can we morally do that when we know the
person is safe and sound and will reappear in however many days? How can we just
let their families think they might be dead when we know they aren’t?”


Josh was becoming exasperated at Charlie’s persistence.
“Look – picture this scenario. Some guy goes missing for eight days. His family
are understandably distraught. Then we roll up on the doorstep and tell them
not to worry, it’s alright, he’s just trapped in a Time Bubble and he’ll be
back next Friday. How do you think you would react if you were in their
position?”


Charlie mulled it over. Josh was right. But then he had a
thought. “There is one person we could talk to about this who might understand.”


“Who’s that then?” asked Josh.


“Mr Grant. He loves anything to do with time travel. We’ve
talked about it enough times and we know he’s a massive Doctor Who fan.
He goes to conventions and all sorts.”


“He would probably just think it was a wind-up”, replied
Josh. 


“Maybe he would, but it’s worth a try. What harm can it do?
If he does think it’s a wind-up he’ll just take the piss out of us, but at
least we will have told someone. And even if he doesn’t believe us, we could
ask his opinion on what he would do if it were true. We could make out it’s for
a story we were thinking of writing.” 


The more Charlie thought about it, the more convinced he was
that this was the best thing to do.


“OK” agreed Josh. “We’ll try and talk to him after English,
it’ll be lunchtime then. I don’t think for a moment that he’ll believe us,
though.”


“We can only try”, said Charlie.


The door to the common room opened and Dan walked in, making
a beeline for the other vending machine, barging past Charlie and Josh in his
haste to get some food. 


“What happened to you last night?” he asked Charlie. “I
thought we were going on a double date. I’d really love to give that Lauren one.”


“I don’t think the feeling’s mutual, mate”, said Charlie.


“Oh yeah, like you’re an expert on women, aren’t you? Like
the other night.” He put on a false voice, mimicking Charlie. “Oh Kaylee I love
you, please go out with me.”


“Dan, just drop it”, said Josh, angrily. He flashed him a
warning look. Josh could be pretty tough when he wanted to be. He was on the
school rugby team, and not the sort of person you wanted to get into a scrap
with.


Dan backed down. Although he was a bully with words, when he
sensed a confrontation in which someone might actually hit him, he normally
avoided it. There were easier targets for him to pick on. Changing the subject
he said, “Hey guys, look at this”, gesturing towards the vending machine.


The vending machine was one of the carousel types. The user
needed to press a button to rotate it until the required product was in the
window facing the front. It was then a simple case of putting the money in and
pulling across the window to take out the product.


“Look at what?” asked Josh, sarcastically adding, “not
enough food in there for you?”


“I’ve got a bit of a scam going with these sandwiches” said
Dan, ignoring Josh’s dig. “It’s quite clever really. You see how the windows on
the top four rows marked A to D are smaller than the ones on the bottom four
rows marked E to H. Well, what you do is use button A to line up the chocolate
bar exactly in the window at the top like this. I’ve tricked the machine into
thinking I am going to open the window to row A. But the beauty of it is I’m
not after the chocolate bar at all. Watch this.”


He put the money in and then went to the window on the
bottom row where the sandwiches were. It had stopped halfway between two
sections. He opened the door as far as it could go, reached into one section
and then the other and triumphantly produced two sandwiches, one cheese and
pickle, and one egg. “Hey presto!” he announced.


“Only you could think of something like that”, remarked
Charlie, secretly impressed. “Though it is rather fraudulent”, he added. “Not
to mention extremely greedy.”


“It’s the machine’s fault, not mine. Whoever designed it
should have tested it properly. I’m just taking advantage of their
incompetence. Anyway I’m hungry. I didn’t have time for any breakfast this
morning.”


He put some more money in and purchased a packet of crisps.


“Just the one bag of crisps, then?” asked Josh.


“Yeah – it only works on the sandwich shelf”, replied Dan.
“Never mind, this lot should keep me going till lunchtime.” And he walked off
over to the window, clutching his ill-gotten gains. Charlie pressed the A
button on the machine and watched the carousel whirring around.


“You know, this thing is a bit like the Time Bubble, when
you think about it”, he remarked.


“How so?” asked Josh.


“Well – it takes time for this thing to rotate. So at the
moment there is a bar of chocolate in this window. But if I rotate it around the
chocolate moves out of the way and is replaced by a bag of crisps. It takes
about two seconds in normal time.”


“Go on”, said Josh.


“Well, the Time Bubble doesn’t work the same way. You can jump
to the next point on the wheel instantly without having to wait for the thing
to rotate.”


“I sort of see what you are saying but it’s not the best
analogy I’ve ever heard”, replied Josh.


“Perhaps not but I’m just trying to make some sense of this
whole weird situation”, said Charlie.


“Maybe Mr Grant will have some more ideas later when we
speak to him”, said Josh. “If he believes us, of course.”


They sat back down and Charlie told him all about the
previous evening’s events in detail. He thought Josh might be upset when he
told him about Lauren going off with Aaron, but he didn’t seem particularly
bothered, remarking that there were “plenty more fish in the sea.” 


Maybe he was bothered deep down but it wasn’t in Josh’s
nature to show it.


=============================


Kaylee was sitting in the lounge of her modest three-bedroom
semi enjoying a cup of tea and some Marmite on toast. Her mother was out
shopping, her father was at work, and her younger sister was at school. This
meant she could enjoy some trashy daytime TV before she had to leave for her
11am English class. 


She was watching a hugely overweight woman on a morning TV
talk show telling the audience about her gland problem when she was disturbed
by a light tapping on the window. She looked up to see Lauren, still dressed in
the clothes she had been wearing the previous evening, peering through the
window, an impish grin on her face.


“Any chance of a cup of tea?” she shouted through the
window.


Kaylee, still dressed in pyjama bottoms and a baggy old
T-shirt, jumped up and went to the front door to let Lauren in.


“What have you been up to, you dirty stop-out?” asked
Kaylee.


Lauren’s reply was breezily casual. “Oh you know, it got
late, so I crashed over at Aaron’s place. He’s got a car so I got him to drop
me off here. I thought it might be more convincing if we went back to my place
from yours. Then you can confirm with my mum that I stayed here last night if
she asks.”


“So”, began Kaylee. “Did you…?”


“Oh yes”, interrupted Lauren. “I certainly did. Three times
in fact: twice last night and once this morning.”


“What’s it like?” asked Kaylee.


“It’s the best. I love it. You know, you should try it sometime.”



Kaylee looked at Lauren. Although she looked tired she
couldn’t deny there was a certain glow about her. “It’s easy for you, though.
It just seems to come naturally. Besides, I don’t want to do it with some
random bloke I’ve just met in a cinema. I’ve always said I’ll wait for the
right one.”


“Speaking of which, how did last night go?” Lauren had been
so wrapped up thinking about her own debauched behaviour she had quite
forgotten to ask about her date with Charlie.


Kaylee gave her a detailed account of the evening. When
she’d finished, Lauren offered her opinion: “You know I’ve got a good feeling
about you two. You talk about waiting for the right one. It sounds to me like
you’ve found him.”


She was echoing what Kaylee had already been thinking. In
hindsight she’d always had strong feelings for Charlie but until that kiss the
previous evening she had been in denial. He was the one. There was no doubt
about it. To the casual onlooker it might just look like some teenage crush,
but there had been something magical about that first kiss. 


She had kissed one or two other boys before but had never
felt the way Charlie had made her feel last night. In her heart she knew that
she loved him. Maybe she always had.


“I think you’re right, Lauren.  In fact, I think I love him”,
she said.


“Then you’re very lucky”, replied Lauren. “I’ve never felt
that way about anyone.”


“But you’ve had lots of boyfriends”, replied Kaylee.


“I didn’t love them, though. I just fancied the pants off
them. I guess it’s just the way we’re made. You and I are different. If you
love Charlie and you want him, then go for it. You’re nearly seventeen, there’s
nothing to stop you.”


“You’re right”, said Kaylee, her mind made up. “I’ll tell
him – today.”


“That’s my girl”, replied Lauren. “Now what about that cup
of tea?”











Chapter Ten


 


When Charlie walked into the English lesson it was the first
time he’d seen Kaylee since he’d kissed her goodnight the previous evening. As
11am had approached he had begun to feel more than a little nervous. 


Elements of self-doubt had begun creeping into his mind. Was
it too good to be true? Had it all been for real? In the cold light of day
would she still feel the same?


He tried not to let it show as he and Josh entered the room.
He cast a quick glance over to the table by the window where Kaylee and Lauren
always sat.  Rays of golden autumn sunshine were lighting up the blonde curls
cascading around her neck. To Charlie she looked more beautiful than ever. 


She caught his eye briefly but then looked away again, her
own insecurity getting the better of her.


Peter watched them file in, feeling somewhat subdued. He was
definitely not his usual jovial self, but then who would be in his situation? His
hospital appointment was booked for the following Wednesday which meant getting
through a whole week agonising over the possibility of the Grim Reaper’s axe falling.
To make matter worse, there was a horrible eggy smell in the room.


Dan was lounging back on his chair, shirt hanging out, the
knot of his tie about two inches below where it should have been, munching on
his second sandwich. This was not unusual by any means. Normally Peter ignored
it, but today he found it incredibly irritating. Here he was, having led a
pretty clean-living life, struck down by the cruellest of diseases while this
teenage fat slob was just lounging around showing no respect for his body
whatsoever.


He looked more closely and realised that Dan was eating an
egg sandwich. So that was where the smell was coming from. Well, he wasn’t
having it, not today.


“Daniel Fisher!” he shouted which took the whole class by
surprise. They were used to his normal easygoing nature. “What do you think you
are doing?”


“I’m having my breakfast, sir” was Dan’s reply. This caused
a ripple of laughter from the rest of the class. Peter couldn’t be sure if they
were laughing with Dan or at him, but regardless he persisted.


“You should have had it before you came in. Now put it away,
do your tie up properly and tuck your shirt in. You’re a disgrace.”


There was more laughter. Peter felt like he’d got the class
on his side now. From what he had observed over the course of the term, Dan
wasn’t particularly popular. The others were enjoying seeing him taken down a
peg or two.


“You can’t talk to me like that”, replied Dan. “You can’t
stop me eating. If my blood sugar levels drop it could be very dangerous. You’re
infringing my human rights.”


“Fine”, snapped Peter. If Daniel was implying he had
diabetes it was the first he had heard of it. It was more likely he was trying
it on, but Peter decided to call his bluff. 


This was a perfect opportunity to get the lad out of his
sight. “Get out and take your smelly sandwich and yourself to the canteen. And
don’t ever bring food into this classroom again.”


“I didn’t want to be here anyway”, retorted Dan. He picked
up his things, shoved them into his bag, flung it over his shoulder and stormed
out of the room.


After that the lesson proceeded without incident, though it
was far from being the most illuminating class he had ever had. Peter’s
deflated feeling showed in his lack of enthusiasm, and in the end he just got
them to read a couple of chapters of Brave New World while he pretended
to be working on some marking. 


In reality he was just clicking his pen on and off over and
over again. As he was doing it he was gazing out of the window at the English
countryside beyond, glumly wondering how much time he had left to enjoy it.


One of the worst things about the possibility of dying was
that he’d never get to see the future. He’d seen huge changes during his
lifetime. He lived in an incredible technological era now, compared to his
childhood. 


He remembered back in the 1970s when he first saw a digital
watch and a pocket calculator. Such things seemed amazingly futuristic to his
youthful eyes back then. When he got his ZX Spectrum for Christmas back in
1983, he thought that it was the pinnacle of modern technology and could never
be bettered.


And here he was, more than thirty years later, surrounded by
gadgets, games and technology which made those heady 1980s Spectrum days seem like
the Stone Age.


What would things be like in another three or four decades?
It was unimaginable. And the way things were going it looked like he wasn’t
going to be around to find out.


Gloomily he looked out at the sunshine and the golden
autumn-tinged trees and wondered if he’d even see another summer.


It was nearly 12.30 when Josh nudged Charlie’s arm and said,
“Do you think we still ought to speak to him? He doesn’t seem to be in a very
good mood.”


“No – you’re right, he doesn’t. That was so funny before,
though”, he said. He was still chuckling about Dan’s unceremonious eviction.


“I still think we should talk to him”, said Josh. “If he
tells us to get lost we’re no worse off than we were before, are we?”


“OK”, said Charlie. “It’s nearly 12.30.”


Sure enough, Peter looked up and said “Right, that’s it for
today. If you haven’t finished Chapter Eight, please can you do so before
Friday and we’ll discuss it then.”


Lauren and Kaylee got up quickly, heading over to where
Charlie and Josh were sitting. “Coming to lunch?” asked Lauren chirpily.


“In a minute”, replied Josh. “We just need to have a word
with Mr Grant first.”


“What about?” asked Lauren. It wasn’t like Josh to hang
around to talk to a teacher. The only person who usually beat him to the front
of the lunch queue was Dan.


“Oh nothing you’d be interested in”, replied Josh, thinking
quickly. “It’s to do with a sci-fi convention.” That ought to do the trick,
thought Josh. The girls weren’t into that sort of thing.


“Geek!” exclaimed Lauren. “I expect we’ll see you in the
canteen after, then. Come on Kaylee.”


Kaylee hoped they wouldn’t be too long. It did seem a little
odd. She wondered momentarily if he was trying to avoid her, but as she turned
to leave he caught her eye and gave her a reassuring smile. There was no need
to worry. She could catch up with him later. Happily, she followed Lauren out
of the room.


Josh and Charlie headed over to the front desk where Peter
was still sitting. Josh spoke first. “Can we have a word, sir?”


Getting rid of Dan from the room plus an hour gazing out of
the window had calmed Peter down enough to be receptive. 


“Sure, what is it?” he asked.


“Well it’s a bit difficult”, said Charlie, unsure of how to best
go about this.


Peter wondered what on earth they were going to ask him.
Please let it not be advice about girls. He knew that Charlie’s father had
walked out on his mother a couple of years ago, leaving him without a father
figure. 


No – it couldn’t be that. Especially with Josh in tow who
seemed to be a bit of a lad on that front. He certainly wouldn’t need any
advice. In fact, Peter thought ruefully, Josh could probably advise him. 


“Go on”, he replied.


Charlie seemed lost for words so Josh took the bull by the
horns. “Well, sir, it’s to do with time travel.”


Peter brightened up considerably at this. It was unashamedly
one of his favourite subjects. Perhaps they wanted to discuss the new series
which had started the previous weekend. Now there was something he could talk
about for hours. It might even take his mind off things.


“Ask away”, he said. “What do you want to know?”


“Well. Do you think it is actually possible?” asked Josh.


Peter was being handed an open invitation to wax lyrical on
his favourite subject and he wasn’t going to waste it. There had been precious
few opportunities since his wife left. 


In fact, if he was being brutally honest, it hadn’t really
been worth attempting to talk about it. To say she was not as keen as he was on
his obsession would have been an understatement.  


A few years ago he had hit on the really cool idea of
watching every episode of Doctor Who from 1963 to the present day, one
episode per evening. He was even including the old black and white episodes
that had been wiped by the BBC. He had these on audio soundtracks taped from
the telly on ancient tape recorders.


He thought it might bring them closer together, but not long
after that she started going out more and more in the evenings. Then one day
she was gone. She had run off with his best friend who, to his knowledge, did
not have a single sci-fi DVD in his collection. It was all very unjust.


As these unpleasant memories flashed through his mind all he
could think of was “sod her.” She may not have been interested but these boys
clearly were, so he’d make the most of it. He had hardly had any sort of conversation
outside of the classroom for weeks and welcomed this opportunity.


He cleared his throat and began. “Theoretically it is
possible, but practically it isn’t. The general consensus is that you would
have to travel faster than light to achieve it, which is not possible by any feasible
means that we are currently capable of.”


“Do you think it will be possible in the future?” asked
Charlie.


“If it was, wouldn’t people from the future have come back
to visit us by now?” added Josh.


“Ah, you’ve stumbled across one of the many paradoxes that
thinking about time travel can create. The theory is that people from the
future haven’t come back to visit us yet, because time travel hasn’t been
invented yet, so they can’t come back yet. The more you think about it, the
more your head starts to go round in circles. And that’s not the only thing.
You’ve then got the whole debate about changing history and the so-called grandfather
paradoxes. I’m sure you’ve seen Back to the Future, haven’t you?”


“Yes”, they chorused. Despite being old, the films were
still shown on a regular basis on TV during the Christmas holidays. They both
knew them by heart.


“Well, those movies explain it quite well. If time travel
were possible and people were going back in time, everything would be changing
all the time like it did in those films.”


“But would we notice?” asked Charlie. “In every time travel
film I’ve seen where history gets changed, nobody notices. Everything changes,
including the memories of all the people who all accept the changed world as if
it were normal.”


“If that were true”, replied Peter, “then there would be
little point to anything we ever do. I am pretty confident that the reality we
see around us today is the same one we’ve always had. Much as I’d like to
believe in the possibility of travelling back in time, I think we have to
conclude that it isn’t possible.”


“What about travelling forwards in time?” asked Josh,
steering the conversation in the direction they wanted it to go. 


“Again, there are issues, but at least you don’t have to
deal with the whole grandfather paradox thing. I’ve read about some experiments
with tachyon particles recently. They’ve managed to project them forward in
time using a method where they warp the space around them.”


“That sounds interesting”, said Charlie. Perhaps now they
were getting somewhere. “How does that work exactly?”


“It’s based on a theory that if you can bend space/time you
can get from one point to another instantaneously. The easiest way to
demonstrate it is like this.”


He took a sheet of A4 paper. “Now, how far is it from one
end of this piece of paper to the other?” he asked.


“It’s however long the piece of paper is. About 30
centimetres or so”, replied Charlie.


“Right”, said Peter, and folded the paper in half. “How far
is it now?”


“It’s still 30cm”, said Josh.


“Yes, but the two ends are touching now. So in theory it’s
no distance at all, is it?”


“I see what he’s getting at”, said Charlie. In fact it
fitted what they knew of the Time Bubble pretty well.


“Precisely”, said Peter. “Now if you could bend space and time
in that way, and that paper was 30 years, rather than 30cm, then you could jump
forward those 30 years in an instant.”


“So you’re saying it can be done?” asked Charlie.


“Like I said before, theoretically yes, but practically no.
There are all sorts of implications to do with gravity and energy. Demonstrating
it with a tachyon particle is one thing, but attempting to do it with a human
being is quite another. It would involve forces that no human body could
survive. Creating the required conditions would involve gravitational forces so
huge that your body would be crushed to something extremely dense about the
size of an atom. It’s pretty much the equivalent of being sucked into a black
hole.”


Charlie thought about what he’d said and decided that it was
now or never if he was going to try and convince his teacher of the existence
of the Time Bubble. He took the plunge.


“What if we told you that we think someone has already discovered
a way to do it?” asked Charlie.  “And we can show you how it’s done?” 


Peter thought about it. “Well, I would assume it was
probably a student wind-up. But I’d still be intrigued to hear what you’d
dreamt up.”


“Well…it’s like this”, said Charlie, and he and Josh began
the long process of telling Peter all about the Time Bubble.


=============================


Whilst Josh and Charlie were attempting to convince Peter of
the existence of the Time Bubble, Kaylee and Lauren were sitting in the
canteen. They had already started on their lunch. 


It was quite a pleasant place, more reminiscent of a modern
office café than a traditional school canteen. It had undergone a complete
refurbishment over the past year and the catering had been given to outside
contractors. This had led to a significant improvement in quality, but
invariably prices had gone up to match. 


There were plenty of new healthy options available, from
freshly prepared sandwiches to a salad bar. Most of the students still chose
the hot options, though, which amounted to a choice of things with chips.


Kaylee was an exception. She was proud of her figure and
looked after it. She was munching on a chicken and salad baguette. Lauren had gone
for a burger and chips. Although she was slightly chubby in the face, Lauren
wasn’t overweight. She seemed to be one of those people who could get away with
eating whatever she liked without putting on weight.


They had been sitting at the table for almost fifteen
minutes and there was no sign of the boys. Kaylee was beginning to feel a
little nervous. Like most people at the start of a new relationship, she felt
insecure, worrying that it might not happen after all.


“Where have Charlie and Josh got to?” she asked. “I thought
they would be here by now.”


“They’ve probably just got chatting”, replied Lauren. “Don’t
worry.”


“You don’t think he’s gone off me, do you? Last night was so
wonderful. I couldn’t bear it if he let me down after all this.”


“He’d be mad if he did!” exclaimed Lauren. “And besides,
he’d have me to answer to. No one messes about with my Kaylee!”


Kaylee felt slightly reassured by this. Lauren always had a
way of helping to pick her up when she felt down. However, her relief was
short-lived. Neither of them had noticed Dan sit down at the table behind them while
they were talking. He decided it was now time to chip in.


“If he does, I’ll sort you out”, he said. “I don’t know what
you see in that loser anyway. You’d be much better off with me.”


Lauren had had just about enough of Dan and rounded on him,
all guns blazing.


“The only thing you’re going to be getting is a kick in the
bollocks. We – and I speak for pretty much everyone in Year 12 here are sick
and tired of your nasty, pathetic remarks. Now why don’t you do us all a favour
and just fuck off?”


It had gone quiet all around them as she ranted. Everyone at
the nearby tables was looking. Dan looked rather taken aback. He might have
faced off against Peter in the English class with ease, but being taken down a
peg or two by Lauren was a different matter altogether. He felt hurt and
humiliated, and knew the blood would be rushing to his cheeks. 


He got up and started to walk away. He couldn’t resist turning
and making one parting shot. “You’re going to pay for that. All of you.”


“Ooh, I’m scared”, said Lauren, sarcastically.


Dan walked away angrily. Everyone was against him, it
seemed. Well he’d find a way of getting his own back on them – sooner or later.
With dark thoughts in his mind, he headed back to the common room to find
solace in his beloved vending machines.


=============================


Still in the classroom, Josh and Charlie had finished describing
their experiences with the Time Bubble so far. Peter didn’t really believe a
word of it, but had to admit they had told a pretty convincing tale.


“You should write all of this down”, he said. ”It would make
a very good story. You could even submit it as an essay as part of your
coursework. If you write it as well as you just explained it to me, I’ll give
you a good mark.”


“So you don’t believe us then? It’s not a story, it’s all true”,
replied Josh.


“I think you’ve told a very convincing tale and you’ve got a
very vivid imagination”, replied Peter. “But realistically, put yourself in my
shoes. You can’t expect me to blindly believe such a fantastic tale, no matter
how much I’d like to.”


“We’ll prove it to you”, suggested Charlie, eagerly. “Come
with us to the tunnel after school and we’ll show you.”


“I’m really not sure I should be going anywhere with you
after school”, replied Peter, remembering the rumours about another teacher a
couple of years ago who, in all innocence, had been giving a girl who lived in
the same street as him a lift home.


Then again it would be amazing if what they were saying was
true. Perhaps he should indulge them. After all, what did he have to lose?
Against his better judgement, he found himself agreeing.


“Alright, then. After school, I’ll take a look. But that’s
as far as it goes. And we’re not leaving school together. Meet me at the
entrance to the tunnel about 4pm.”


“We’ll be there”, said Charlie. He felt glad they had told
Mr Grant. It had shifted some of the weight of the responsibility away from his
shoulders. He was a responsible adult. Once he’d seen the Time Bubble in
action, surely he would know what to do.


“We’d better go and get some lunch before Dan cleans out the
canteen”, said Josh.


Charlie glanced at his watch. Half an hour had passed.
Kaylee would be wondering where he was.


“4pm then, sir? You’ll definitely be there?”


“I’ll be there”, replied Peter.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 











Chapter Eleven


 


Peter walked along the tree-lined High Street, the leaves
rustling around his feet. The day had turned very windy and the bright sunshine
of the morning was long gone, replaced by dark, threatening clouds. 


A couple of small children walking in front of him with
their mother were kicking around in the leaves and laughing. Not for the first
time Peter felt an empty feeling at having no kids of his own. 


The ground was littered with conkers. Plenty of older kids
were milling about but they didn’t seem interested in them at all. Were kids
not into conkers anymore, he wondered. At his age he’d have been greedily
scooping up as many as he could get his hands on. 


At the end of the High Street he turned left into a
residential street that led towards the tunnel. He wasn’t really sure why he
was doing this at all. He was half-expecting to find a lot of students there
taking the piss out of him, but it wasn’t April Fools’ Day. 


The real reason he was going was that there had been
something in Charlie and Josh’s earnestness that had made him think that just
maybe there might be something in this. With all that had happened to him, he
desperately needed something to believe in, even something as far-fetched as
this. 


Even if it wasn’t some sort of time portal, there might be
some other perfectly rational explanation. So he walked on, past the end of the
houses and off the main road to take the footpath that led to the tunnel. Metal
railings ran parallel to the footpath, behind which were bushes, weeds and
litter. 


Most people walking past didn’t even notice the lager cans,
fast-food cartons and empty condom wrappers anymore. They were so used to
seeing them day after day that they had become part of the scenery, but Peter
did notice and it annoyed him.


The boys were already waiting for him by the tunnel entrance.
He was relieved to see that there wasn’t anyone else with them. There was nobody
else around at all, come to that, so at least he’d be spared any excessive
embarrassment if this did turn out to be some huge practical joke.


“Thanks for coming, sir”, said Charlie.


“To be honest, I’m not even sure why I have, but what you
said intrigued me. So – come on then, where is this so-called Time Bubble?” he
asked. There was an obvious note of scepticism in his voice. He didn’t want to
give away that he might believe in it and end up looking foolish.


“Right in the centre of the tunnel”, replied Josh. 


“Well, what are we waiting for then?” asked Peter, and he
began walking into the tunnel.


“Stop”, said the boys in unison.


“You can’t risk it”, said Charlie. “Last time Josh went in,
he was gone for twelve hours, and you remember what we said about it doubling
each time. If you walk through there now, you could disappear for a whole day.”


“Nothing is going to happen”, replied Peter confidently. He
may not be looking foolish but he was feeling it. This whole thing was
ridiculous. The boys were clearly playing some sort of game. He should just get
it over with as soon as possible. “I’m going through.”


“Don’t say we didn’t warn you”, said Josh.


Peter walked on through the tunnel. He felt a moment of
trepidation as he reached the centre of the tunnel but carried on. When he got
to the end he stopped and turned around. The boys were still standing at the
far end. He began to walk back.


“You see!” he exclaimed triumphantly. “Nothing happened.”


“That’s because there must be somebody in there”, said
Charlie. “Did I not mention that only one person can be in there at a time?”


“I don’t remember you saying that, no”, replied Peter. 


Charlie thought for a moment. Perhaps in his excitement he
had left that bit out of the explanation.


“It’s true. Look, after Josh came out last night someone
else must have gone in and now they are in there for a whole day. They won’t
reappear now until tonight at the earliest.”


“Give it up, boys” replied Peter. “If someone had gone
missing for 24 hours surely we would have heard something about it on the news.”


“Not necessarily”, said Josh. “What if it was someone who
lived alone who had a day off work today? No one would know.”


Without knowing it, Josh had hit the nail right on the head.
Someone had indeed gone into the tunnel the previous evening, and it was
exactly the sort of person who wouldn’t be missed.


“The only way we can prove it to you is to come back tonight
and wait for whoever it is to come out”, added Charlie.


“Boys, I’ve got better things to do with my evening than stand
around here in the freezing cold on the off chance that someone or something
might appear from a mythical time vortex which you have invented for reasons
known only to yourself. Now I am off home and I don’t want to hear any more
about this – understood?”


There was no point arguing any further. “Understood”, said
Charlie.


“Josh?” 


“Understood, sir”, he replied.


“Good. Then I will see you both tomorrow.” Peter walked briskly
back towards town feeling more than a little annoyed that he’d let himself be
talked into this charade.


“Well, that didn’t go very well, did it?” remarked Josh.


“Did you really expect that it would?” replied Charlie. “How
would you have reacted? I’m amazed he came in the first place, to be honest.”


“So what do we do now?” 


“Perhaps what you said earlier. Stay away from the tunnel
and try and forget about it. I don’t particularly want to hang around here in
the cold all night just to see what happens either. We’ve spent enough time on
this today already, and I have some rather more important things on my mind. Kaylee
probably thinks I’m avoiding her.”


“To be honest, I don’t want to hang around here either”,
agreed Josh. “I could do with catching up on some sleep.” 


They turned and walked on through the tunnel towards home.


=============================


Kaylee was sitting at the table in the corner of the lounge
at home with her mother and sister having her tea. 


 Her mother had stayed at home to look after them since they
were little. She prided herself on cooking them a proper meal every evening,
unlike many parents she could mention. Cathy Thomas had just turned 40, and it
wasn’t difficult to see where Kaylee got her looks from. 


Her mother had taken care of herself and it showed. She knew
a couple of the dads from school referred to her as a “milf” and, far from
taking offence, she found it flattering.


She hadn’t been particularly impressed by Kaylee’s snap
decision to miss her tea the previous evening to float off to Oxford on a whim.
She had given her a bit of a telling-off before she’d gone to bed. Kaylee had
seemed deliriously happy at the time and completely unfazed by it, but now she
seemed down in the dumps.


Cathy had been feeling a little guilty about being so harsh
on her the previous evening so had made spaghetti Bolognese, Kaylee’s favourite.
It was clear though that Kaylee’s mind was on other things. She was playing
with the spaghetti, lifting it onto her fork and twisting it one way and
another. 


Her mother was quite right. Kaylee did have a lot on her
mind. She had hardly heard from Charlie all day and was beginning to get
seriously worried. Perhaps she was expecting things to happen too quickly, but
things had been so magical the previous evening and now it seemed like he
wasn’t interested. 


Her sister Olivia was two years younger and was the spitting
image of Kaylee. They were almost the same height, and people often asked if
they were twins. Olivia had also picked up on Kaylee’s withdrawn state and
piped up, “What’s up with you, face-ache?”


“Nothing. Get off my case”, snapped Kaylee.


“Kaylee!” reprimanded her mother. “Don’t speak to your
sister like that.”


“She started it”, retorted Kaylee.


Cathy sighed. Sometimes she wondered if they were sixteen
and fourteen, or six and four. So often it seemed their sibling rivalry made
them revert to how they were when they were toddlers, fighting over dolls. 


“I know what’s wrong with her”, continued Olivia. “It’s because
of Charlie.” 


Kaylee really didn’t need this. She was feeling incredibly
hormonal. Her emotions were all over the place as she worried about why Charlie
hadn’t spoken to her. The last thing she needed was this little brat teasing
her about it.


“Shut up, Liv. I mean it!” she shouted, with a warning look
in her eye that would have done Lauren proud. 


But Olivia didn’t shut up and began chanting childishly:
“Kaylee loves Charlie, Kaylee loves Charlie.” And then for good measure, added,
“She wants to have sex with him.”


This was the final straw. Kaylee jumped up, grabbed her coat
and headed straight for the kitchen door, shouting “That’s it, I’m going out!” She
slammed the door behind her before anyone could respond.


“What did you have to say that for?” demanded Cathy, angry
at her younger daughter for ruining the family meal.


On the other side of the door Kaylee winced as she realised
she’d caught her hand on the edge of the door as she’d slammed it. It was
bleeding. Well, she wasn’t going back in now. She listened briefly and heard to
her satisfaction that her mother was giving Liv a good telling-off. Then she grabbed
her bike from the shed, wheeled it down the side of the grey pebble-dashed
house, jumped on and pedalled for all she was worth towards Lauren’s house. 


She tried to ignore the pain from her bleeding hand. She
could get a plaster when she got to Lauren’s.


=============================


Charlie was enjoying a night in front of the TV with his mother.
It had become a bit of a Wednesday night tradition. He knew how lonely she’d
been since the divorce, and he felt bad about being out nearly every other
night with his friends.


So every Wednesday they ordered in a pizza and settled down
to a Blu-ray or the TV depending what was on. Tonight they were planning to
watch the first episode of ITV’s brand new blockbuster detective show Hathaway,
set like its predecessors in Oxford. 


Sarah Adams, at 45, was looking a little tired around the
eyes and she certainly felt world-weary. Although the divorce settlement had
enabled them to buy the house on the new estate, there were still plenty of
bills to pay. She had taken a job at a huge DIY store on the new retail park to
make ends meet.


Before the divorce they’d lived a pretty comfortable
existence. Her husband had a very well-paid job in London and they had lived in
a decent-sized four-bedroom house in the old part of the town. The only problem
was that she never saw him. He used to catch the 7.39am train to London every
day and was never home before 8pm. He hardly ever saw Charlie when he was
little during the week, and over the years it got worse as he started arriving
home later and later.


She convinced herself that it was worth the sacrifice and
that he was helping to build a better life for them. She hadn’t had to work. They’d
holidayed all over the world and had a brand new car every year. Life had not
been too bad. 


Until he ran off with another woman from the office, that
was.


He’d been so wrapped up in his career that they hadn’t got
round to having more children. Now she had her new home, and Charlie was the
most precious thing she had. There was no sign of any new man on the horizon
and she didn’t know if there ever would be, but things could have been a lot
worse.


Just before 8pm the doorbell rang and the pizza arrived. It
was Charlie’s turn to choose and he’d gone for the Mighty Meaty. He had been
thinking about Kaylee whilst they were waiting. 


He knew he should have sent her a message, having been
preoccupied with the Time Bubble all day, and suggested as much to Josh on
their way home. However, Josh had laughed it off, and advised him not to.
“Treat them mean, and keep them keen” was the phrase he had used.


Charlie hadn’t felt comfortable with that at all. That was
Josh’s way of doing things, not his. He felt he really ought to send her a
message, but before he could Sarah came back into the room, pizza in hand. It
would have to wait a little longer.


“One Mighty Meaty it is!” she proclaimed. “And I got the
garlic bread and bottle of Coke deal to go with it”!


“Good timing – the programme’s about to start”, replied
Charlie.


She plonked herself down next to her son and opened up the
pizza box. Charlie looked inside. It was top-notch as usual. Dripping with
melted cheese and covered in bacon, salami and chicken. He grabbed himself a
slice, and eagerly began to wolf it down. He would text Kaylee after.


=============================


Kaylee had arrived at Lauren’s in tears, but after an hour’s
consoling from her best friend, she was feeling a little better. The
confrontation with her sister had been silly, she could see that now. Liv knew
exactly how to push her buttons and had taken advantage in no uncertain terms
to prey on her insecurity over Charlie.


Lauren had listened to it all, given her a hug and a
shoulder to cry on, but felt more than a little annoyed. What the hell was
Charlie doing? Playing hard to get? She didn’t think he was like that. 


Perhaps he had been spending too much time with Josh. When
Kaylee went to the bathroom she decided it was time to take action. She sent
Charlie a message on Facebook which began with “What the hell are you playing
at?” and ended with the instruction to “Text her!” with a lot of somewhat less
polite terms in-between.


Charlie was just polishing off his last piece of pizza when
his phone vibrated in his pocket. The ad break came on and his mother got up to
take the pizza box out to the recycling. He flicked on his phone and read the
less than complimentary message from Lauren.


She was right of course. What was he doing? He’d allowed
this whole Time Bubble thing to preoccupy him and neglected the one thing that
was truly important. He couldn’t afford to mess things up now. He’d ignore Josh
and his “treat them mean” mentality, and be himself.


He could turn this around and he knew what to do. He typed
out the following message on his phone:


“Hi, Kaylee. Sorry I haven’t had a chance to talk to you
today but I didn’t want to appear overkeen after what happened last Saturday. I
had a fantastic time last night and can’t wait to see you again x x.”


He thought about adding a few smileys and hearts but decided
not to overdo it. He was happy with what he’d written and it was more or less
the truth after all. 


He placed his phone in front of him on the coffee table and
waited for her reply.


=============================


All had been quiet in the tunnel. It wasn’t used a great
deal in the evening, and there had been nobody about for some time. It was
raining quite heavily now and was not the sort of evening anyone would venture
out into unless they had to.


One or two people had been through it earlier in the evening
but nothing out of the ordinary had happened.


As Charlie and Josh had rightly surmised, someone had indeed
been caught up in the bubble the previous evening.  After his little spat with
Kent in the pub, Andy had done his daily stagger home through the tunnel. 


Just as on the previous evening, he had entered the bubble.
Whereas that time he’d been gone for 42 seconds, watched by Charlie and Josh,
this time no one saw him and he was gone considerably longer, a whole 24 hours.


He hadn’t been reported missing, because there was nobody to
miss him, unless you included the barmaid at Ye Olde Chapel. She had enjoyed a
remarkably stress- free day in his absence and had been glad to see the back of
him. Now he emerged, wandering onwards in a zigzag fashion as if nothing had
happened, which of course for him, it hadn’t.


The only unusual thing his booze-addled mind registered as
he exited the tunnel was that suddenly it was pouring with rain. It had been completely
dry when he’d gone in. 


That was England for you, though, he thought. A few years
ago when he thought he was going to be a star, he had hoped to leave the
country behind him for a glittering career in Hollywood. He could have been
sunning himself by a pool in L.A. by now if it had worked out, rather than
getting drenched like this. 


He carried on walking, quickly getting soaked to the skin.
Even with ten pints of lager inside him he felt cold. Muttering something about
“bloody weather” under his alcoholic breath, he stumbled on towards home.


=============================


Kaylee was overjoyed to get Charlie’s text. In seconds she
went from a devastating low to a euphoric high, in a way that only someone in
the first flush of love can. She quickly showed her phone to Lauren.


“He’s texted me. See, he does want to see me!” She could
scarcely conceal her excitement.


Lauren felt secretly pleased with herself. Not for the first
time this week she’d given Cupid’s arrow a helping hand. She hadn’t told Kaylee
about the message she’d sent to Charlie. Hopefully he wouldn’t either.


“Careful, girl – you’ll wet yourself if you get any more
excited”, said Lauren.


“Cheeky”, replied Kaylee. “God, I so want to see him. Not
sure if I can wait until tomorrow.”


Lauren looked out of the window. The rain seemed to be
stopping. “Why wait then? Strike while the iron’s hot, that’s my advice.”


“You mean, go round there? His mum will be in. He told me
last night.”


“That’s alright. You get on with her, don’t you? I’m sure
she won’t mind you popping round. Just say you’ve got some homework or
something you want to go over with him.”


Kaylee thought about it. She didn’t feel much like going
home after the earlier exchange of “pleasantries” and ached to see Charlie so
much it hurt. Yes, why not? 


“I’ll text him back”, she said.


“What are you doing now x x”, she texted.


“Just watching TV. Why? x x”, came the reply.


“Don’t tell him you’re coming”, said Lauren as Kaylee was
about to write another text. “Keep him guessing a bit. Here, let me do it.”


Lauren grabbed the phone from Kaylee and tapped in a
message.


“Hey, what are you putting!” demanded Kaylee, worried that
Lauren was going to drop her in it.


“Just this!” said Lauren, hitting send and passing it back
to her. Kaylee read the message.


“You’ll find out in a bit”, she had written. Without
any kisses, but they weren’t Lauren’s style.


“It’s a bit suggestive, isn’t it?” asked Kaylee.


“Depends how you interpret it”, replied Lauren. “Still, you
want to sleep with him, don’t you?”


“Yes, I think so, but probably not yet. I want us to take
our time. Besides, nothing is going to happen tonight. His mum’s there!”


“Best you get a shift on. Look the rain’s stopped now. Come
on, there’s no time like the present.”


They headed back downstairs. Lauren gave Kaylee a brief hug
at the door and wished her good luck. Kaylee grabbed her bike and headed out
into the night.


Charlie was intrigued by Kaylee’s last message. What was she
getting at? He pondered for a few minutes about how to respond. In the end he
settled on texting back a rather lame “What do you mean? x x” and then
sat back and waited for a reply.


But the reply never came, because Kaylee never received his
message.


In the centre of the tunnel, Kaylee’s bike lay upended where
it had fallen. The front wheel was spinning aimlessly in the air and the lights
were still on, shining back down the tunnel. But of Kaylee there was no sign.


 


 


 











Chapter Twelve


 


Lauren was lying on her bed watching the TV when she heard
the landline go downstairs. It was a rare occurrence to hear it ring these days
and even less so at this time of night.


Her mother would be fretting no doubt that some elderly relative
had been taken ill due to the lateness of the call, and she heard her answer
the phone after only two rings.


She turned the volume down on the TV and listened.


“No – she left here about two hours ago”, she heard her
mother saying.


“Shit!” she exclaimed. If Kaylee wasn’t home yet, that meant
she must still be at Charlie’s house. And if she was still at Charlie’s house
that meant they might be doing something. If Kaylee got caught in a
compromising position now, it could mess things up. She might even be forbidden
to see Charlie.


She raced downstairs hoping to come up with a convincing
story to cover for her best friend, but it was too late. There was no point
saying she was staying the night here now as Kaylee had done for her the
previous evening. She’d have to think of something else.


“I think she’s gone to the pictures with Charlie”, she
blurted out to her mother, who was still on the phone.


“Lauren’s here”, said her mother, handing her the landline.


Lauren took the phone and tried to explain the situation as
best as she could, but Cathy wasn’t happy. She hadn’t seen Kaylee since she’d
stormed out earlier and apparently her phone was switched off. It was also late
- too late for her to be out on a school night, especially with a boy.


Lauren assured her that Kaylee would be home soon, managed
to get her off the phone, and then turned to her mother.


“You know you’ve dropped Kaylee right in it, don’t you?” she
said. “You should have said she was staying here. She’s round at Charlie’s
house.”


“You mean like you were staying at hers last night?” replied
her mother. “Is that what you two do? Perhaps I should ring Kaylee’s mother
back to see if you really were there last night.”


This made Lauren feel extremely uncomfortable. How much did
her mother know? They never talked about such things, though she was pretty
sure her mother suspected what she got up to. It would be best to just bluff
her way out of the situation.


“Of course I was. Look, I’m sorry if I was abrupt before.
Kaylee really likes Charlie and I just don’t want her to get into trouble.
Don’t worry about it. I’ll ring her and tell her to get herself home before her
mother starts to panic.”


Lauren’s mother appeared to accept this, so Lauren took herself
back off to the privacy of her bedroom and got onto her phone straightaway. First
she tried to phone Kaylee but it went straight to voicemail. So she sent her a
text, but after a few minutes there was no reply.


Should she push it further, she wondered. Maybe she should
try and get hold of Charlie. But then she might end up interrupting something.
Charlie and Kaylee had had enough false starts. What if they were in the act of
getting it together right now?


It wasn’t getting any earlier and she had to do something.
She decided to text Charlie.


“Is Kaylee with you?” she wrote.


The reply came back within seconds.


“I haven’t seen her all evening.”


Now Lauren was seriously worried. If Kaylee was not with
Charlie, then where was she? She’d have to go out and look for her.


She turned off the TV and turned out the bedroom light to
make it look as if she were asleep if her mother looked in. She grabbed a
fleece from her wardrobe, slipped quietly down the stairs and out through the
front door, making sure that she closed it as gently as she could.


=============================


Lauren wasn’t the only one who was worried. A couple of
streets away, Cathy was venting her concerns to her husband.


“She’s never stayed out this late before, Phil. Lauren said
she was out with Charlie, but it’s gone eleven now.”


“What exactly did you say to her earlier?” asked her
husband, wearily. There always seemed to be some sort of argument going on.


“If you had been here, you’d have known. It wasn’t me
anyway, it was Liv. You know what those two are like.”


“Sisters fight all the time”, offered Phil. He didn’t like
getting involved in these family battles. 


Being the only male in a female-dominated household, he felt
like an outsider a lot of the time. He was completely unable to join in many of
the conversations that went on as they were on topics he knew absolutely nothing
about.


At the time the row had taken place he had been down at the
gym. He was very proud of his muscular frame which he considered pretty good
for a man in his early forties. He kept his body in shape by working out three
or four times a week after work. This also gave him what he considered to be an
excellent excuse to be out of the house.


“Something Liv said really worried me, too”, said Cathy.
“She said that Kaylee was planning to have sex with Charlie. Well here we are –
it’s gone 11pm and she’s with him, according to Lauren. They could be at it
right now.”


“She is old enough”, remarked Phil.


“I don’t believe you at times”, snapped Cathy. “Whatever
happened to overprotective fathers? I sometimes think you don’t give a toss
about this family. You’re more interested in posing down that gym than you are
in spending time with us.”


“There’s nothing wrong with wanting a fit body”, replied
Phil.


“Yeah, and for whose benefit, I wonder?” retorted Cathy.
“Certainly not mine”, she added, in a thinly veiled reference to the fact that
they hadn’t had sex for months.


Phil didn’t want to go down that route. “Alright”, he said.
“If you are really that worried, I’ll go round to Charlie’s and collect her.”


“Fine”, replied Cathy. “And you tell her when you see her she’s
grounded.”


Phil was really irked by all of this. All he really wanted
to do was settle down in front of the TV for an hour or so before bed, have a
beer and watch the Champions League highlights. He couldn’t see what the big
deal was. Teenagers stayed out late and did things that teenagers did. 


But if his wife was going to nag on at him, he wouldn’t enjoy
sitting there. Also her jibes about who was getting the benefit of his
attentions were rather too close to the truth for his liking, so if he went out
she wouldn’t be able to pursue it any further.


He pulled on his coat and headed for the door.


Outside it was getting bitterly cold. There was a bang and
the sky lit up briefly, making him jump, but it was just some kids letting
fireworks off in the park. He walked down to the end of the street and then
spotted a familiar figure coming towards him.


“Lauren!” he exclaimed. “What are you doing out here at this
time of night. Have you seen Kaylee?”


Lauren was unsure how to reply. She didn’t want to worry
Kaylee’s father unduly. She decided to give a non-committal answer.


“I think she may have gone over to Charlie’s. I was just
popping over there myself. I wanted to borrow a Blu-ray off him.” It was a lame
excuse and she knew it.


“At this time of night?” asked Phil. “Couldn’t it have
waited until morning?” It was obvious he didn’t believe her.


“Yeah, I’m an insomniac” was Lauren’s response. “I need
something to get me through the small hours.”


“Well, I think I’ll come with you”, said Phil. “If Kaylee’s
at Charlie’s we can all walk back together.”


But Kaylee isn’t at Charlie’s, thought Lauren, unless he was
lying to me, and why should he do that? Nervous and uncertain about what they’d
find when they got there, they walked on towards the tunnel.


Lauren spotted the bike first. “That’s her bike!” she
exclaimed, and ran towards it.


“Are you sure?” asked Phil. He took so little interest in
his daughters that he didn’t even know what her bike looked like.


Lauren reached the bike and examined it. The front light,
shining brightly a couple of hours ago, had now dimmed to a pale orange glow as
the batteries died. 


She grabbed the bike in order to place it the right way up
and then noticed her hand. There was blood on it. It had come from one of the
handlebars.


“Blood!” she exclaimed. “Oh my God, something’s happened to
her. Call the police.” In her distressed state she had forgotten about the plaster
she’d put on Kaylee’s cut hand earlier.  


If Phil had not been showing much interest before, he
certainly was now. All sorts of horrifying thoughts started to go through his
head about what might have happened to his daughter. There had been enough
high-profile media cases about missing girls over the years. She could have
been abducted…or worse.


He pulled out his mobile phone and dialled 999.


=============================


Kent was about to get the case he had dreamed of for his
whole career. He might have preferred it, though, if it had not arrived at 1
o’clock in the morning. He’d had a most enjoyable evening in the pub. There had
been no idiots like Andy Green to ruin it, and to top it all he’d seen his
beloved Arsenal beat Barcelona 2-1 in the Champions League on the pub’s big
screen.


He’d been asleep less than an hour when the phone rang.
Despite having had a few pints it woke him immediately. His long-suffering wife
continued sleeping oblivious beside him, but that wasn’t surprising. She always
wore earplugs on account of Kent’s horrendous snoring.


The caller display was showing Hannah’s mobile number. Why
was she ringing him at home? She never rang him at home. Although in theory any
of them could call any time in an emergency situation, such a scenario had
never occurred.


“What?” he bellowed, grumpily. “Do you know what the bloody
time is?”


“Sir, this is P.C. Benson”, she said, very formally. “I’m down
by the new railway tunnel. I’ve got P.C. Johnson with me.”


“What are you doing down there again - more graffiti? Hardly
worth waking me up for, is it?” He hoped this wasn’t another wind-up. He
wouldn’t be surprised if it was. And Johnson was with her as well. They would
both be in it together. 


“Sir, I am here with the parents of a sixteen-year-old girl
who has gone missing tonight”, said Hannah.


Kent was slightly more interested, but even so, sixteen-year-olds
went missing all the time, didn’t they? What happened to “We can’t do anything
for 24 hours”, which was the line they used to trot out in the Met when someone
disappeared. She’d turn up – she was probably with a boyfriend or something. 


However, what Hannah said next certainly caught his
attention.


“The thing is, sir, we’ve found her bicycle abandoned in the
tunnel. And there is blood on it.”


“I’ll be right there”, replied Kent and he sprang out of
bed. Blood – that could mean a murder. This could be the big one, his big
chance to make a name for himself. 


He didn’t for a moment spare a thought for the girl as he
dressed quickly. He was too busy dreaming of how he was going to solve the case
just like all those clever detectives on TV.


 By the time he got to the tunnel, he could see that more
officers had arrived and some tape had been put across the entrance reading
“Police Line – Do Not Cross.” There was a couple with Hannah and Adrian who looked
to be around their mid-forties. The woman was crying. 


Kent made his first and probably last correct deduction of
the case – these must be the parents.


A couple of forensic officers were examining the bike. One
of them was taking a sample of the blood from the handlebars. 


He also noticed that there was a teenage girl there who was
talking to Johnson, who called Kent over when he saw him. 


“Sir, this is Lauren Watson. She is the missing girl’s best
friend and the last one to see her alive.” 


Cathy overheard this and burst into tears again. Hannah put
a consoling arm around her.


“Can you be a little more tactful with your words, Johnson?”
suggested Kent. “You’re implying the poor girl’s dead.”


His usage of the word “dead” merely served to set Cathy off
even more.


“Sorry, sir”, replied Adrian and filled him in on the
details of the case. Once he’d got the basic facts he turned to Lauren.


“Now then, miss, you’d better tell me everything you know,
from the beginning.”


Lauren went over everything that had happened over the past
day or so. By the end of it, Kent was very interested in Charlie.


“I think we ought to have a chat with this lad”, he said. If
the girl had been abducted or worse the obvious place to start was with the
boyfriend. It was always the boyfriend or husband that did it when women got
murdered on the TV. “Benson, Johnson, I think you ought to go round to his
house and get a statement off him.”


In the meantime he was satisfied that something really had
happened to this girl. He felt quite justified in getting on the phone to Oxford
to call up some more officers. 


He needed to tread carefully, though. If he overplayed it
they might bring someone senior in over him and he didn’t want that. This was
his town and his case.


=============================


Charlie was sleeping so deeply that he didn’t hear the
banging on the door. He’d tried again to get hold of Kaylee on the phone before
he’d gone to sleep but to no avail. 


Lauren’s last text had worried him. Why did she think Kaylee
was with him? Never mind, he’d seek Kaylee out first thing and sort everything
out. 


He may not have heard the banging on the door but his mother
certainly did. She looked at the green fluorescent numbers on the alarm clock
on her bedside table. It was 2.09am. Who on earth could it be at this time of
the night?


She wasn’t about to go straight down and open the door: it
could be anyone. She opened the bedroom window instead and called out.


“Who’s there?”


“It’s the police.” Adrian stepped back from the door so that
Sarah could see him. “I’m sorry to disturb you at this time of night but could
we have a quick word?”


“Just a minute, I’ll come down”, she replied. As she pulled
on some clothes, all sorts of thoughts were going through her head. What could
be so important that the police would call at this time of night? 


She thought about her elderly mother in Oxford – had
something happened to her? But if it had, would the police really come round in
the middle of the night to tell her? Or was it something to do with Charlie?
Had he done something? But how could he? He had been here with her all night –
hadn’t he? 


To reassure herself, she crossed the landing to look in Charlie’s
room. She was relieved to see him still in his bed. At least nothing had
happened to him. She thought about waking him, but decided not to for the
moment. She would deal with whatever it was herself.


She headed downstairs and opened the door. There were two of
them. She hadn’t seen Hannah from the window. It must be serious.


“Mrs Adams?” enquired Adrian.


“I prefer “Ms” these days” replied Sarah. “What’s all this
about? Is my mother alright?”


“Don’t concern yourself, Ms Adams”, said Hannah. “It’s not
that kind of call. We’ve had a report of a missing person and we’d just like to
speak to your son urgently. I’m sorry to disturb you at this time of night, but
speed is of the essence in these sorts of cases.”


“Who’s missing?” asked Sarah. “And what’s Charlie got to do
with it? He’s been here with me all night, you know.”


“We are investigating the case of a young girl called Kaylee
Thomas who disappeared this evening. She was last seen when supposedly heading
over here to see your son. Now if you could go and wake him up for us, we would
much appreciate it. Any information he can give us could be vital to finding
her safely.”


Sarah was relieved that Charlie was not in trouble, but was
worried about Kaylee. She had known her since she was in reception class. She
used to chat to Cathy all the time when they were picking them up from school
when they were little. They had also arranged more than a few playdates at each
other’s houses.


“I’ll just go and get him. You’d better come in.” She showed
them into the living room and went upstairs to wake Charlie. 


Adrian had a quick browse around the room and noticed the
folder he had seen in Charlie’s bag the other night with the large heart on it
with their initials inscribed into it. He had left it on the coffee table, and
he pointed it out to Hannah.


“Looks like he’s pretty keen on this girl”, he remarked.


Sarah and Charlie came into the living room. Charlie hadn’t
got dressed but just wrapped a navy blue towelling dressing gown around
himself.


“I’ll make some coffee”, said Sarah and went through to the
kitchen. She knew she’d be able to hear every word from there.


“What is all this?” asked Charlie. “What’s happened to
Kaylee?”


“We were hoping you might be able to tell us”, replied
Adrian. “When did you last see her?”


“Not since school this afternoon”, replied Charlie. 


“And you’ve had no contact since then?” enquired Adrian.


“She sent me a couple of texts earlier”, said Charlie.


“Can we see them?” asked Hannah.


He felt a bit uncomfortable letting them look at his private
messages but then if he said no, it would look suspicious. He handed over his
phone. Whilst Hannah was looking at it, he took the opportunity to ask Adrian a
question. He was extremely worried about all of this and needed to find out
more. 


“What exactly has happened?” he asked.


“She left her friend’s house earlier this evening saying she
was coming round here to see you”, began Adrian.


Sarah returned to the room carrying a tray containing a pot
of coffee and a plate covered in an assortment of biscuits. Before Charlie
could speak she responded, saying, “She hasn’t been round here this evening.
Charlie and I spent the whole evening watching TV together.”


“What time did you go to bed?” asked Adrian, addressing
Sarah directly.


“About eleven, I think”, she replied.


“So your son could have popped out after eleven and you
wouldn’t have known about it?” suggested Adrian.


“What are you implying?” asked Sarah, keen to defend her son.
“He hasn’t done anything. He hasn’t been out tonight and he hasn’t seen Kaylee.
Now I think it’s about time you told us what all of this is about.”


Hannah filled in the details for them. “Kaylee has not been
seen since around 8.30pm this evening. Her bicycle was found abandoned in the
new railway tunnel linking the town to this housing estate. No one has seen her
since.”


Of course, thought Charlie, with a palpable sense of relief.
She must be in the Time Bubble. Before he could stop himself he smiled and
blurted out, “Well that’s alright, then”, and instantly regretted it.


“Why is that alright, then?” asked Hannah, wondering what on
earth the boy was thinking. “Did you not hear what we just said? She is
missing. And there was blood on the handlebars of her bicycle. It’s not
something to be happy about. According to her friend Lauren, you two are seeing
each other. Is that right?”


“Yes”, replied Charlie, suitably chastened. He knew Kaylee
was almost certainly in the Time Bubble, but the blood on the handlebars had
cast an element of doubt. What if something else had happened to her?


“Can you tell me exactly where her bike was found? What part
of the tunnel was it in?”


“I hardly think that’s relevant”, remarked Adrian.


“It’s very relevant”, replied Charlie. But he didn’t
elaborate further. How could he? They’d never believe him.


“You seem to have an unhealthy obsession with that tunnel,
Charlie”, remarked Hannah, recalling their meetings there earlier in the week.
“Is there something we should know about?”


“No – nothing”, replied Charlie. He had not handled this
well at all. He couldn’t have acted more suspiciously if he’d tried.


Hannah realised they were not going to get much further with
this tonight. They would be better off out with the rest of the force searching
for the girl so she decided to bring the meeting to a close. 


“I think we’ll have to leave it there for now”, she said.
“But we are definitely going to want to speak to you tomorrow. And if you think
of anything in the meantime that might help, or if you hear from Kaylee, please
can you let us know immediately?”


Charlie agreed and his mother saw them out. After they’d
gone she came back in and gave him a second interrogation, but he didn’t let on
about the Time Bubble. He would wait until the morning and talk to Josh. Maybe
he would know what to do.











Chapter Thirteen


 


The headmaster hadn’t been keen on the idea of police
swarming all over the school, but Kent hadn’t really given him much choice.
After all, a girl’s life was at stake, a point Kent had hammered home in no
uncertain terms.


It was the following morning and the police searches of the
areas in the vicinity of the tunnel had thus far proved fruitless. 


Kent had taken Hannah and Adrian down to the school to talk
to as many people as possible and see if they could uncover any clues relating
to Kaylee’s disappearance.


They were now doing the rounds of the canteen, talking to
people who knew Kaylee, trying to build up a picture of the missing girl.


They hadn’t found out much of any use so far. Kaylee didn’t
seem to have any problems that might have given them a clue to her
disappearance. 


She wasn’t depressed. There were no problems with drink or
drugs or any family issues as far as they could tell. It seemed they were
destined to draw a blank. 


That was before Dan decided to stick his oar in. He had been
sitting with a few of the others from Charlie’s year eating a bacon sandwich. Kaylee’s
disappearance was dominating the conversation. There were all sorts of ill-informed
opinions flying around, and the police presence was merely fuelling the rumour
mill further.


“I heard that the railway workers found her mutilated body
on the railway line this morning”, said a tall, ginger-haired boy sitting
opposite Dan.


“That’s not what I heard”, piped up a shorter, dark-haired
boy with a greasy complexion and an acne problem. “I was talking to the bloke
in the paper shop this morning and he reckons that the bloke that attacked her
cut up her body and dissolved it in a bath of acid.”


“How would he know that?” asked Dan, irritated. Why did he
have such idiotic friends? 


He decided that he would speak to the police himself. He
wasn’t happy at the way he’d been treated by Lauren, Charlie and the others the
past few days, and saw an ideal opportunity now to get his revenge.


He got up from the table and made his way over towards
Adrian and Hannah.


Charlie and Josh had walked into school together, deep in
conversation. They hadn’t come up with any realistic ideas about how to deal with
the situation. However Josh had suggested speaking to Mr Grant again to see if
he might give them more credence following this new development.


They had decided they would definitely not say anything
about the Time Bubble to Kaylee’s family or to the police. They knew how
distressing it must be for Kaylee’s family as they had talked about this
potential scenario before. Now it was happening right in front of them, but at
least it was only going to be for a couple of days. 


They entered the canteen, instantly recognising the two
police officers. Charlie immediately felt on edge, and when he saw who was
talking to them, he was even more worried. 


He and Josh walked over to their usual table and the tables
they passed fell silent. He could feel the eyes of the other students burning
into his back. Could it be that they suspected him?


Dan was having a field day with the police. He was gleefully
recounting the tale of the party last Saturday, elaborating on the facts for
maximum effect. 


“Oh, yeah, I’m telling you, he just wouldn’t leave her
alone. At one point he said he couldn’t live without her and he’d kill her and himself
if she wouldn’t go out with him.” 


This was a total fabrication as Charlie had never said
anything of the sort, but he continued, unchallenged by his peers around him.
“Yes, I reckon he’s your prime suspect. She probably rejected him and he
couldn’t take it so he’s done her in.”


Hannah was not enjoying listening to this at all. She had
taken an instant dislike to this fat, obnoxious boy, and didn’t like the way he
was blatantly trying to drop Charlie in it. That aside, what other leads did
they have? Charlie didn’t seem to her like the sort of person who would attack
or abduct anyone, but even so, he clearly knew more than he was letting on.
They would have to take him in for more questioning.


“It’s not for you to make allegations as to what may or may
not have happened, Daniel”, she rebuked him. “We are merely trying to build up
a picture of Kaylee’s lifestyle and her relationships with her friends.”


“Well, that’s up to you”, replied Daniel. “But I know what I
think.”


“I strongly advise you keep those opinions to yourself”, she
said. “There is such a thing as slander, you know.”


Dan decided not to push it any further and Hannah decided to
bring the conversation to a close. She turned to Adrian, noticing Charlie’s
presence across the room as she did so.


“I don’t think we are going to get much further here,
Adrian. I think we need to take Charlie in for some more questioning.”


“Agreed”, said Adrian.


“Good idea”, added Dan.


“Go away, Daniel”, said Hannah. “And remember what I said or
I’ll be taking you in for questioning as well.”


Dan sheepishly backed off, but he was satisfied he’d put the
boot in enough to drop Charlie in it. He went back to his table and watched to
see what happened next.


Hannah and Adrian walked over to the table where Charlie was
sitting. Charlie saw them approach, sensing what was probably coming. Every
single pair of eyes in the room was now focused on him.


“We need to ask you a few more questions, Charlie”, said
Adrian. “Could you possibly accompany us down to the station?”


Charlie got up quietly, and headed towards the door, an
officer on either side. The room was deathly silent. Just before they reached
the double swing-doors, they flew open and Lauren burst in. She looked at
Charlie, flanked by the police and feared the worst. 


Had he done something to Kaylee? And after she had put so
much trust in him?


“Oh, Charlie”, was all she could say, as they passed, her
usual fire deserting her.


“You see!” shouted Dan triumphantly, as soon as the doors
closed behind them. “I told you he did it!”


=============================


There was no Year 12 English class on Thursdays but Josh
knew he needed to talk to Peter again as soon as possible. As soon as Charlie
had left with the police he made a beeline for the staff room.


Peter had just got back from teaching Macbeth to some
GCSE students to discover that not only was there a full pot of coffee on the
go, but some clean cups as well. Perhaps someone had listened to his rant the
other day. 


He’d just settled into his favourite chair, the one Mr
Hooper, the P.E. teacher, usually hogged when a couple of other teachers came in.



Miss Simpson, a young maths teacher with short, cropped dark
hair, and Miss Clarke, a curly redhead who taught history, were the two biggest
gossips in the school. Today they were having a field day.


“They’ve arrested Charlie Adams”, said Miss Simpson. “I’ve
just seen the police carting him off.”


Peter didn’t really want to get involved in the conversation
because he’d learnt from experience that most of what came out of their mouths
was rubbish. 


He couldn’t help eavesdropping, though. He liked Charlie and
couldn’t believe the lad would do what some people were suggesting. 


“Have they found her body, yet?” asked Miss Clarke.


“I don’t think so”, replied Miss Simpson, “though I’ve heard
a few different stories going around. You know what people are like for
gossiping.”


Yes, I do, thought Peter, and you two are a prime example.
He was tempted to say something, but he bit his tongue and listened some more.


 “Apparently they found her bicycle abandoned in that new
railway tunnel under the HS2 line” said Miss Simpson.


Now this really did grab Peter’s attention. He thought back
to the previous day, his conversations with the boys and his trip to the
tunnel. What was going on here? Was there a connection? Had they been planning
something to do with Kaylee and taking him to the tunnel was part of the plan? 


They couldn’t be trying to frame him for something, could
they? But why would they? All these questions and more rattled through his
mind. None of it made any sense. Unless of course they’d been telling the truth
and the Time Bubble really existed.


He was interrupted from his thoughts by a knock on the door.
Miss Clarke answered it but he sprang up as soon as he heard the voice from the
other side.


“Excuse me, is Mr Grant here please”, said Josh.


“Just the person I want to see”, said Peter.


“What have you been up to, Josh?” asked Miss Simpson, nosey
as ever. She knew that Josh and Charlie were friends.


Peter acted quickly to divert her attention. “It’s just a
little matter of some uncompleted coursework, right, Josh? You’d better come
with me to the library.”


He walked out through the door, hoping the two gossips would
accept this explanation, and walked along the corridor with Josh.


“This isn’t the way to the library”, remarked Josh.


“I know”, replied Peter. “We’re not going to the library. We’ll
go back to the classroom instead. There won’t be anyone in there now and I
really think we need to talk.”


He was determined to get to the bottom of what was going on.
Time Bubble or not, he knew Josh must know more about all of this.


=============================


Across town, Charlie had arrived at the police station and was
now seated in Meeting Room A. Kent was sitting opposite him ready to begin the
interview or, as he preferred to think of it, the interrogation. Hannah was
standing at the side of the room observing.


“Right then, lad. You had better tell me everything you know
about this girl’s disappearance”, began Kent.


“I don’t know anything about it”, said Charlie. “I never saw
her last night.”


“That’s not good enough. The last person to see her before
she disappeared told us quite clearly that she was on her way over to see you.
So what happened, eh? Come on, it’ll be a lot easier in the long run if you
just tell us the truth.”


Charlie was exasperated by all of this. He was 99% certain
Kaylee was in the Time Bubble which meant she’d emerge safe and sound the
following evening. He couldn’t tell Kent that, though, and he didn’t
particularly want to spend the next 24 hours with this red-faced copper in his
face. 


He’d just have to stall for time. What was it they always
said on TV in these situations?


“I’m not saying anything without a solicitor present”, he
said.


All this did was make Kent angry. “You can have a solicitor
later, but I want some answers now. I want to know what you’ve done with this
girl.”


“I haven’t done anything with her”, replied Charlie.


“Well that’s not what I think. We’ve been pretty busy this
morning, you know, and we’ve found a few interesting things out about you, lad.”



“Like what?” asked Charlie, who’d seen Dan talking to Hannah
and suspected he’d dropped him in it.


“Like the fact that I’ve got statements from people saying that
you’ve been stalking this girl for weeks and have been going around telling
people that you can’t live without her and making all sorts of threats.”


“That’s rubbish”, replied Charlie.


“I don’t think it is rubbish” said Kent. Yes, he was
beginning to get it all clear in his head now. This lad might think he was
being clever playing it all innocent, but Kent was an old hand at this game. Or
at least he thought he was. He continued: “Do you know what I think?”


“Tell me”, said Charlie. He wasn’t feeling in the least bit
intimidated despite Kent’s old school bad cop routine, because he knew the
truth and Kent didn’t. That gave him the upper hand, no matter what Kent
thought.


“I think that you lured this girl over to your house, tried
it on with her, and when she said no you raped her. Then you killed her and
disposed of the body.”


Even though he knew this wasn’t true, Charlie was shocked by
what he’d said. How could this horrible man say such a thing? He wasn’t the
only one taken aback. Hannah, who had been listening quietly thus far, felt that
she should intervene.


“D.I. Kent, could I have a word outside please?” she said.


“Right we’ll leave it there for the moment”, said Kent. “But
I haven’t finished with you yet.”


He stormed out of the room, with Hannah in tow.


What Kent had said had really upset Charlie, and without
warning he burst into tears. He couldn’t keep this up for another 24 hours. He
would have to try and say something.


Outside in the corridor, Hannah was making her feelings
felt. “You can’t go throwing accusations at him like that. He’s just a lad, for
goodness’ sake. We’re not interrogating some terrorist or drug dealer here.”


“Well you speak to him, then. I’m going to get a coffee. Try
the good cop routine on him, maybe that will work. Otherwise I’m going to have
another go.”


“I don’t even think he’s done anything, boss. I think we’re
barking up the wrong tree here. He just doesn’t seem the type.”


“But what is the type? It’s not like you’re an expert is it?
You’ve spent the last three years giving out spot fines in the High Street. It
hardly gives you an insight into the criminal mastermind, does it?” 


Kent didn’t have a great deal of experience himself of
dealing with criminal masterminds, but he wasn’t going to let on to Hannah
about that.


“Just give me half an hour to talk to him and then we’ll
decide what to do”, suggested Hannah.


“Alright”, agreed Kent. “But I want some results. This is a
big case for us. It’s a real chance to put this station on the map.”


“With all due respect, sir, I’m more concerned with the
welfare of this missing girl than making a name for myself”, said Hannah. And
with that she went back into the interview room.


=============================


Josh and Peter had been talking for some time. Peter was
beginning to come round to the idea that the Time Bubble might be real, but
couldn’t quite bring himself to completely accept it.


“There must be some way I can prove it to you”, said Josh.
“Didn’t you say you knew someone at Oxford University who has been doing
experiments with tachyon particles?”


“I do, yes, but I don’t really see how he can help us”,
replied Peter.


“Maybe he has got a tachyon particle detector or something?”
asked Josh.


“I’m pretty sure such a thing doesn’t exist, Josh. I know if
this was a movie there would probably be some scientist nearby with all the
answers and lots of gadgets to fix it all, but the real world isn’t like that.
Besides, from what I’ve heard the whole area of the tunnel is sealed off for
the police investigation. We can hardly just wander in there with some magic
machine and just retrieve her, can we?”


“But you do believe me?” asked Josh. “That the Time Bubble
exists?”


“I want to”, said Peter. It was true. He did want to. The
thought of the leukaemia was ever-present in his mind and the Time Bubble, if
it did exist, opened up some very interesting possibilities. 


He remembered his doctor talking about the revolutionary
treatments that would be available in a few years’ time.


He took a bold decision. He would go along with it. There
was probably a 90% chance that the whole thing was a load of rubbish, but that
meant a 10% chance it could be true. Not only could it lead to the adventure of
a lifetime, but it might even save his life.


“OK”, he said, grabbing hold of a white-board marker. “Let’s
go over the whole thing in detail from the beginning again and map it all out
on the white-board.”


Josh was relieved. At last Mr Grant seemed to believe him.
Hopefully now they could sort this all out. He started to go into exact detail
of everything that had happened since Monday evening.


=============================


Hannah had gone back into the interview room to discover
Charlie sobbing. This wasn’t on. Kent had been totally out of order saying what
he had. She spoke gently.


“Are you alright, Charlie?”


“I want my mum”, he said. He knew it sounded pathetic but he
really needed her and besides, she could help him. “She told you last night I
was at home all evening”, he said. “If she comes down here she could make a
statement to that effect.”


“I’ll get someone to call her”, replied Hannah. “In the
meantime I want to talk to you while D.I. Kent is not around.” She handed
Charlie a tissue.


He dried his eyes and looked up. He liked Hannah, she wasn’t
like Kent. Although she’d ticked him off before for hanging around the tunnel,
he felt like he could talk to her.


“Why don’t you tell me the truth, Charlie?” asked Hannah. “I
don’t think you’ve done anything to Kaylee but I do think you know something
that might help us find her.”


Charlie thought about whether he should. He thought back to
Monday evening and Hannah’s trip in the Time Bubble. Had she noticed the time
she’d lost? Perhaps she had – and that meant there was a good chance she might
believe him.


He took a deep breath and began. “I do know where Kaylee
is”, he said.


“Tell me Charlie”, said Hannah softly. “It’s OK. Take your
time.”


“She’s trapped in a Time Bubble”, he said, beginning the
same lengthy explanation that Josh was giving to Peter back at the school.











Chapter Fourteen


 


Josh had gone over all of the facts with Peter again in painstaking
detail and they were now discussing some of the finer points of the Bubble’s
workings. Peter had suspended his disbelief for the time being. The whole
concept had intrigued him, true or not.


“It’s very interesting that it doubles exactly each time”,
remarked Peter. “It’s almost as if every time someone passes through, it
unfolds, like this.”


He picked up the half-folded piece of A4 paper which was
still on the desk from the other day, and unfolded it again. “Now it’s twice as
big as it was before.”


“But it can’t get any bigger”, said Josh. “You’ve unfolded
it as far as it can go.”


“But what if I could carry on unfolding it indefinitely?”
asked Peter. “In the end it would be as big as the whole universe. The Time
Bubble could be like that – doubling forever until the end of time.”


“But that would take forever, surely?” asked Josh. “You’d
have to jump millions of times.”


“Not necessarily. When you double things up they soon mount
up. Did you know that if you had a penny and doubled it every day within a
month you’d be a millionaire?” asked Peter.


“I wish”, replied Josh. “So how did it get there in the first
place then? It first appeared on Monday – that’s when the first person went
through.”


“But they might not have been the first”, replied Peter.
“That’s the first person you saw go through, but there could have been many trips
before that. They could have been so short in duration that no-one would have noticed.
What if the first time it happened it was only a millisecond? Or even less?
There is a minimum unit of time, you know. It’s called a Planck.”


“I’ve never heard of that”, said Josh.


“It’s extremely small. Think about the size of an atom in
terms of matter. Well a Planck is that small in terms of time. If you measured
it in seconds, it would be a zero followed by a decimal point and about 43 more
zeros and a one on the end. You’d have to double that an enormous amount of
times to get to the point where you were on Monday. It would probably be
hundreds of times. We could work it out on a spreadsheet if we needed to.”


“So it could have been there for years then?” asked Josh.


“It might well have been there since the beginning of time”,
answered Peter. “After all, that railway tunnel has only been open a few weeks.
Before then it might have been buried under the earth. And if we go back to the
time before the earth was created it may have just been floating around in
space somewhere. Of course this is all completely theoretical.”


“OK”, said Josh. “Well, let’s assume all of that is true.
What are the future implications?”


“Well, I think it will keep doubling and doubling until the
end of time itself”, he said. “It could be bad news for a lot of people in the
future. If you think this whole business with Kaylee disappearing for two days
is traumatic, imagine what it will be like for someone who gets transported
forward in time a hundred years or more. When they emerge all their family and
friends will be dead and they’ll be living in an alien world. It’s as if someone
from 1918 turned up here now. Imagine what the modern world would look like to
them.”


Peter’s mention of Kaylee reminded Josh of the immediate
problem. “Speaking of Kaylee, if everything we have worked out is true, she
should reappear some time tomorrow evening. I think we need to make some plans
for her return.”


“Agreed”, said Peter. “I suggest we go and take another look
at the tunnel after school. Perhaps we can come up with an idea.”


The door opened and the first of Peter’s Year 9 pupils
started coming in for their afternoon class. Peter hurriedly wiped the various
calculations they’d done off the white-board whilst Josh headed back to the
canteen to see if anyone had heard any more about Charlie’s arrest.


=============================


At the police station Charlie had explained everything to
Hannah in detail. When he got to the events of Monday evening, she explained
her own strange experience, and they fitted the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle
together.


There was no doubt in Hannah’s mind that Charlie must be
telling the truth. He’d categorically stated that before she’d come along Josh
had been in the Time Bubble for exactly 22 ½ minutes. He suggested that she
must have been in there for 45 minutes and she thought back to the conversation
in Kent’s office when her watch and phone were slow. 


It all added up. The whole thing seemed unbelievable, and
she toyed with the idea it could be some enormous and elaborate hoax, but
couldn’t see any way they could have done it. She decided to give him the
benefit of the doubt. 


The problem was what they were going to do now. Kent was
hell-bent on proving that Kaylee had been abducted and had Charlie squarely in
his sights as his prime suspect. Attempting to explain the truth to Kent would
be a complete waste of time: he would never believe it. 


She also didn’t like the way he was chasing personal glory
over this case with scant regard for Kaylee’s welfare. Of course, if Charlie
was telling the truth, then Kaylee was safe and sound and there was nothing to
worry about. Perhaps she should just let him carry on with it and make a fool
of himself.


She’d made up her mind she would help, and the first thing
she needed to do was to get Charlie out of the station.


“Charlie, I’m going to go and call your mother and get her
to come down here and collect you” she said.


“Will D.I. Kent let me go?” asked Charlie.


“I will do my utmost to persuade him”, said Hannah. “He has
got no real reason to keep you here, and once we’ve got a written statement
from your mother confirming where you were last night, he won’t have a leg to
stand on.”


“Thank-you”, replied Charlie, gratefully. He felt so much
better now that he had an adult on his side. If Josh had managed to persuade Mr
Grant of the truth as well, it would be even better. Everything was going to be
OK.


“Hang in there”, said Hannah, “I’ll be back soon.”


=============================


In the canteen a small crowd had gathered around a large TV
screen on the wall at the end of the room. This screen had been installed a
couple of years ago by the headmaster who felt that it would be educational. 


Unfortunately the students took very little notice of it.
Had it been tuned to one of the music or sports channels they might have taken
more interest, but it was tuned constantly to a rolling 24-hour news channel.
The volume was turned down and the subtitles on. Educational in current affairs
and news this may have been, but it wasn’t much good if nobody ever watched it.


Today it was different, though. Everyone was glued to the
screen. “Turn the volume up”, Josh heard someone shout as he entered the room.
As he got closer he realised what all the fuss was about.


The TV was showing the entrance to the tunnel with the
“Police Do Not Cross” tape still across it. Along the bottom of the screen a
rolling banner read “MISSING GIRL MYSTERY DEEPENS.” 


Quite a crowd of journalists and cameramen had gathered
outside and Josh could see well-known roving reporter Seema Mistry interviewing
a large, middle-aged man.


The TV was too high on the wall for anyone to reach, but one
of the students was pointing his mobile phone at it. Through clever use of an
app, he managed to gain control of the TV and turn up the volume.


Kent’s words filtered into the room. “Yes, we do have to consider
the possibility that she may have been abducted.”


“And is it true that you have arrested someone in connection
with her disappearance?” probed Seema.


“That’ll be Charlie!” shouted out Dan, who was right at the
front of the massed group.


“We have someone helping us with our enquiries”, replied
Kent, not wanting to give too much away. “But I should stress this is an ongoing
investigation and any member of the public who can shed any further light on
the situation should come forward.”


The report cut to two faces Josh recognised: Kaylee’s
parents. Her mother was crying as her father spoke into the camera.


“Please, I beg of you, anyone out there, if you have our
daughter, please let her go”, said Phil, clearly struggling to hold back the
tears himself.


This was awful. Josh couldn’t bear to watch any more of it.
It didn’t feel like much compensation but at least they’d have her back
tomorrow. 


The news report rolled on, but Josh turned away. He realised
it was unlikely that he and Peter would be able to get anywhere near the tunnel
that evening, so they’d have to come up with a Plan B.


His phone vibrated in his pocket as he headed out of the
canteen. He took it out to find he had a text message from Lauren.


=============================


Lauren had been at home since lunchtime. She could not face
hearing any more of the horrible rumours going around about Kaylee at school
and besides, she was exhausted. She’d been up all night searching for Kaylee
and hadn’t had much sleep.


She managed an hour or two in bed, but she was restless,
waking up every few minutes in a cold sweat. She was having the most horrible
dreams about Kaylee, picturing her bloody, battered body dumped callously in
some ditch somewhere, her abandoned bicycle still beside her. 


When she awoke with a start she tried to dismiss these
thoughts as illogical. Why would her bike have been there? It had been found in
the tunnel, not by a ditch. 


There was something about the bike that was significant; it
seemed central to all of her dreams but she couldn’t put her finger on it.


Resigning herself to a lack of sleep, she flicked on the TV
in her bedroom and began watching the rolling news coverage. That was when she
had decided to get Josh to come round to keep her company. 


She also wanted to find out if he knew any more about what
had happened to Charlie since she’d seen the police frogmarch him out of the
school.


She couldn’t believe for a moment that Charlie could have
done anything to Kaylee, despite what Dan and the others were saying. She
considered herself a good judge of character, and the warnings she had given
Charlie earlier in the week had been said purely in jest. 


But she also knew there was more to this than met the eye and
if anyone knew the truth, Josh would.


Josh went straight round to Lauren’s as soon as he got her
message. He knew she’d be full of questions about Charlie and he had decided
that, rather than try and fabricate something, he would tell Lauren about the Time
Bubble. 


Quite how he was going to convince her, he was not sure, but
he’d work that out as he went along. He knew that it wasn’t going to be as easy
as telling Mr Grant. If he handled it wrong and Lauren reacted badly, he could
make the whole situation a lot worse.


He paused outside her front door, took a deep breath and
pressed the bell.


=============================


Kent’s relief at getting away from Seema and the other
journalists and back to the station was short-lived. Seema had a well-deserved
reputation for asking hard-hitting questions and had given him a right grilling
live on air. He hoped he’d handled it OK and he hadn’t come across as some sort
of idiot.


Entering the main reception of the police station, he saw a
woman about his age giving Adrian on the desk the third degree.


“And I’m telling you he was with me all evening”, she was
saying. “You even came round last night and got us out of bed. Now I want you
to let him go.”


“What’s going on here?” demanded Kent.


“This is Mrs Adams, sir. She is Charlie’s mother. She wants
to make a statement confirming his whereabouts last night.”


“Does she now?” asked Kent. “Do you know where P.C. Benson
is?”


“She’s in the back, sir”, Adrian replied.


Kent lifted the hatch leading behind the desk and strode towards
the door behind where Adrian was sitting.


“Just a minute!” protested Sarah, annoyed that Kent had
completely ignored her. 


“Just a moment, madam”, replied Kent, shutting the door
behind him. Hannah was waiting for him.


“We have to let him go, boss”, she said straightaway. “We’ve
got nothing on him whatsoever and besides, I don’t think he did it.”


She knew he hadn’t done it, but she couldn’t tell Kent why.


Kent was annoyed, but knew the odds were stacked against
him. If he didn’t let Charlie go he’d have his mother and Hannah on his case
for the rest of the day. “Fine”, he said, admitting defeat. “But I want it in
writing from his mother that he was at home last night before he goes.”


“I’ll deal with it boss”, said Hannah, relieved. “And there
is one other thing.”


“There always is with you”, he said. “What is it now?”


“I’ve been on duty for nearly 24 hours, boss. I’d really
like to go home and get some rest.”


What was the matter with people these days? Kent mused. He
could remember times with the Met when they’d done 48-hour stake-outs at the
drop of a hat. There was none of this quoting health and safety regulations at
the boss if you didn’t fancy it in those days. He didn’t have the strength for
an argument, though. 


“Get the statement, release the boy and you can go” he said.



“Thanks, boss”, she replied.


Kent went back to his own office and wondered what to do
next. He was rapidly running out of ideas. 


Hannah went back to the interview room to give Charlie the
good news. Of course, if the girl really had been missing she wouldn’t have dreamed
of asking to go home, she would be out there looking for her. But now she was feeling
confident Kaylee had come to no harm, she just wanted to get away and rest.


Before she let Charlie out she gave him her card with her
mobile phone number on it and asked him to call her that evening. If Kaylee was
going to emerge from the Time Bubble the following evening then they needed to
work out how to handle it.


With Josh and Peter having reached the same conclusion the
next logical step was to get everybody together and work out a plan of action.











Chapter Fifteen


 


 It was 8.00pm in the evening and the five people who knew
about the Time Bubble were holding an impromptu council of war in J’s Diner.


Seated around a circular table were Lauren, Josh, Charlie,
Peter and Hannah. Of the five of them, only Lauren remained sceptical about the
whole thing, but she’d agreed to come along to hear what the others had to say.



During her conversation with Josh in her bedroom, she
finally clicked about why she’d kept dreaming about Kaylee’s bike. As they were
going over the events of the previous evening in great detail, her eyes had
alighted on an empty plaster wrapper on her bedside table. 


Suddenly she remembered the blood on the handlebars and made
the connection. Of course, Kaylee had cut her hand, and Lauren had put a
plaster on it for her. That must have been where the blood had come from. Somehow,
with all the worry of Kaylee’s disappearance, this had slipped her mind.


At least it explained the blood, which meant Kaylee probably
hadn’t been abducted, especially if the tale Josh had told was true. He had
seemed very convincing, but she still found it difficult to believe. 


Josh promised her that everything was going to be alright
and that, according to his calculations, Kaylee would reappear about 9pm the
following evening. It seemed that there was nothing more they could do that
night so they’d agreed to sleep on it and Josh had gone home. 


But then, at about 7pm, she got an excited text from him
asking her to meet him and the others at J’s.


Not long after Josh had got back from Lauren’s he’d got a
call from Charlie to let him know the police had released him. He headed
straight round to Charlie’s house and they’d talked for a couple of hours. They
agreed that the best thing to do was to get everybody together to discuss what
to do next.


Peter had been expecting to hear from Josh straight after
school but having spent so much time at Charlie’s, it was after 7pm when Josh
rang him.  


When he explained the situation, Peter was more than happy
to meet up with the others. He had spent the afternoon thinking about his own
situation and had come up with an idea he wanted to put to the others.


Hannah had gone straight to bed when she got home from the
station and after a couple of hours sleep felt a little more human again. 


She awoke to find a text from Charlie asking her to meet
that evening. She didn’t need any persuading. She was finding this whole thing
quite exciting and wondered where it all might lead to.


Lauren’s mother was completely against her going out,
especially with the whole town speculating over what had happened to Kaylee.
She only relented when Lauren rang Josh and asked him to come and pick her up. When
they left her house Josh was under strict instructions not to leave her alone
under any circumstances.


If Lauren’s mother wasn’t happy about her going out, Sarah
was even more reluctant to allow Charlie to go out. She wanted him where she
could keep an eye on him, but he was determined to go and she couldn’t really
stop him. He assured her he was just going to meet Josh and that he would be
home no later than 10pm.


And so the five of them found themselves sitting together in
J’s Diner: three students, an off-duty policewoman and a teacher. 


Both Hannah and Peter were slightly uncomfortable with the
situation as it might look a little odd if the wrong person saw them,
especially with Kaylee still missing. With this in mind they had asked for the
round table which was around a corner at the back of the room, well out of
sight of the windows.


After two rounds of milkshakes and a full recap of what had
occurred to date, any lingering doubts that any of them might have been
harbouring had disappeared. The fact that a policewoman had described her own
45-minute jaunt through the Time Bubble had given the whole thing the stamp of
authenticity it needed. 


With the doubts out of the way, discussion now turned to the
more practical matter of how they were going to handle Kaylee’s reappearance.


“When we walked down into town earlier, the tunnel was still
taped off and there were a lot of reporters hanging around” said Josh.


“Hopefully that won’t be a problem tomorrow”, replied
Hannah. “Kaylee’s bike has been taken away from the tunnel now and the whole
area has been searched top to bottom. There is no reason whatsoever for a
police presence to be maintained there.”


“That’s good”, said Charlie, “but we still have the question
of what we are going to do when Kaylee reappears. How are we going to explain
to everyone where she has been for the past two days?”


“Not only that, how do we explain it to her?” asked Lauren.
“As I understand it, she knows nothing about this.”


“No – and she won’t know she’s been anywhere when she comes
out, either”, said Hannah. “I know I didn’t. When you are in there, no time
passes from your own perspective.”


“If we are all waiting for her on the other side then she’ll
know”, said Charlie. “We will seem to appear from nowhere.”


“Amnesia!” suggested Josh, suddenly. “We just say she fell
off her bike, bumped her head and lost her memory for a couple of days.”


 “So where is she supposed to have been for those couple of
days?” asked Hannah.


“Oh, I don’t know, just wandering aimlessly in a dazed
state”, suggested Josh.


“Don’t you think it a little odd that whilst she was
wandering around in this dazed state nobody saw her? Not to mention the fact
that the combined forces of the Oxfordshire, Northants and Warwickshire Police
were unable to find her? It doesn’t reflect very well on us, you know”, said
Hannah.


“Well”, said Josh. “Your boss can take the blame.”


That’s true, thought Hannah. He could.


“And on the plus side you can have the glory of finding her”,
added Josh. “It will look good on your CV.”


“I like your thinking”, said Hannah, smiling. This was all
working out rather well for her.


“Is Kaylee going to be in on this?” asked Lauren. “I don’t
like the idea of us trying to pull the wool over her eyes.”


“She has to be”, replied Charlie. “Otherwise she won’t be
able to play the amnesia part properly. When she comes out we’ll fully brief
her on the situation and explain what to do.”


Peter had been quiet for the past few minutes but decided it
was now time to speak up. “Isn’t there something you are all forgetting?” he
asked.


“What’s that?” replied Josh.


“What is going to happen after Kaylee comes out of the
tunnel? Look at the trouble her missing for two days has caused. Once she is
out of the Bubble it will be open again and the next person to go inside will be
gone for four days.”


“I hadn’t thought of that”, replied Charlie. None of them
had. They had been so busy deciding what to do about Kaylee they hadn’t thought
any further ahead.


“Well, I’ve been thinking about it”, said Peter, “and I’ve
got an idea. Why don’t I do it? Half-term starts tomorrow so it’s not like I
need to be anywhere. Plus, there’s somewhere I really need to be next Wednesday
and it can’t come quickly enough for me. Knocking four days off the wait would
suit me just fine.”


“It sounds like a good plan”, said Hannah. “But then what do
we do after those four days?”


“Well, I’ve got some ideas about that, too, but I need more time
to think about it”, replied Peter.


“Perhaps we should talk about it some more tomorrow”,
suggested Charlie, thinking that his mother might be worrying about him. “It’s
nearly 10pm and we really ought to be getting home.”


“Good idea”, said Lauren, yawning. “I really need to catch
up on some sleep”, she said. “I didn’t get much last night. Or the night
before, come to that.”


“Me, too”, said Josh. “I’m still jet-lagged from my trip in
the Bubble.”


“I’ve never seen such responsible teenagers”, commented
Hannah.


“It’s not normally like this, believe me”, replied Josh.


The three teenagers pulled on their coats and headed for
home. Hannah and Peter were also heading for the door but Peter wasn’t ready to
go just yet. He’d enjoyed meeting Hannah and wanted to broach his ideas with
her privately.


“Hannah – would you like to go for a drink? There are some
more things I want to talk about that I didn’t want to mention in front of the
others.”


Although she had never met him prior to that evening, Hannah
had quite warmed to Peter’s friendly easygoing manner and had no hesitation
accepting the invitation.


“Why not?” she replied, and they walked through the glass
doors and headed towards the town centre.


=============================


Already in the town centre, Kent had just arrived for his
evening session at The Red Lion. To say he was not in a good mood would have
been an understatement. The day had not gone as he had envisaged at all.


There had been no sign of the missing girl whatsoever and not
even a sniff of a clue. He’d been harassed by numerous reporters from the press
and TV every time he’d set foot out of the police station. And to top it all, a
bigwig from the regional crime force had arrived that evening from Oxford and
promptly commandeered his office.


Any hope he had of a nice quiet pint was quashed the moment
he walked through the door to see Andy having yet another argument with the
barman.


“And I’m telling you, it’s Wednesday!” Andy was shouting.


The barman noticed Kent and called him over. “D.I. Kent –
please can you tell this idiot that today is Thursday and not Wednesday. I’ve
told him, showed him my phone, even pointed it out on the TV over there but he
still won’t have it.” 


The TV was tuned to the sports news channel where the date
and time were ever-present on the screen.


“Too much to drink again, eh, Andy?” asked Kent. “Losing
track of time now, are we?”


Andy was incensed. Were they trying to make a fool of him?
It couldn’t be Thursday could it? He hoped not because Thursday was the day he
had to get the train into Oxford to sign on. He’d already missed one
appointment this month and couldn’t risk missing another or they’d cut his beer
money off.


The pub was quite busy for a Thursday, and Kent’s arrival
had raised a few eyebrows. Before he could continue trying to convince Andy of
the correct date he found himself surrounded by drinkers all asking similar
questions.


“Have they found the missing girl?”


“Was she murdered?”


“Why aren’t you out looking?”


He was being besieged from all sides.


Just outside the front door of The Red Lion this little
scene was being observed by Hannah and Peter.


“That’s my boss”, said Hannah. “It looks like he’s got his
hands full.”


“I think on reflection it might be better to go elsewhere”,
suggested Peter.


“My place isn’t far. We could talk there”, she replied.


They walked away from the pub, leaving Kent at the mercy of
the pack.


As for Andy, eventually he did have to concede that he’d
lost a whole day, and for the first time began to worry that he might be
becoming an alcoholic. He decided to get himself another pint and think about
it.











Chapter Sixteen


 


The following day passed without incident as they counted
down the hours towards Kaylee’s reappearance.


Hannah and Peter had gone back to her place the previous
evening, brewed up a pot of coffee, sat down and talked for hours. They seemed to
hit it off straightaway. As they talked she realised that, although he was over
twenty years older than her, she felt very attracted towards him. 


They were sitting cosily and easily on the bright orange
sofa she’d had from her student days talking things through. Hannah had put the
local radio station on in the background which was playing its late-night chill
out section, a selection of ballads and soft rock numbers from the 1980s and 1990s
– his era.


Peter was enjoying this unexpected opportunity to talk to
someone who actually seemed interested in him for once. He’d found this eager
young woman engaging and easy to talk to. It wasn’t long before he opened up
and told her everything that had happened to him over the past few years. 


She showed genuine sympathy when he told her about the
leukaemia and put her arms around him. He felt comforted for the first time in
a long time, and relieved that he’d finally found someone to whom he could
unburden his fears.


He also told her about his recent conversation with his GP
and the treatments that would come from America in the next few years. It was
then that he broached the idea that had been formulating in his mind over the
past few hours.


“You know when we were talking earlier about what to do
about the Time Bubble in the future?” he asked. “I think I have an idea that
might resolve the problem, at least in the short term.”


“What did you have in mind?” she asked.


“It’s very likely at these tests next week that they are
going to give me bad news. There may be fantastic new treatments coming along
from America, but it’s unlikely they are going to be available in time to help
me.”


“Go on”, said Hannah. She was beginning to guess where this
might be headed. Sure enough, Peter’s next sentence confirmed what she had been
thinking.


“It’s quite simple really. What if I went back into the
bubble and kept leaping forward over and over again? It would be eight days,
then sixteen, 32 and so on. Within a few jumps I’d be a few years in the future
and could get the treatment I need.”


“They might be able to cure you completely”, replied Hannah.
“After all, look at how much medical science has advanced over the past few
years. It’s definitely worth trying.”


She pondered some more and then added, “If we worked out all
the dates and times when you were going to reappear, I could keep abreast of
all the latest medical news. Each time you reappear I could come and meet you
and give you an update. Once the cure’s found, you can leave the Bubble for
good.” 


“Which still leaves one problem”, replied Peter. “What
happens to the next poor sod that vanishes for years after I’ve stopped jumping?”


“We’ve got a few years to think up a solution for that one”,
replied Hannah. “It’ll be a case of going under that bridge when we come to it.”


“There are a few other things I’ll have to sort out before I
go as well”, replied Peter. “I can’t just disappear. There’s my job to consider,
for a start.”


“It’s OK”, replied Hannah. “I’ll help you sort that out.
What about your parents?”


“They are both dead” replied Peter. “They were nearly forty
when they had me. Dad died of cancer a few years ago, and Mum went a couple of
years after that. It’s probably a blessing. I wouldn’t want them to have to
suffer worrying about my disappearance.”


“Any other family?” asked Hannah.


“I’ve got a sister. She lives in Australia, we don’t talk
that often. I’ll send her an email and say I’m going travelling or something.
There’s going to be lots of other things to deal with, though. What about my
house?”


“Rent it out”, suggested Hannah. “We can sort it all out
with the agent before you go and I’ll look after it all while you are away. If
there’s any paperwork needs signing or anything that needs your attention, I’ll
bring it all to the tunnel.”


They sat and talked into the small hours, working out all
the details. Eventually Hannah, exhausted by her long couple of days, fell
asleep on his shoulder. 


He pulled a blanket over the pair of them and fell into a
deep sleep, feeling more content than he had done for a long time.


The following morning, Charlie and Josh walked into school
together. It was another wet and dreary day with a persistent light drizzle
gradually soaking into their clothes. 


They were pleased to see that, as Hannah had predicted, the
tunnel had been reopened and the police and paparazzi were gone. 


Their relief at escaping the reporters was short-lived though.
As they approached the school they could see that the hordes of news crews had
reassembled there. And worst of all they could see Dan facing a camera saying
goodness knows what.


Before they could be spotted they wisely turned and walked
back the way they had come, deciding a day off school was probably in order.


They may have escaped the clutches of the press, but Lauren
wasn’t so lucky. With everything that had been going on she figured she could
justify taking a day off, and besides, it was the last day before the half-term
break. However, her plans to spend the day catching up on sleep were rudely
awakened around 10am by someone banging on the door.


She tried to ignore it, but they wouldn’t go away and
continued knocking. Reluctantly she walked downstairs in just her skimpy
nightie and answered the door.


Straightaway she was greeted by the flash of a camera, held
by a chubby-faced man who she guessed was aged around 30. There was another man
with him, older with thinning grey hair and an old grey raincoat to match.
”Miss Lauren Watson?” enquired the older man.


They were obviously journalists and she was in no mood for
them. So she responded abruptly. “What do you want?”


“No need to be like that, Miss” replied the reporter. “We
just want to help. We understand you were one of the last people to see the
missing girl before she disappeared?”


“I’m not talking to any journalists, right? I know the kind
of crap you print in your papers and I want no part of it.”


“So you aren’t interested in helping find your friend then?”
replied the journalist. “Look, we’re getting soaked out here, why don’t you let
us in for five minutes. It’ll be worth your while.”


“What do you mean?” Lauren was getting angrier by the
second.


“We pay good money for stories, Miss. What about this lad,
Charlie Adams? Perhaps you could tell me about him. Boyfriend, wasn’t he? Were
they having sex?”


“Go away!” yelled Lauren, and slammed the door. But they
didn’t go away and continued knocking. Then the letter box opened.


“Have you got something to hide, Miss Watson?” called the
grey-haired man.


Lauren ignored him, headed upstairs, pulled on some clothes
and prepared to sneak out of the back door.


When she opened the back door she could still hear them
talking.


“She was a little cracker”, she could hear the chubby man
saying. “I wouldn’t mind getting a few snaps of her for page 3.”


She shuddered at the thought. Everything she’d heard about
gutter press journalism was true.


She sneaked out through the back gate, pulled out her phone
and began dialling Josh’s number.


=============================


When the boys turned back into Charlie’s street they saw more
journalists hanging around outside his house. They made their second tactical
withdrawal of the day and headed for Josh’s house instead. 


Lauren joined them soon after, so the three of them ended up
camping out at Josh’s house for the day. It seemed they were safe there.
Clearly the journalists hadn’t linked Josh to the case. 


Flicking on the news channel to find out the latest on the
case, they were greeted by Dan’s chubby face filling the screen. He was eagerly
answering the questions Seema was throwing at him.


“So you knew the girl well then?” asked Seema.


“Oh yes, we go way back”, replied Dan. “That’s why I’m so
upset. She was very keen on me, you know.”


“Bollocks was she!” shouted Lauren at the TV.


“Unbelievable!” said Charlie.


“And what about his other friends?” asked Seema. “I
understand that the police have been making enquiries at the school.” 


Seema was on slightly shaky ground here. She’d already been
warned by the police not to discuss individuals involved but could never resist
pushing the boundaries. That was what had got her onto the country’s leading
news channel in the first place.


Dan took a bite of a chocolate biscuit before answering with
his mouth full. 


“Look at that greedy bastard!” remarked Josh. “He can’t even
stop eating when he’s on TV.”


Dan continued, swallowing his biscuit and smiling into the
camera. “Well, all I can say is, there’s no smoke without fire is there?” 


“Do you know what?” said Lauren. “One day I’d love to wipe
that smug grin off his face.”


“Agreed”, said Charlie. Maybe one day they would.


=============================


Peter wasn’t surprised when all three of them were absent
from English that day. He had seen the journalists hanging around the school
gates that morning. 


He and the rest of the school had got through the day as
best they could. The headmaster had called a full school assembly, where he had
expressed concerns for Kaylee and urged the students to do whatever they could
in order to help find her. 


He’d also given them strict instructions not to talk to any
journalists or risk suspension. He hadn’t been at all impressed with Dan’s
interview, which was now being shown on an hourly basis on the rolling news
channel, and had given him a stern talking to.


At the end of the day, Peter took a wistful look around the
classroom where he’d taught for the past eight years. He wasn’t entirely sure
what lay ahead but was fully aware that this might be the last time he’d see
this room. 


He got his bits and pieces together and headed for home,
excited and apprehensive at the same time as he prepared for his first trip
into the Time Bubble.


Hannah had gone back on duty at 9am at a very busy police
station. The place was swarming with officers who had been brought in to help
with the search for Kaylee. She acted as normally as possible and played along,
knowing that Kaylee was going to be fine. 


Kent had been blustering about all day, coming up with
increasingly bizarre theories and illogical deductions that made her wonder if
he might not be losing the plot. He seemed to be overdoing it in his attempts
to impress the chief superintendent who had come up from Oxford. He wasn’t
succeeding.


She had spent most of the day out with Adrian in a patrol
car touring the wider area outside the town looking for clues which she knew
they’d never find. She indulged Adrian, though, who was enjoying the
opportunity to do some “real police work” as last. 


She couldn’t wait for 6pm to come when she could get off
duty and get started on the real work of the day.


The five of them had arranged to meet at Peter’s house at 7.30pm.
They felt it was the best place to meet as it was less public and there would
be no parents around asking awkward questions. It would also give Peter a
chance to give Hannah the once-over of the place, bearing in mind the plans
they had made the night before.


She arrived before the others which gave him a chance to put
another proposal to her. He was showing her the bathroom upstairs which he’d
had the foresight to scrub from top to bottom before she arrived, even the
horrible gunky bits behind the sink pedestal. He wanted to show her that he was
the kind of man who looked after himself. 


The only evidence now of its previous state was the
overpowering smell of bathroom cleaner from his somewhat overzealous cleaning.
She was clearly impressed.


“Listen, I’ve been thinking”, said Peter, as they stepped
back out onto the landing. “You know we talked about me renting this place out?
Well, I think I’ve got a better idea.”


“Go on”, said Hannah, wondering what he had in mind.


“Remember when you told me the other night how expensive your
flat is and how the letting agency keeps putting up the rent?”


Hannah remembered. They had been talking about house prices.
Hannah had often thought that she ought to try and get on the property ladder. Adrian
was always going on about how rent money was dead money. Somehow she’d never
got around to buying a place and it certainly wasn’t funny paying nearly a
thousand pounds a month to rent a one-bedroom flat.


“Yes – and it’s not just the rent. The agents are constantly
charging me fees for things as well. Like a fee for sending me a letter to tell
me the rent is going up. It’s outrageous.”


“That’s what I thought” said Peter. “So while I’m travelling
to the future, why don’t you stay here? You’d be doing me a favour looking
after the place and saving yourself some money into the bargain.”


Hannah had to admit she liked the idea. His three-bedroom
house was a big step up on her flat. 


They talked it over some more and agreed that as long as she
covered the bills and met his mortgage payments for him she could stay. She’d
be comfortably better off financially than she was in the flat.


The doorbell went and they headed back downstairs to let the
others in. For the next hour the five of them went over the plan in fine
detail. The only possible stumbling block was if someone else was in the tunnel
when they got there but they’d deal with that if or when it arose.


They arrived by 8.30pm and waited in the middle of the
tunnel. Josh had calculated she must arrive at sometime within the next half-hour
or so.


A thought occurred to Charlie as they waited which he now
mentioned to the others. “When Kaylee arrives I think we might have to catch
her”, he said.


“What do you mean?” asked Josh.


“Well, she was riding her bike, so she’s going to be in
mid-air when she appears. We need to catch her, otherwise she’s going to go
arse over tit. The last thing we want after all this is for her to end up breaking
her leg.”


“OK, well, you and I will stand right in front of where
she’s going to appear and try and catch her”, replied Josh.


“I think I had better stand on the other side”, said Peter.
“Once she comes through, I can go in.”


“Not straightaway”, replied Charlie. “It’s best if she sees
you go in. Otherwise she might not believe us.”


“I just hope she comes soon because I’m freezing my tits off
here”, remarked Lauren. 


The wait seemed to go on forever. Charlie and Josh felt
faintly ridiculous standing in the middle of the tunnel with their arms
outstretched. Fortunately, nobody else came into the tunnel, as what they were
doing would probably seem a little odd.


Finally, at 8.53pm precisely, Kaylee appeared at speed in
mid-air as predicted. She cannoned into Charlie and Josh, knocking them over
like tenpin bowling skittles, ending up landing right on top of Charlie.


Despite the fact they knew she was coming, the moment still
took them all by surprise.


“What the…?” asked Kaylee, bemused by the sudden
disappearance of her bike. She sat up to find herself straddling her boyfriend
in front of several people in what could be construed as a somewhat
compromising position. 


It certainly didn’t escape Lauren’s notice “Get a room”, she
quipped.


“It’s so good to have you back”, said Charlie, and kissed
her.


“I haven’t been anywhere”, said Kaylee. “And where did you
all come from?”


“It’s a long story”, said Charlie.


“And one we don’t have long to tell. Look!” said Peter,
pointing back up the tunnel towards town.


Once again, the familiar shape of Andy Green was lumbering
drunkenly towards the tunnel.


“Mr Grant”, exclaimed Kaylee, turning around and noticing
him for the first time. “What are you doing here?”


“The others will have to explain. I’ve got to go”, he said.
Looking back he could see that Andy was almost at the tunnel entrance.


“Go where?” asked Kaylee.


“To the future!”, replied Peter, dramatically. He checked
his watch. “Right, it’s 8.55pm. See you on Tuesday!”


With a deep breath, he stepped into the Time Bubble and
vanished.


“Wow!” remarked Kaylee. “What happened there?”


“Like he said, we’ve got some explaining to do”, said
Charlie.


Andy hadn’t noticed Peter’s disappearance, but as he reached
the rest of them he clapped his drunken eyes on Kaylee, and through the
alcoholic fog recognition dawned.


“Hey, I know you. You’re that girl who disappeared. You were
on the telly in the pub.”


“Disappeared?” asked Kaylee.


Hannah interjected. “It’s nothing for you to worry about,
Andy. I’m a police officer and we’ve found her safe.”


Andy looked at Hannah and recognised her. “I know who you
are as well. You fined me £80 for dropping that fag butt.” He started becoming
aggressive. “Well I’ll tell you the same as I told your mate in the pub. I’m
not paying it.”


Normally Hannah would stand up to such a display, but right
now she had bigger things to worry about than Andy. She just wanted rid of him.


“Right, I’ll tell you what we’ll do. If you get yourself off
home right now and stop going on about it, I’ll see that the paperwork for the
fine disappears. But you have to go right now, no backchat, no swearing and no
bad-mouthing me in the future. And don’t drop any more fag butts in the High
Street. Do we have a deal?” 


Andy looked on the verge of continuing his tirade when the
words sunk in. She was going to let him off. He couldn’t believe it.


“Deal”, he said and walked off up the tunnel without another
word.


The teenagers had been watching all this, laughing, with the
exception of Kaylee who was still feeling completely bemused by it all.


“Right then”, said Hannah. “I guess it’s time we explained
what all of this is about.”


“I think you had”, replied Kaylee.


“Do you want to do the honours, Charlie?” asked Hannah. “You
did discover the Time Bubble, after all. And Kaylee is your girlfriend.”


Charlie loved hearing her referred to as his girlfriend. He
felt happy and more than a little proud. Kaylee and he were together, and
nothing would part them again.


“It’s like this”, he said, and the long process of
explanation began.









Chapter Seventeen


 


After all the excitement of the last few days, Charlie and
the others got back to some sort of normality over the weekend.


Having seen Peter vanish into thin air right in front of her
eyes, it wasn’t difficult to convince Kaylee of the existence of the Time
Bubble. They had quickly outlined their plan to her and put it into operation.


The story was that Hannah had found her wandering dazed near
the railway bridge and taken her straight home. Her parents were naturally
overjoyed to have their daughter home, but still concerned about where she had
been for the past two days.


Kaylee acted the part of the dazed schoolgirl who had fallen
off her bike, ending up with amnesia to a tee. In fact she acted it so well
that Cathy had insisted that Phil take her to the nearest A&E Department to
have her checked over.


As was to be expected, the hospital couldn’t find any evidence
of any head injury or trauma. In fact, other than her cut hand, they could not
find anything wrong with her at all. Aware of the high media profile of her
disappearance, they insisted on keeping her in overnight for observation.


The lack of injury or explanation of where she had been for
the past two days wasn’t particularly satisfactory. Her parents didn’t dwell on
the details, though. Their daughter was safe and sound and that was all that
mattered.


News soon got round of her reappearance and it was all over
the newspapers the following morning. When she returned home the paparazzi were
camping outside her house in the hope of getting a picture for the Sunday
editions.


Kaylee took it all in her stride. She was quite enjoying all
the attention and it would soon die down. 


Her parents may have been content with the situation, but
there was one person who certainly wasn’t. 


Kent was extremely annoyed that the case had turned out not
to be a case after all, and even more unhappy that Hannah was getting all the
glory for being the one to have found the girl. 


Still, at least he’d get his office back now, so that was
something. Perhaps it was time he moved on and did something else with his
life. The one exciting thing to happen in the last ten years had fizzled out
like a damp squib and he wasn’t sure if he could face another decade of
drudgery behind the desk.


Hannah also found herself thrust into the media spotlight
briefly, and played along. She gave a pretty convincing TV interview to Seema
who seemed to accept her explanation that she was out walking when she “just
found her.” 


The finer points were glossed over in the feel-good factor
around the story. There had been so many similar cases over the years that had
ended badly. It was nice to have one with a happy ending for a change.


Once she’d got away from work for the day she didn’t go back
to her flat but instead went to Peter’s house. No-one would find her there and
she could think about the next stage of their plan. 


She knew she was going to need to enlist the others’ help again,
and arranged to meet up with them on Monday to discuss what they were going to
do.


Charlie didn’t get to see Kaylee in the flesh at all on
Saturday. There was no way her parents were going to let her out of their sight
that quickly so he decided to keep a low profile and stayed at home all day. Now
that Kaylee had been found there was no longer any media interest in him so he
wasn’t disturbed. 


Kaylee’s parents had insisted she rest, so she spent most of
the day up in her room exchanging romantic messages with Charlie on her phone.
They were aching to see each other. 


They arranged that he would come over and see her on Sunday
night. They’d get a pizza and watch a movie. Her parents didn’t mind, they
liked Charlie. Cathy did insist that they stay downstairs in the living room
with the rest of the family, though. 


She still remembered Liv’s remarks about Kaylee wanting to
have sex with Charlie. Whether or not it was true, she didn’t want to take any
chances.


Lauren and Josh had quiet weekends, too. Both still needed
to catch up on some sleep and took the opportunity to recharge their batteries.


On Monday the parents went back to work and the team were
able to get together for a meeting. Hannah had been granted a few days’ leave, so
the five of them were free all day. 


They decided that the best place to meet up would be at Peter’s
house again. This time the main topic on the agenda was what to do once Peter
emerged from the Bubble.


Josh had assumed the role of statistician of the group. Over
the weekend he had spent some time calculating the finer workings of the Time
Bubble in great detail. He had turned up to the meeting with printouts from a
complicated spreadsheet showing the details of all the trips taken so far, plus
projections for the future.


He excitedly explained it all in great detail. Some of the
more complex explanations, such as the definition of a “planck”, were somewhat
lost on the group but they got the general drift.


“So, to summarise”, he began. “Once Mr Grant emerges, which
should be at 8.55pm tomorrow, the next person to go into the Time Bubble will
be in there for eight days. Then it will be sixteen, 32, 64, 128, 256 and so
on. I’ve worked out all the dates right up until the end of the century. As you
can appreciate, this has some pretty serious implications.”


“Too right it does”, said Lauren. “Look at how much trouble
Kaylee vanishing for two days caused. There is no way we can cover up people
disappearing for the amounts of time you are talking.”


“Josh and I have talked about this before”, said Charlie.
“The fact is, it isn’t our responsibility. I know we are the ones that
discovered the tunnel, but surely there are government departments that
specialise in things like this. Perhaps we should just let things run their
course, and in time they are bound to come and investigate.”


“I am not sure such departments really exist”, said Josh,
who had been watching reruns of The X-Files on one of the Freeview
channels. “I think it’s pretty much something we’ve been led to believe by TV.
After all, when has anything like this ever happened before?” In the real world
things like this don’t happen, so there wouldn’t be any need for something like
that.”


“But in the real world this is happening”, said Charlie. “There
could have been other things like this but we just haven’t been told about them.”


Hannah decided it was time to tell them what she and Peter
had talked about the other night. “We may not have to worry about it in the
short term”, she said. “Peter and I have already talked this over and have come
up with a plan.”


Over the next few minutes she explained to them about
Peter’s leukaemia and how he hoped to use the Time Bubble over and over again
to travel into the future to get the treatment he needed.


“Obviously we haven’t gone over some of the finer points
yet. For example, he’ll need to find some way of explaining in however many years
it takes that he hasn’t got any older. We’ve got plenty of time to think of the
solution to that one.”


“Plastic surgery?” suggested Lauren. “It works for all those
Hollywood stars.”


“I like it”, said Josh. “It’s a way we can use the Time
Bubble to do some good.”


“There is one small problem we have to deal with”, said
Hannah. “I was hoping you may be able to come up with some ideas.”


“What’s that?” asked Charlie. 


“As you know, Peter’s got to go to the hospital on Wednesday
for some more tests and a diagnosis. After that we’ll know for sure what the
situation is and he can begin his time jumps to the future. But we’ve got the
problem in the meantime of stopping anyone else going into the Bubble after he
comes out tomorrow night.”


“Does it really matter if anyone else goes in?” asked Josh.
“OK they will be gone for eight days and it will cause a lot of hassle, but ultimately
they will come back. Then he can go in afterwards.”


“I don’t think we can risk that” said Charlie. “Whether
there are government departments related to this sort of thing or not, another
disappearance in the same spot is going to attract an awful lot of attention.”


“Not necessarily”, said Josh. “What if it was just some old
drunk like Andy? No one would miss him. We could get him to the tunnel and
shove him into the Bubble just after Mr Grant comes out.”


“I still think that’s going to attract unwarranted
attention. No matter how pissed Andy is, he’s going to notice the disappearance
of eight days. And anyway, there’s no guarantee we’ll be able to get him to the
right place at the right time. I think we need to think of something else.”


“Surely the best way is to prevent anyone else going into the
tunnel for a few days”, said Kaylee.


“And how do you suggest we do that?” asked Hannah.


“Couldn’t you get it sealed off on police orders?” Kaylee
replied. “Put tape up across it or something?”


“Even if I could”, replied Hannah, “I’m not working this
week, and how would I explain it to my colleagues? And there’s still no
guarantee someone won’t just go in anyway. Police tape is pretty flimsy and it
won’t keep out nosey people. No, that’s a non-starter, I’m afraid.”


“We need to make it physically impossible for anyone to
enter or leave the tunnel then”, said Lauren.


“I know!” exclaimed Josh. “We could blow it up.”


“In my capacity as a police officer I’ll pretend I didn’t
hear that”, replied Hannah. “It’s highly illegal, extremely impractical and, to
be honest, quite ridiculous.”


“Yes, but you’re in the police – you must have access to
explosives and stuff”, continued Josh.


“I can assure you I haven’t”, replied Hannah. “And even if I
had, can you imagine what would happen if we blew up the end of the tunnel?
We’d have the anti-terrorist squad and media all over us. I’m sorry, but it’s
not going to happen.”


“I can think of a solution” said Lauren.


“Go on”, said Hannah.


“Josh’s dad runs a building firm. He’s got loads of bricks
and cement stored in his garage. I’ve seen it. So it’s quite simple – let’s
just brick it up.”


“And what’s to stop the powers that be coming along and
unbricking it again?” asked Josh.


“Yes, that is what will happen”, said Lauren. “But not for a
few days, if not weeks. You know what the council’s like around here, it takes
forever to get the simplest thing done. Do you remember when someone crashed
their car into that fence next to the park last year? It was months before
anyone came to fix it.”


“She’s right”, said Charlie. “People will be annoyed and
complain about it but it will take a few days to get it sorted out which will
buy us the time we need.”


“OK, so assuming I go along with this”, said Josh, “it means
we have to basically nick some bricks and cement out of my dad’s garage, take
it to the edge of the tunnel, and brick it up. Assuming we manage to get the
stuff undetected, we then have to do the bricking up without anyone seeing us.
Bearing in mind the time of day that Mr Grant is due back, there are bound to
be people about.”


“I should also point out that there’s CCTV down there”,
remarked Hannah. “There are people watching it during the day. Someone rang up
101 the other night about some graffiti artists, and they were able to spot
them on it. That’s why we were down there the first night we met you two.”


“What about at night?” asked Charlie.


“It’s not manned 24 hours”, replied Hannah. “But everything
is recorded. There’s nothing to stop someone going in there the next day after
someone’s reported that the tunnel has been bricked up, and reviewing the
recording.”


“Then we’ll need to knock out the camera”, said Charlie.


“Not really practical, I’m afraid” replied Hannah. “They are
twenty feet up in the air and tamper-proof. However – I have worked shifts in
the CCTV centre and if I can get in there undetected, I can remove the
recordings myself. It’s risky, though.”


“I think it’s our only option, bearing in mind everything
else we’ve said”, replied Charlie.


“It’s essential”, replied Hannah. “If they see those
recordings and identify us from them, we’ll all be in trouble. And I’ll have to
kiss goodbye to my career, that’s for sure.”


Between them they agreed it was the best course of action
and spent the rest of the afternoon working out how they were going to implement
it.











Chapter Eighteen


 


On Tuesday morning a postman heading for the tunnel stopped
short about ten yards from the entrance.


In front of him was a crudely bricked-up wall. 


“Bloody students”, he exclaimed, turned around and rode his
bike off in the opposite direction.


This was exactly the sort of reaction The Time Bubble team
had been hoping for, that the bricked-up tunnel would be put down to some sort
of student prank.


The plan had gone remarkably well. Josh had managed to
persuade his older brother to help out, saying he was doing it for a bet. His
brother already worked in the family firm and had his own van, so it wasn’t
difficult to get him down there to help with the job.


Together with Charlie’s help, they had bricked up the town
end of the tunnel first, and then gone round to the other end to do the same.
At that end they left a two-foot gap at the top of the wall to give Peter room
to get out. 


They had even left a stepladder inside the tunnel for him to
climb up. Every possible angle had been covered.


Early the following morning, Hannah had used her pass to get
into the CCTV monitoring station in Oxford. She used her knowledge of the system
to overwrite that night’s recording with the one from the previous day. 


If anyone checked now they wouldn’t see anything. It would
be a mystery, and might possibly set some alarm bells ringing, but there would
be nothing to trace any of it back to her.


The only slight concern she had was that the CCTV room would
be monitored at the time Peter was due to emerge. If anyone happened to be
looking at that particular camera at the time Peter crawled out, they might send
someone down. 


She figured that it was a risk worth taking, though, because
the chances of it happening were low. At that time of night they were far more
likely to be concentrating their attention on the cameras in Oxford city centre.


As more people discovered the bricked-up tunnel during
Tuesday there was much moaning from those inconvenienced by it. As the team had
rightly predicted though, nobody came to do anything about it.


Kaylee and Charlie, meanwhile, had other things on their
minds. For the first time since all of this had begun, they found themselves
alone together at last.


Sarah had gone to work early on Tuesday morning, leaving
Charlie to sleep in after his late-night bricklaying stint. He was up by 11am
and Kaylee came round at lunchtime.


At last they had the time together they’d been craving for
so long. There was little need for words when he opened the door to let her in.
They immediately fell into each other’s arms and kissed passionately at the
foot of the stairs.


She knew in her heart the time was right for them to take
things further. Amazed at her own boldness she suggested that they go upstairs.
Charlie certainly didn’t offer any resistance. He took her hand and led her up
to his bedroom. 


Three hours later, when it was time for her to leave, they reluctantly
parted, their relationship consummated at last. 


Kaylee went home to have her tea, feeling amazing and
fulfilled inside. Lauren had been right, it had been the best. She knew that
she’d made the right choice – Charlie really was “the one.” Nothing anyone
could say now, not even Liv who was her usual sarcastic self during the meal,
could spoil it. 


The team had arranged to meet up at the tunnel again around
8pm to prepare for Peter’s reappearance which was scheduled to occur at 8.55pm.


But there was one small detail that they had failed to take
into account. As a consequence, Peter did in fact emerge at 7:55pm into a
deserted tunnel.


“Hello?” he called out. There was no response. He looked both
ways up the brightly lit tunnel and saw the brick walls at either end. So
that’s how they’d done it. 


He was impressed. It was a pretty ingenious solution. Maybe
that was why there was no-one there to meet him, they couldn’t get in because
the tunnel was blocked off. 


He could see the stepladder in front of the wall, so clearly
that was the way he was meant to go. He was certainly not going to walk up towards
the town end. If he did that he’d fall straight back into the Time Bubble, lose
eight days and miss his hospital appointment.


Instead he walked towards the stepladder. Clearly they must
be waiting on the other side of the wall for him. He reached the end and began
to climb the ladder. Once he reached the top of the wall he looked over, but
there was still nobody there. What had happened?


He hauled himself over the wall and jumped down to the other
side. And then he saw all five of them coming towards him.


“Hey look,” said Josh, noticing him first. “He’s early.”


They walked towards him, and Hannah greeted him with an
extremely warm hug that took him by surprise – a very nice surprise.  “How come
you are so early?” she asked. “Did we get the timings wrong?”


“I hope not”, replied Peter. “All of our calculations have
been based on it doubling exactly each time. If that’s not the case it could
make future projections as to when I’ll appear difficult.”


It was Josh who came up with the answer. “I know what’s
happened” he said. “The clocks went back on Saturday night. So you are not an
hour early, only the clocks are.”


Of course, that was it, thought Peter. “That’s a relief”, he
said. “So we’re still on track?”


“Looks like it”, replied Josh.


“So, what do we do now?” asked Charlie.


“Well, I think you and Josh are going to take me and Kaylee
to J’s for milkshakes”, said Lauren. “And I think Hannah and Mr Grant have got
some things to sort out.”


She wasn’t just referring to the logistics of his future
trips through the Time Bubble. Perceptive as ever, Lauren had detected a hint
of potential romance between the two of them, and thought it was time they left
nature to take its course.


“Are you sure you don’t want to come with us, sir?” asked
Charlie.


“We’ll be fine”, answered Hannah for him. They did have a
lot of things to sort out and besides, she wanted some time to herself with him.
“We’ll contact you again tomorrow after we get back from the hospital.”


They said their farewells and headed in their respective
directions.


Back at Peter’s house, they opened a bottle of wine and
started to go through all the paperwork that needed to be dealt with that would
enable Hannah to manage his affairs.


As they worked, they drank, talked and laughed. Soon the
paperwork was forgotten. They were having too good a time. When the time came
to go to bed there was no falling asleep on his shoulder this time. 


She came with him to the hospital the following day, stayed
with him during the tests, and comforted him when they gave him the bad news
they’d been expecting. Back home in the afternoon they read up everything they
could on the internet about his condition and the pioneering treatments that
could prove to be his salvation. 


Although the two of them were falling in love, they knew
that they had no choice but to part again soon. The hospital had only given him
around three months to live, and predicted he would start to feel ill quite
soon. 


Much as they would have loved to have had more time to
explore their new feelings for each other, they knew that every day they
delayed was one day further for his illness to progress. And there was also the
ever-present risk that someone could get into the tunnel and put the Time
Bubble out of action for a further eight days. It would be eight days that they
could ill afford.


They decided to go out for the evening and have a romantic
meal at a new Italian restaurant in town. The streets were full of kids dressed
up for Halloween, trick-or-treating. Many of the houses were lit up with
hollowed-out pumpkins. 


Peter and Hannah talked about how much people’s lives were
governed by the calendar, defined by the events that made up the year. For him
it would be different from now on. In just a few trips through the Time Bubble
he could be basking in midsummer sun or plunged into the depths of midwinter.
It all depended how long it would take for his miracle cure to become a
reality. Five years, ten years, even twenty? 


As they ate by candlelight she assured him she’d be there
for him each time he emerged from the Bubble. She would keep up to date with
the medical situation, and advise him each time he emerged. 


He realised as he looked into her eyes that this was going
to be much harder for her than it was for him. For him it would all be over in
an instant, but she would be waiting for increasingly long intervals to see
him. Was it fair to ask her to wait for him that long? He felt at ease enough
with her to express all these concerns over the meal, but she had already
thought it all out for herself. 


Hannah hadn’t really had anything much in the way of a
serious relationship for some years, and she certainly hadn’t had any feelings
for anyone such as she had developed for Peter. Her heart belonged with him,
and even though they’d be parted she would be counting down the days and months
until she saw him again.


They decided that he would go in the middle of the following
night. It was better at that time because it meant when he emerged again it
would still be the middle of the night. There was unlikely to be anyone around
at that time, so they would be able to spend a little bit of time together each
time before he’d have to leave. 


They’d have to ration it, though. They couldn’t run the risk
of him turning up during the daytime and someone else falling into the Bubble
before he could jump back in. That could prove fatal to him if it put the
Bubble out of action for a lengthy period.


All the other details and any other issues or problems that
might arise she could deal with in his absence. She was going to have plenty of
time on her hands.


It was a strange state of affairs. Their relationship was
going to be quite unlike anyone else’s, but it didn’t matter. She was happy.











Chapter Nineteen


 


The day had come for Peter’s big trip into the future. He
and Hannah had spent the day making the final preparations and he felt ready to
go. 


He had written a letter of resignation to his school,
explaining that he was terminally ill and wanted to leave immediately. He
explained that he wanted to spend his last few months travelling the world and
hence he was leaving that night. He didn’t think they’d mind him not working
out his notice under the circumstances.


He also wrote to his doctor telling him the same. He dealt
with bank accounts, utility bills, and everything else he could think of. By
the evening he was all set to leave.


It seemed rather weird because, although he was in theory
going on this lengthy journey, from his point of view he wasn’t really going
anywhere at all. There was no luggage to pack, in fact nothing to take with him
at all. 


As he left his house he reflected how strange it all was
that, although he would be back here tomorrow, from his perspective it would
actually be years in the future.


It was going to be far tougher on Hannah. He thought of the
piece of A4 paper he’d initially used to demonstrate his theory of time travel.
He thought of Hannah moving painfully slowly across it, whilst he leapt directly
from one end to the other.


They had one last long, romantic evening together, planning
for him to make the jump at precisely midnight. The rest of the team came round
to wish him farewell, and Josh gave him a piece of card with the exact dates
for the Time Bubble over the next century or more. 


Peter certainly hoped it wouldn’t take that long for the
treatments he needed. It was a cliché, but only time would tell. Now he had as
much of it at his disposal as he could ever possibly want.


He and Hannah made it down to the tunnel just before
midnight and scrambled over the wall to get inside. There was no sign that
anybody else had been in there. All the brickwork was still intact and the
stepladder was exactly where he’d left it. They walked on down to the centre of
the tunnel and prepared to say their farewells.


“Well, I guess this is it”, said Hannah. She pulled him close
to her and they embraced. “I’m going to miss you so much”, she said. “I’ll see
you in eight days’ time.”


“From my point of view it’s more a case of see you in eight
seconds’ time”, replied Peter.


“It’s certainly going to seem odd”, said Hannah.


“Right, you had better step back then. We don’t want you
falling in by mistake.”


“Agreed – I’ve already done that once”, she said. Hannah
looked at her watch. It was one minute past midnight. “Go on, you need to go.”


“I don’t want to leave you”, said Peter. He couldn’t bear
the thought of her being left all alone.


“You’ve got no choice. If we’ve any hope of being together
in the future you have to do this now”, she said.


“I know”, he conceded. “Well, here goes.” He stepped into
the Bubble and vanished, leaving her alone in the tunnel.


She felt very cold and very alone. She walked back along the
tunnel, climbed over the wall and went back to her new home. The house seemed
very empty without him there. She put on one of his T-shirts and got into bed,
beginning the first of many long, lonely nights that lay ahead.


The eight days passed slowly. She went back to work and life
returned to normal. Ironically the first job Kent put her on when she went back
to work was investigating who was responsible for bricking up the tunnel. This
enabled her to keep a close eye on things down there, but there was little to
worry about.


Kaylee and the others returned to school to the announcement
that Mr Grant had left and they would have a temporary teacher in charge until
Christmas. She and Charlie’s relationship continued to blossom, much to the
annoyance of Dan who was insanely jealous. 


With Charlie and Kaylee spending so much time together,
Lauren and Josh inevitably found themselves as the second couple in an
impromptu foursome. Despite their casual attitude to relationships, they felt
themselves increasingly drawn to each other.  


Lauren even admitted to Kaylee that perhaps she quite liked
the idea of having a proper boyfriend after all. Being part of the Time Bubble
team had brought her and Josh closer together. 


At a party the following Friday night, the two of them found
themselves again upstairs in a bedroom together, but it was different this time.
She felt strong feelings towards him. Perhaps this time it would turn out to be
more than just a one-night stand.


On that same Friday night, Hannah had made her way down to
the still bricked-up tunnel and got herself over the wall in good time to meet
Peter. There were no mix-ups with the clocks to worry about this time, and he
appeared right on schedule. 


They embraced and talked for a while. She had brought him
some post that needed dealing with, and she kept him up to date with the latest
news. They had rationed themselves to just half an hour together and all too
soon it was over. They reluctantly parted again as he headed once more into the
Bubble.


Eight days had seemed a long time and now she had to wait
another sixteen. Life went on. She ticked off the days on the calendar, threw
herself into work, and got on with life. 


During that sixteen days Kent announced that he was taking
voluntary redundancy. The whole business with Kaylee had just about finished
him off. In the meantime, Hannah’s promotion to sergeant had come through and
she was now on the fast track programme to bigger and better things.


It was very cold in the early hours of Monday 26th
November when Hannah went to meet Peter again.


“I see they’ve still not unbricked the tunnel then” was his
first observation after they’d spent the first thirty seconds or so kissing
deeply.


“No”, replied Hannah. “There’s a lot of wrangling going on
about it. The council say it’s the railway contractors’ responsibility and vice
versa. Looks like it could be a while.”


“At least it means we can spend some time uninterrupted”,
replied Peter. “A pity it’s so cold”, he said with a twinkle in his eye.


Hannah guessed what he was hinting at. “Well maybe I should
bring a blanket some time. Give us the chance to get a little more comfortable.”


“Maybe you should. It will be summer soon - for me, anyway.”
He consulted the list of dates on the card Josh had given him. “Three more
trips and it’ll be July.”


They continued to talk and she told him about her career
plans. Attaining a senior positon at the police station in town would enable
her to use her influence should there be any future issues over use of the
tunnel.


After their customary half-hour he departed once more. When
he returned on the 28th December she had a surprise for him.


“Here you are” she said, handing him a card and a small
gift-wrapped box. “Merry Christmas.”


“It seems to come round earlier every year!” he joked.
“Sorry, I didn’t get the chance to get you anything, but I’ve been a bit tied
up.


“Well, you can make it up to me in Christmas 2031”, she
said. “Or whenever you eventually get out of this thing.”


“You’ve got a deal”, he said. “I’ll be able to buy you
several years’ worth of Christmas presents all in one go when I get out of here.”


“I’ll keep you to that”, she said.


He opened the gift box to find a very sophisticated looking
watch inside. “Ah – just the thing”, he said. “Very useful for the man who
needs to keep track of time!”


“It’s got the latest technology in it”, she said. “It should
automatically adjust the date and time via satellite control. Wherever or, in
your case, whenever you are, it should update itself and tell you.”


“Thank-you”, he said. “It’s perfect.”


They kissed and he headed off for the last time in 2018.


The gaps between his visits grew longer. As the New Year
dawned she was aware she’d see him only twice in 2019. Keeping up with his condition,
she joined countless websites, subscribed to all manner of medical journals,
and scoured the internet every day to keep up with the latest developments. 


Whilst there was no end of news about the revolutionary new
treatments there seemed to be a frustrating lack of progress on them actually
becoming available.


By the time he returned in March the council had finally
relented and sorted out the tunnel entrances, so there was no more climbing
over the wall to see him. It was 2 o’clock in the morning when he arrived: they
were able to spend their half-hour together uninterrupted.


Before he went he reminded her not to forget about the
clocks changing, though he noted that Josh had already taken account of this on
the list of dates he’d sent them. He’d marked the fact that she needed to
arrive an hour later than he’d departed on the next visit.


Just before she left that time she said “I’ve got a surprise
for you next time - a very pleasant surprise, in fact.”


“What is it?” he asked.


“If I told you that it wouldn’t be a surprise, would it?
You’ll see”, she replied.


When he arrived on 8th July it was in the middle
of a heatwave. She had remembered their conversation the previous November, and
gone armed not only with a blanket, but a blow-up airbed as well. 


She’d had no physical contact of any kind for eight months,
and may well not have any more for another few years. She had her mind set on
doing more with their half-hour this time than just talk.


It was rather risky doing what they were doing in the middle
of the tunnel in the dead of night. Hannah wondered what sort of scandal it
would cause if someone in her position were to be caught having sex in public,
but luck was on their side. 


This was the last time she was going to see him for over
eight months and there was no way she was going to waste the opportunity.


In fact they made more of the opportunity than they’d
thought. After they kissed goodbye, he stepped once again into the Bubble. The
surprise she had given him last time was nothing compared to the surprise he
got when he reappeared this time. Standing before him was a very different-looking
Hannah.


She was eight and a half months pregnant.











Chapter Twenty


 


Peter was flabbergasted. This must be the fastest pregnancy
on record. It was less than ten minutes ago they had been entwined together and
now here she was, heavy with his child.


“Surprise”, she said.


“Oh my God”, was all he could say. “You’re pregnant.”


“Yeah, I thought you might notice that”, she replied. “I’m
sure you remember what happened the last time I was here.”


“I’m hardly likely to forget”, he said. “I’m still basking
in the afterglow. So what do we do now?” he asked.


“The same as we did before”, she replied. “You go back into
the Bubble and keep jumping until we can get you cured.”


“But I can’t go back in now”, he said. “Don’t you see this
changes everything? I can’t leave you to bring up our child alone with no
father.”


“If you don’t go back into that Bubble, the baby won’t have
a father for very long. She’ll never know you.”


“She?” asked Peter. “Did you find out the sex?”


“No I didn’t”, she replied. “But I just have a feeling it is
going to be a girl.”


“I feel awful about going back into the Bubble now” he said.
“Like one of those fathers who just abandons their pregnant partner and child. Not
only am I not going to see her born, I’m not going to see her grow up either.”


“You’re not abandoning us. This is the only way, and you
know it”, replied Hannah. “This way at least you have a fighting chance of
being around when she’s older.”


Peter knew what she was saying made sense. Reluctantly he
conceded that he had no choice. But how much of her childhood was he going to
miss? He decided to ask her if there had been any development on the treatment
front.


“It’s been slow-going” she replied. “They always seem to be
on the verge of a breakthrough, but then there’s some sort of setback. The
latest I’ve heard is that they’ve successfully carried out the treatment on
mice in America, but tests on humans haven’t worked satisfactorily. You are going
to have to wait a while longer, I’m afraid.”


“And what about you?” asked Peter. “Are you going to be able
to manage OK?”


“I’ll be fine”, she said. Since her promotion she had earned
a good salary and with it came a very generous maternity package. “Don’t worry.
Everything is going to be fine.”


She hadn’t told anyone at work that he was the father – how
could she? It was none of their business anyway. She was glad she lived in such
enlightened times. Had a woman in her position got pregnant in such a way a generation
ago, it would have been frowned upon.


She had, however, confided in Charlie and the rest of the
group. She saw them regularly and always filled them in on the details of her
meetings with Peter. 


She hadn’t gone into any intimate details, but when she let
them know she was pregnant she had to come clean about when and where it had
happened. Lauren had been quite impressed. She thought it was only teenagers
who got up to illicit sex outdoors.


“The rest of the team send their regards” she said. “They
wanted to come down and see you, but I said I needed to talk to you about the
baby and they understood.”


“Maybe next time”, said Peter. “It’ll be over a year until
I’m next here. Will you bring the baby, too?”


“Of course I will.”


“It’s time for me to go”, he said. “I’m sorry I can’t be
there at the birth.”


“That’s OK” she replied. “You’ve got a good excuse. And don’t
worry about the birth. I’ve found myself a birthing partner – it’s Kaylee.”
Hannah and Kaylee had become good friends over the past eighteen months and
spent a lot of time together.


“Well – good luck. I can’t wait to meet my daughter”, he
said.


“You’ll see her almost straightaway”, she said. “It’s going
to be a long time for me, though.”


They kissed and he stepped once again into the Bubble.


He emerged again around 4am on the 14th August 2021
to find quite a party waiting for him: Charlie, Kaylee, Josh and Lauren. He
noticed how grown-up they all looked now. Nearly three years had passed since
he’d last seen them.


“Congratulations!” the four of them shouted. He noticed
they’d hung a banner above their heads which read “Welcome Back, Daddy.” But
where was his child?


The four of them moved aside to reveal Hannah standing
behind them, complete with pushchair and an adorable blonde-haired little girl
sitting inside. She looked up at him through clear blue eyes and smiled.


“Peter”, she said. “Come and meet your daughter. This is
Jessica Rose Benson, born April 7th 2020.”


 “She’s beautiful”, he replied.


“You can hold her, if you like”, said Hannah. “I wanted to
give her your surname, but they wouldn’t allow me if you weren’t present.”


In just under an hour he’d gone from conceiving his child to
holding her in his arms. It was the proudest moment of his whole life.


“It’s good to see you again, sir”, said Charlie.


“What are you all doing now?” he asked.


Josh had managed to get into Oxford to do maths. He was also
developing an interest in the tachyon research that was going on there. Lauren
was working in Oxford as a beauty therapist, and frequently sneaked into his
halls of residence at night.


Kaylee and Charlie were inseparable and had managed to both
get into Bristol University. His latest arrival had worked out well because,
with it being the middle of August, they were all home for the holidays.


After they’d chatted for a while, Lauren suggested giving
Hannah, Peter and Jessica a little time together, so they said their goodbyes
and headed back up the tunnel.


“If you thought I didn’t want to go last time, now it’s ten
times worse”, he said. “Has there been any progress?”


Hannah hated having to give him the bad news but it was once
again a negative. There had been endless further trials and false dawns over
the past year or so that he had been away.


Reluctantly he held his daughter tightly to him for one last
time before heading off once again. There were tears in his eyes as he left.
This time he really was going for a long time.


When he returned in June 2024, baby Jessica was a baby no
longer but a four-year-old girl. As a precaution, they moved along the tunnel
well away from the centre. The last thing they wanted was a lively four-year-old
running into the Time Bubble.


This time Hannah was able to introduce him properly as her daddy.
It was very hard for them to explain where he had been so they had to settle
for “Daddy was away and would have to go away again soon, but one day they
would all be together.”


They hoped that day would be soon. Hannah had brought much
more positive news this time. A medical breakthrough had been made in America
very recently, and she’d kept the clippings from the newspapers to show him.


The tests had all gone exceedingly well, and it was expected
that the treatment would be available within a year.


This put them into something of a quandary. Did he stay, and
they gamble that he could get the treatment in time? Or should they sacrifice five
more precious years in order to be sure?


They sat and talked it over for more than an hour. Jessica
was tired and fell asleep in her father’s arms as they sat talking against the
wall of the tunnel.


Eventually they agreed that he had to go back in leaving
Hannah and Jessica alone for another five and a half years. As he entered the
Bubble once more he prayed that this would be the last time.


But when he emerged again, there was no warm welcome
awaiting him.


The first thing he noticed was the dark. The lights in the
tunnel were off and there was no light coming from the end of the tunnel. He
couldn’t see a thing.


The second thing that hit him was the cold. He had dressed
quite warmly when he’d come out on that cold November night back in 2018, but he
wasn’t prepared for anything like this. It was absolutely freezing. The jumper
and jacket he was wearing were not going to keep him warm for long.


He took his phone out of his pocket and pressed the home key
to turn it on and shed a little light on the situation. He remembered that his
phone had a torch app on it and tried to locate it. He had never had any need
for it – until now.  


He had no signal on the phone but that was hardly surprising.
It had probably been deactivated years ago. As he switched on his torch app he
reflected that his phone was probably virtually an antique now. He wondered how
far technology had advanced since he’d been gone. Perhaps phones were obsolete
altogether by now.


His phone had a built-in thermometer which told him that the
external temperature in the tunnel was minus 12 degrees Celsius. He needed to
get out of here and into the warm fast.


Using the torch app to light his way, he walked up to the
end of the tunnel. As he approached he could see that it was again sealed off.
The crude brick walls that Josh and his brother had built were long gone, but
now there was something smoother and more solid in place.


As he got there he realised what it was – a sheer face of
solid, hard-packed ice. There was no way he was going to be getting through
that. He walked back down to the other end of the tunnel to discover exactly
the same.


What had happened? He knew that it was January, but snow and
ice of this extent were unprecedented even in the depths of midwinter. Had a
new ice age begun whilst he was in the Bubble? There was no way of knowing. 


He checked the watch she had given him. The date and time on
it had not updated. Was that because the satellites above were no longer
operating, due to some global catastrophe? Or could the signal just not
penetrate below the ice?


He was freezing cold and shivering now, his attire proving
woefully inadequate for the conditions. He was also finding it difficult to
breathe. The searing cold air was burning into his lungs, and he also suspected
that there was not a lot of oxygen in the tunnel. His fingers were turning blue
with the cold and beginning to go numb.


He knew he could not survive long in these conditions. He feared
for Hannah and Jessica. If things really were bad up there, would they have
survived? There was only one way to find out.


The thought of having to disappear for eleven more years
horrified him. As so often before, though, he had no choice. It was either that
or freeze to death waiting for someone to come, and if they were going to come,
they would have done so already.


Before he left, with shaking and freezing numb fingers he
wrote his initials, the date and the time down on the back of the card Josh had
given him and pushed it into a crack between two bricks right by the entrance
to the Time Bubble. If Hannah did come eventually, at least she would know what
time he’d reappear. That’s if the snow didn’t melt and flood the place, of
course.


Dreading what he might find after the next jump, he prepared
to step once again into the Bubble.


High above the tunnel, on top of fifteen feet of densely
packed snow stood Hannah, dressed from head to toe in an outfit that made her
look as if she was going on an Antarctic expedition. 


She had been digging vainly with her shovel for hours, but
had realised in frustration that she could go no deeper. The snow that had been
there for over a year now had impacted into solid ice.


Fighting back the tears, she realised that she was not going
to see him. The global winter that had enveloped the planet had devastated
Britain, and it was a miracle she had even managed to get this far in the
blizzard-like conditions.


The most gutting thing of all was that shortly after his
last jump there had been a major announcement that the cure for his leukaemia
had been found. It was freely available on the NHS less than a year afterwards.


She tried calling out his name more than once, but there was
no way he was going to be able to hear her through the howling wind and the
never-ending snow.


Reluctantly she abandoned her attempt to dig down to the
tunnel and began the long trek back to the farmhouse where she had left her
daughter sleeping. Life was purely about survival now and she was determined
not to give up. 


Eleven years had passed since Peter had first jumped into
the Time Bubble, now all she could do was try and make sure she would still be
around after another eleven.











Chapter Twenty-One


 


Peter reappeared to see to his relief that the lights were
back on. He also saw a beautiful young woman standing in front of him who
looked vaguely familiar.


“Hello, Dad”, she said.


Peter realised at once that he was looking at his daughter.
But before he could say anything else, he heard another vaguely familiar voice
speak from behind him. “Hello, Dad?” the voice enquired. “What sort of game are
you playing here, Jess?” 


Peter turned around to see a fat, bald-headed middle-aged
man standing behind him. The man had his eyes closed. 


“Can I open my eyes yet?” asked the man. And then he added,
rather crudely, “Have you got your knickers off yet?”


Peter was outraged at someone speaking to his daughter like
that, but before he could say anything Jessica spoke into a futuristic-looking
device on her wrist and said, “OK – he’s here. Go!”


Two other men came running up the tunnel towards them from
the direction of town. Peter was thoroughly confused by all of this: what on
earth was going on?


The fat man opened his eyes, and suddenly Peter realised who
he was. He may have been in his forties now but the fat, piggy eyes he
remembered so well from school were still there. It was Daniel Fisher.


Dan looked at him, recognition showing in his eyes. “Hey, I
know you. You’re that teacher who disappeared. They said you were dead. What
are you doing here?”


“Sorry, Dan”, said Jessica. “I’m afraid you’re not going to
have time to find out.”


The two men running up the tunnel reached Dan, and with an
almighty push, shoved his fat bulk right into the entrance to the Time Bubble
where he instantly vanished.


Jessica and the two men cheered. As Peter looked at their
faces more closely, he recognised a very mature-looking Charlie and Josh. With a
quick calculation he figured that they must be in their forties by now.


“At last!” exclaimed Josh. “We’ve finally got rid of the
bastard.”


“And good riddance”, said Charlie. 


“Welcome back, sir!” said Josh.


“I think Peter will do now, don’t you?” he replied. “After
all you did leave school over twenty years ago.” He then turned his attention
back to his daughter.


“Jessica” was all he said, and they hugged each other
deeply.


“I’ve waited so long for you, Dad” she replied. “Mum has
explained everything to me and I do understand.”


“We’ve a lot of catching up to do”, he replied. “Where is
she, by the way?”


“Right here” came a voice from behind him. 


He turned to see that Hannah had walked up the tunnel behind
Charlie and Josh. 


Although she was older now, she was still beautiful. Her
face may have looked a little older, but her eyes burned as brightly as ever
and she still had a fantastic figure.


“Yes, I know what you’re thinking”, she said. “I must look
so old!”


“You look amazing”, he replied.


“Flatterer!” she said. “Still, looking on the bright side,
we don’t have to worry about the age gap between us anymore. I’m older than you
are now. You’re just in time to help me celebrate my 50th birthday.”


“So what happened last time?” asked Peter.


“Well, we had a little trouble with the weather”, replied
Hannah.


“That’s putting it mildly!” remarked Josh.


“Did you get my note?” he asked.


“It was a bit soggy from the flood water, but we managed to
decipher it”, said Josh.


“And what about the leukaemia?” he asked.


“It’s all going to be fine”, said Hannah. “Come on. Let’s go
home and I’ll tell you all about it.”


Dawn had broken by the time they left the tunnel, and the
sun was already shining. It was 7.03am on a glorious spring morning, and it looked
like it was going to be a beautiful day, the first one Peter had seen for over
22 years.


Over the next few weeks he learnt everything that had
happened while he had been away. 


He learnt about the revolutionary new cancer treatments that
had saved millions of lives across the globe.


He learnt about the devastating asteroid impact that had
wiped out millions of lives and blocked out the sun for two years, plunging
Britain into chaos.


He signed up with a new GP, his old one having long since
retired, and got started on the treatment that would save his life. 


He explained away how he looked so good for a man 71 years
of age by claiming he’d spent the last twenty years in a remote Himalayan
monastery. The simple life of meditation and an extremely healthy diet were
well known for the benefit of longevity, and he just about managed to get away
with it.


He learnt all about the awful things that Dan had done over
the past few years which more than justified them getting rid of him the way
that they had. It seemed that the fat, obnoxious schoolboy had grown into a
thoroughly nasty adult human being. His track record included things such as football
hooliganism, involvement in a new and sinister far-Right political party and
severe misogynistic behaviour.  


When law and order had broken down during the global winter
his true colours had really come to the fore. He’d done some really nasty
things for which he’d never been brought to justice. Now Charlie and the others
had administered their own.  The town was well rid of him.


He was delighted to find that Kaylee and Charlie were now
married and, not only that, they had named their first-born son after him. 


He got to know the daughter who’d grown up without him and
spent as much time as he could with her to make up for the years he’d missed. 


He rekindled his romance with Hannah, and the two of them
made plans to spend the rest of their lives together. On November 2nd
2041, 22 years to the day after he’d first stepped into the Time Bubble, they
walked down the aisle with Charlie as his best man.


He spent weeks reading, learning and catching up on twenty
years of history, not to mention getting to grips with the latest technology
which had continued to advance at a staggering rate.


He sat down and watched a recording of a moment he thought
he’d never see – England winning the World Cup Final in 2026. 


Life was good and it would be another 22 years before they’d
have to worry about the Time Bubble again.











Epilogue 


 


An old man emerged from nowhere, gasping for air in the
burning, poisonous air of the dying earth.


It was billions of years in the future. There was no
vegetation or life of any kind as far as the eye could see. All that could be
seen was the black and red scorched earth covered in rocks and rubble. All
signs that man had ever existed here were long gone.


The skyline was dominated by a huge, angry, blood red sun,
many times larger than it had been when the man had begun his journey back in
the mid-21st century.


In 2063 Peter had made the decision to enter the Time Bubble
again. After twenty wonderfully happy years of marriage he’d lost his beloved
wife, Hannah, to an illness that even the modern medicine of that time could
not cure. 


By 2063 his health was also failing him, and he knew he had
only a short time left. He hadn’t wanted to leave his daughter behind, but when
the alternative was nursing him through a long, slow death, they agreed this
was the best thing for him to do. 


His quest to see the future had not diminished, and this was
a unique opportunity for him to see things that no other man in the history of
the earth would ever get the chance to see. 


When Dan emerged from the tunnel, disorientated and confused
by everyone’s disappearance, Peter had been waiting to jump in. 


Completely in the dark about the nature of the Time Bubble,
and having been declared legally dead, Dan found he was unable to continue his
unsavoury lifestyle in 2063. Eventually he ended up in a psychiatric hospital
and there he stayed, continuing to stick to his seemingly delusional tale that
he was a time traveller from the year 2041.


On the day Peter left in 2063 there was a train going
overhead, but by the time he arrived in 2108 the line had fallen silent. Huge
advances in teleconferencing facilities and holographic techniques had rendered
the HS2 more or less obsolete by the time it was completed. 


Less than twenty years after the first train ran, the lines
fell silent. The whole thing had been one huge, expensive mistake. 


By the time Peter arrived in 2198, the tunnel was gone altogether
and the tracks removed. He was out in the open and there were people around. He
couldn’t hang around or one of them would end up in the Bubble. So he jumped on
to 2377 and then 2736. 


By now the world was completely unrecognisable from the one
he’d left. Around him rose amazing futuristic, gleaming metal and plastic
buildings, more fantastic than anything that he’d ever seen in any science-fiction
movies.


Every time he jumped the world around him changed
dramatically. Each time he tried to spend a little time looking around but he
could never stray far from the entrance to the Bubble for fear of not finding
it again. He wanted to go on as far as he possibly could. 


And then suddenly it was all gone. He arrived in the year
7760 to discover everything in ruins, rusting girders and collapsed buildings
everywhere. By the time of his next visit in 13,506, all evidence of it had vanished
completely, replaced by huge giant tropical rainforests, populated by some
seriously huge and nasty looking insects.


As his jumps got longer and longer, the climate seemed to lurch
from one extreme to another. Of mankind there was never another sign. Either
they were all dead or they’d gone off into space and abandoned the Earth. 


A few million years into the future, he found the planet
once again blanketed by snow and ice. It was so cold this time that it made his
previous experience in the frozen tunnel seem like afternoon tea on the lawn.
He didn’t hang around long there, he wouldn’t have lasted more than a minute in
those temperatures.


The next time he jumped he found himself in the middle of a
vast ocean with no sign of land anywhere to be seen. Circling overheard were
vast swarms of what looked like giant flying sharks with wings where the fins
should have been, and huge teeth. 


When they spotted him they began swooping down towards him.
He just about managed to swim back into the Time Bubble before they devoured
him. 


Fortunately he emerged to find himself once again back on
dry land, once again surrounded by tropical vegetation. He didn’t think he’d be
safe for long, though. There were horrible screeching and roaring noises from
who knows what kind of horrors emanating from all around him.


And so he jumped on and on, losing count of the number of
times he’d leapt. Josh had estimated he’d need to jump about 27 times to reach
the end of the world and now as he emerged he was pretty sure he was there.


The heat was unbearable; he couldn’t breathe and he knew
that this must be the end. His eyes gazed in wonder at the huge red giant the
sun had become, dominating the skyline as it prepared to swallow up the earth.


As he fell to the ground dying, he was comforted by the
thought it had all been worth it. He’d cheated death, spent two decades with a
woman he loved, and brought a lovely and caring daughter into the world. He’d
seen things with his eyes no other human ever would see and he’d outlived them
all. 


His mind went blank and the last man on earth closed his
eyes for the final time.


 


The end…but now the adventure continues in Global
Cooling…


 












Global Cooling









Prologue


 


Astronomers had known about asteroid Apophis for nearly a
quarter of a century. There was a minor panic back in 2004 when a news story
broke claiming there was a 1-in-60 chance that it would hit Earth in 2029. 


These claims were soon discounted. It was categorically
stated that the asteroid would miss Earth by a distance of 18,600 miles. This was
a mere hair’s breadth in astronomical terms, but far enough for the planet’s
inhabitants to breathe a collective sigh of relief.


There was no need to disbelieve the claims of the
astronomers. After all, the sun rose and set every day when it was supposed to.
Tide tables could be calculated centuries in advance, as could solar eclipses.
In short, the solar system was a very ordered and predictable place.


Collisions with sizeable asteroids were rare for modern
Earth, unlike the early days of the planet when huge objects crashed into the
surface on a regular basis. In fact, Earth was living through a comparatively
balmy period. There had been no catastrophic volcanic eruptions, ice ages or
major disasters of any kind for thousands of years. 


It was a major contributing factor as to why, after millions
of years on the planet, humankind had made massive advances in an extremely
short space of time. Technology now ruled supreme. Everything from
communication to the food chain was completely automated, completely reliable and
extremely efficient. Apart from a few war-torn and famine-stricken areas, by
2029 the majority of the world’s population led an extremely pampered and
comfortable lifestyle.


On the downside, the vast majority of that population
possessed very few skills of their ancestors. They had no need to. Who needed to
know how to mill wheat, fashion tools, or make a candle anymore? Such skills were
no longer necessary. It was all done for us. Collectively the human race knew
how to do everything – individually they knew very little.


The thought that basic services everyone took for granted
such as running water, electricity and lightning-fast internet access might one
day not be available never even crossed anyone’s minds. If it had, they might
have been better prepared for what was to come.


But they had no reason to prepare. The astronomers had said
Apophis would miss us, and the astronomers were never wrong. So people got on with
their daily lives, and apart from a few cranks parading around with banners
proclaiming “The end of the world is nigh,” the whole thing was pretty much
ignored. The end of the world had been wrongly predicted countless times over
the years. By now, everyone was completely blasé about such proclamations.


Unfortunately, the astronomers hadn’t taken into account a
random element that could not possibly have been predicted.


Out way beyond the solar system, millions of comets are ploughing
lonely, long-term orbits which bring them close to the sun only very
infrequently. The vast majority are unknown to astronomers and are only discovered
when they approach the inner solar system and become visible. About ten or so are
discovered each year.


In the spring of 2029, one such comet was heading towards
the sun after thousands of years in the cold, outer reaches of the solar system.
It was a relatively small comet, and wasn’t even spotted until it had passed
the orbit of Jupiter. By this time it was only a few weeks from Earth.


Its discovery went almost unnoticed by the general public to
begin with. It wasn’t until it came within a few days of Earth that it became
visible to the naked eye. But there was nothing to worry about. Astronomers
tracking its orbit noted that it would pass relatively close to Earth, but would
miss us.


But there was one crucial factor they had failed to notice.
Or if they had, they certainly hadn’t let on to the rest of the world’s population.
The comet was on a collision course for asteroid Apophis, and that was about to
change everything.











Chapter One


 


As Charlie Adams drove into work on Thursday morning he was
in a happy and contented mood. The radio was playing an old noughties classic,
the sun was shining, and it was already nearly 20 degrees Celsius. Such
temperatures would have seemed remarkable at this time of year even a decade
ago, but global warming meant they had become the norm. 


With the driverless car handling all the hard work for him,
he was able to sit back, relax and enjoy the view.


Life was good for Charlie. As the end of the decade approached,
he had plenty of things to feel positive about. It was over ten years now since
he’d got together with his childhood sweetheart, Kaylee, and they’d been inseparable
ever since.  


Some had said that it wouldn’t last, that they would grow
apart when they went to university, but they got around that problem by going
to the same one.


Whilst Kaylee studied Physics in pursuit of a career in meteorology,
Charlie had taken a degree in Business Studies. After a year of sneaking in and
out of each other’s rooms at night, by their second year they had set up home together
in a tiny flat in the Clifton area of Bristol. 


Combining studies with working in a pizza restaurant, they
spent three blissfully happy years together.


Once graduated, they returned to their home town in
Oxfordshire. Charlie went to work as a graduate trainee for a big marketing
company in Oxford, whilst Kaylee was lucky enough to land a dream job with the
Met Office. Although based in Exeter, huge advances in telecommunications
allowed her, like most of the population, to work from home most of the time.


The icing on the cake had come the previous summer when they’d
married in the very church where they’d played Mary and Joseph in the school nativity
play over twenty years ago.  


Now they lived in the modern house Charlie had once shared with
his mother. She had begun a new relationship with Kaylee’s father following his
divorce. They had moved abroad to live in the Canary Islands, leaving Charlie and
Kaylee to take over the family home.


With a booming economy, good job prospects and an
increasingly agreeable climate, the future was looking bright. Had he known of
the global events about to unfold, things would have seemed distinctly less
rosy, but, like almost everyone else, he was blissfully unaware.


He and Kaylee had been quite late getting to bed the
previous evening. They had gone outside to get a glimpse of the amazingly
bright new comet that had appeared in the night sky. Comets visible without a
telescope were a rarity in the modern, brightly lit world, but this one was
spectacular. The ball-shaped head had an impressive tail spread out behind it.
Kaylee had remarked that it looked like a peacock strutting its feathers.


Despite it being only early April, they had been quite able to
sit comfortably out on the patio and share a bottle of wine. The weather was so
good that they were planning to invite their old friend Josh over for a
barbecue at the weekend. 


Charlie didn’t have to worry that the weather might turn.
One advantage of having a wife who worked for the Met Office was that he had
his own personal source of weather information to hand at all times.


He was only a mile from his turning off the A34 when the traffic
began slowing down. Despite huge improvements to the road system, smart, driverless
cars, and more people than ever working from home, one thing never changed. The
traffic around Oxford remained unremittingly awful.


It was getting warm in the car. One downside of all the good
weather was that wearing a suit and tie every day could get quite uncomfortable
during the warmer months. He looked in the mirror, noting small beads of sweat
forming beneath his short, dark hair. His green eyes looked tired – he really
ought to get to bed earlier in the evening and lay off the wine for a few days.


The traffic continued to crawl along, and he knew he was
late when the 9am news came onto the radio. Most days it wouldn’t have mattered,
but his boss insisted on the team having their “Thursday morning huddle” each
week at quarter past nine. He’d be lucky if he could grab a coffee and get
there on time now. 


Not that he was particularly bothered. The Thursday morning
meetings were a tedious waste of time. He and his colleagues would sit in a
room listening to the boss spouting endless marketing verbal diarrhoea. Then they’d
each have to report on the current sales position with their clients. 


The whole thing went on until at least 11am, by which time Charlie
was usually losing the will to live. The irony was that, whilst they were
wasting time sitting in the conference room listening to the boss admonishing
them for not hitting their sales targets, they could actually have been out
there selling.


As Charlie listened to the radio, the first couple of stories
didn’t make much of an impact on him. They weren’t things that affected him
directly. Had he known what lay ahead, he might have paid closer attention.


The first story on the news was about how the last of
Britain’s nuclear power stations had been successfully shut down. Over the past
decade, the Government had pursued a relentless policy of sourcing energy from
abroad whilst switching to renewable energy sources at home. 


Britain was now almost completely dependent on gas imported
directly from Russia via a giant pipeline. There was more than enough to go
around. There was a lot less energy being used in recent years than there had
been in the past. A succession of exceptionally mild winters and warm summers
had meant that the amount of heating needed for homes, shops and workplaces had
fallen dramatically.


Global warming had been good for Britain. The temperature across
the country as a whole was estimated to have risen by two degrees Celsius over
the past two decades. It didn’t sound a lot, but in practical terms it was
huge. 


Vineyards were springing up in Southern England, the weather
was warm from March to October, and the mood of the nation had improved as a
whole.


Of course, global warming was not good for many places in
the world, and most people in Britain would adopt a politically correct front
when the subject was brought up. “Oh, isn’t it terrible about global warming?”
was a popular conversation opener. 


The reality was that most were secretly delighted about the
long hours they could spend sitting in their deckchairs in their gardens
soaking up the sun. They didn’t even have to fly to Spain on holiday anymore;
they could get all the sun they needed here. The fine weather had brought a renaissance
to Britain’s seaside towns, which holidaymakers flocked to once again after
decades of decline.


The people eased their conscience by giving generously to
each new disaster fund, of which there were many. Devastating events such as
Hurricane Katrina back in 2005 now happened with increasing regularity. Barely
a week went past without news of some new natural disaster somewhere in the
world. Typhoons, floods and famines, once the exception, were now the norm.


It was one such story that was the second item on the news
bulletin. A tropical cyclone had made landfall in the Bay of Bengal, causing
devastation and the estimated loss of thousands of lives. That this story was
only considered important enough to be the second item on the news behind the power
station story said it all. 


Such disasters were so commonplace now that they were barely
considered even newsworthy. The average Brit’s “I’m alright, Jack” attitude
whilst sticking a tenner in the charity bucket would doubtless be extremely distressing
to those in the disaster zones if they did but know.


The news bulletin concluded as always with a light-hearted
item. Today it was about the upcoming close pass of asteroid Apophis. This was something
that Charlie was interested in, and he turned the radio up to catch the story.


“Well, for those of you who were out last night
comet-spotting, I’m sure you’ll know we’ve another heavenly object passing
close by this week!” gushed the newscaster rather overenthusiastically.


“It’s not me, is it?” interrupted the somewhat egotistical breakfast
DJ, who liked to consider himself something of a local sex symbol despite the
fact that none of his listeners did.


“No, it’s not you,” continued the newscaster. “Now, I’m sure
you’ll be aware that tomorrow is Friday the 13th – unlucky for some!
And we’ve got a great big asteroid heading our way. But there’s no need to
worry – it’s going to miss us by at least 18,000 miles, so it’ll be safe to get
out of bed! And now, it’s time for the weather. Here’s Kaylee.”


One of Kaylee’s jobs working for the Met Office was to
provide weather bulletins for the local BBC station. Charlie smiled as he heard
his wife’s voice.


“It’ll be another fine and sunny day across Oxfordshire with
temperatures soaring to 25 degrees Celsius, well above the average for the time
of year. Right now, here at our Oxford studios, it’s 19 degrees Celsius – that’s
66 Fahrenheit.”


“Thanks, Kaylee,” remarked the DJ, “and I must say that’s a
gorgeous summery outfit you have on today. And now, here’s an old classic from Pharrell
Williams.”


Charlie had to chuckle at the DJ’s inane attempt at
flirting. He knew Kaylee couldn’t stand him, and not only that, she was giving
the weather forecast from home, so there was no way he could possibly know what
she was wearing. What an idiot.


Finally the car turned into the car park. There weren’t many
spaces, but the car soon found one and positioned itself precisely between the
painted white lines. It was twelve minutes past nine. If he hurried, he might
just make it to the meeting on time. 


The sun bore down brightly from the clear, blue sky as he
made his way into the gleaming glass building. It was already feeling hot.











Chapter Two


 


Lauren Watson turned the key in the lock of the front door of
The Red Lion and let herself in. It felt pleasantly cool in the old building as
she walked across the large flagstones that led to the bar. 


Being rather diminutive in stature, she didn’t have to worry
about banging her head on the exposed wooden beams. They had caught out many an
overenthusiastic Friday night drinker, despite the “Mind Your Head” notices
attached to each one.


Lauren enjoyed her life. With her pretty face, cheeky smile and
low-cut bob of black hair, she had no problem attracting male attention.
Working behind the bar, she got plenty of it. And if that wasn’t enough, she
also ran two nights of entertainment in the pub: karaoke on Thursdays and a Saturday
night disco. 


She was the only female DJ in the town and had a never-ending
string of admirers flocking around her at every gig. She rarely went home alone
on those nights.


Unlike Kaylee and Charlie, her best friends from school, she
hadn’t gone to university. Her boyfriend, Josh, had gone to read Mathematics at
Oxford, but after a year or so they split up. Their lives were moving in different
directions and she just couldn’t get on with his college crowd. 


She returned to the town and tried a variety of jobs – hairdressing,
shop work, beautician - but none of them really satisfied her.  She was out
drinking most nights and inevitably drifted into bar work after getting sacked from
most of her other jobs. Getting into DJ’ing was a lucky break. 


One night the DJ the pub had hired to run the karaoke was so
drunk he couldn’t operate the equipment properly. Lauren, having attended
enough karaoke nights to last a lifetime, knew enough about how it all worked
to step into the breach and save the day. From then onwards the job was hers.


She was annoyed to see that the bar area had been left in a
complete mess. There were empty glasses and crisp packets scattered everywhere and
also a large, silver trophy on the bar with some sort of strange, purple
residue in the bottom of it. It stank of strong alcohol. No doubt the landlord and
his friends had been up late drinking again. 


There was no sign that a cleaner had been in and clearly no
one from upstairs had been down yet either. Lauren sighed. She had been looking
forward to having an e-cig and a coffee before opening up the pub at midday.
Now she was going to have to clear up the mess.


She noticed that several fag butts had been chucked into the
large, open fireplace in the wall opposite the bar, more evidence of an after-hours
party. The fireplace was hardly ever used these days. It had been such a mild
winter that most of the lorry load of logs that the landlord had ordered in for
the season were still sitting in the car park. 


Despite the ever-increasing popularity of e-cigarettes, the
older drinkers and hardened smokers in the pub still preferred their real fags
– even at £20 per packet. The fact that the ends were in the fireplace was all
the evidence needed of an after-hours party – it was strictly illegal when the
pub was open.


The back wall of the pub was completely dominated by a huge
TV screen, a good eight feet across, positioned above a stage. It was the
latest in state-of-the-art entertainment – a holographic television which
brought live sports action directly into the pub. 


She grabbed the remote from behind the bar and flicked it
on. Unsurprisingly, it was tuned into the sports channel. She flicked it across
to one of the commercial channels and started tidying up the mess. Someone was
bound to ask to have the sport on once the pub was open, but she wasn’t going
to change it back until she had to.


The door behind the bar that led upstairs to the private
quarters swung open and the landlord emerged, looking somewhat the worse for
wear. He was overweight, untidy, and looked as if he’d gone to bed in the
clothes he was wearing. 


Richard Kent was 52 years old and had been landlord of the Red
Lion for eight years. He was well known in the local area. For many years prior
to taking over the pub, he had been in charge of the local police force. Unfortunately,
things had gone rather wrong for him after a botched case involving a missing
girl which he had called spectacularly wrong. After that he was invited to
retire quietly from the force, on a very generous redundancy package.


At first, he wasn’t quite sure what to do with his newfound
freedom until his wife suggested that, as he spent so much time in the Red Lion,
he might as well go and live there. He took her at her word and with the old landlord
selling up, seized his chance and bought the lease.


Debbie, his long-suffering wife, was secretly rather
pleased. She’d always wanted to run a restaurant and the pub came complete with
one attached. She took over the restaurant while Kent managed the pub side of
things. This suited him rather well. He still had her close by to look after
him and cook him his meals, but running the restaurant kept her out of his way
most of the time. 


To say Kent was rather traditional in his attitude towards marriage
would have been an understatement.


“Morning, Lauren,” he said. “Sorry about the mess. Had a bit
of a late one last night with a few of the boys.”


“So I see,” remarked Lauren. “I see the cleaners haven’t been
in again.”


“No, I was meaning to talk to you about that. We had a bit of
a disagreement,” said Kent.


“What sort of a disagreement?” she asked.


“Well, basically, she wanted extra money for doing upstairs
as well, and I said no. So she walked out.”


“So are you going to get someone else?” asked Lauren.


“Well, thing is, I was kind of hoping you might do it,”
suggested Kent, tentatively.


“What, in addition to all the other things I do around
here?” replied Lauren, feeling somewhat peeved. “I more or less run this place
for you single-handed these days as it is.”


Before Kent could reply further, the door opened behind him and
Debbie emerged, looking none too pleased.


“Oh, there you are,” she said, clearly on the warpath. “What
time did you get to bed last night?”


“Oh, about half past twelve, I think,” replied Kent.


“And the rest!” exclaimed Debbie. “I woke up about 2am, you weren’t
in bed and I could hear a right racket coming from downstairs.”


“I guess it could have been a bit later. The darts team had their
last match of the winter season last night and we were celebrating winning the
league. I have to socialise with the regulars, my love, it’s all part of the
job.”


“You practically are one of the regulars,” she said. “I
sometimes think you forget which side of the bar you are meant to be on.”


“There’s no point owning a pub if you can’t enjoy a couple of
pints now and again,” he replied.


“Pints – more like gallons judging by this lot.” Debbie
glanced around the room. Lauren was keeping out of the conversation and tidying
the place up, but it was obvious no cleaning had been done.


“Look at the state of this place!” exclaimed Debbie. “Why haven’t
the cleaners been in?”


“It’s alright. Lauren doesn’t mind doing it, do you,
Lauren?” replied Kent.


“Lauren’s got enough to do,” said Debbie before Lauren had a
chance to respond. “I’m going to phone that cleaner and ask her why she hasn’t
come in.”


“Ah, that might be a little awkward,” said Kent, and he
began to explain the situation. Lauren missed the rest of the conversation
because she was interrupted by a loud banging on the front door. It was two
minutes to twelve. Someone was eager.


“Come on, open up,” shouted a voice from outside.


Lauren took the keys from a hook on the wall next to the
till, crossed the stone floor and opened the large, wooden door. She already
knew who it was going to be. He turned up as regular as clockwork at the same
time every day. She opened up the door and standing in the doorway was the
pub’s resident alcoholic, unemployable waster, Andy Green. 


She noted he was wearing the same green jumper he’d had on
all week, beneath the ancient denim jacket which looked as if it was only held together
by dirt. He already smelt of booze. No doubt he’d “breakfasted” at “Ye Olde
Chapel” up the road which opened at 9am.


“Morning, Andy,” she said. “How are you today?”


“Alright, gorgeous,” he replied. “You’re looking as hot as
ever.”


Andy never stopped flirting with Lauren, and she played up
to it a little, even though she wouldn’t dream of sleeping with him in a million
years. It was good for business to flirt with the customers, Kent had told her.
So Andy remained ever hopeful. He’d heard other blokes in the pub say that
Lauren was an easy lay, and he figured it was bound to be his turn sooner or
later.


Andy was either the pub’s best or worst customer, depending
on how you looked at it. He was the best because he spent more money than anyone
else. He was the worst because when he was drunk he was a complete pain in the
arse. 


Kent could only see £ signs, though, where Andy was concerned.
He had plenty of money. He’d inherited his sister’s house when she’d died a couple
of years ago, promptly sold it for £500,000 and moved into a rented bedsit. He’d
been pissing away the proceeds ever since.  He hadn’t worked in years, and
probably never would again.


Lauren returned to the bar where she caught the tail-end of
the conversation between Kent and his wife.


“Just you get on that phone,” ordered Debbie, “and tell her you’ll
pay her the extra money and to get herself down here tomorrow morning. And don’t
be so tight in future.”


With that she stormed back off upstairs. Lauren began
pouring Andy his customary lager and looked up at the television screen. The midday
news had come on and the screen was showing some spectacular pictures of the
new comet. 


Kent and Andy were oblivious to it. Kent was sitting at the
bar reading The Sun, whilst all Andy was interested in was getting his
hands on his pint. She left them to it and went outside for a smoke.


 











Chapter Three


 


Kent and Andy may not have been interested in the comet, but
there were plenty of people who were.


Josh Gardner was just finishing giving his afternoon
lecture. He’d been at Oxford University now for nine years. A mathematical
prodigy in his youth, he’d had no difficulty securing a place at one of
Oxford’s leading colleges. After that he’d stayed on, done a PhD, and started
lecturing. 


The money from his father’s building firm had seen him
comfortably through college, and he was now earning a good living from the
university.


All of this gave him the opportunity to pursue the thing he
really wanted to do. Ever since his and Charlie’s adventures with The Time
Bubble all those years ago, he’d been fascinated by the whole concept of time
travel. 


Since he’d been at the university, he’d made the acquaintance
of Professor Anthony Hamilton. Anthony was an old school friend of Peter
Grant’s, Josh’s time-travelling former English teacher.


He’d confided in Anthony all about The Time Bubble, and the
professor was only too happy to get Josh involved in his tachyon experiments. Between
them they’d built a device capable of detecting and measuring tachyon particles.
They’d taken it to the railway tunnel where they’d discovered The Time Bubble, and
the readings had gone off the scale as if they’d put a Geiger counter in a nuclear
reactor.


They had noted down detailed measurements of the speed of
the particles in the Bubble and discovered that they were moving at a pace many
times faster than expected. By comparing these figures against normal particles
in lab conditions, Josh had been able to correlate them against the length of
time that they knew Peter was in the Bubble.


Since then, Josh had had two things in mind.  Firstly, what
if there were more Time Bubbles out there? Could they track them down? He spent
a lot of time searching the internet for clues to possible locations. He looked
into planes and ships that had mysteriously vanished, never to be seen again. 


Closer to home, he looked for missing person cases that had
never been solved, tracing their last known movements to see if he could find
any trace of tachyon activity. All had turned up blank so far – but he remained
hopeful.


Secondly, he and the professor were working on another idea.
They were conducting experiments in the lab with tachyon particles, attempting
to speed them up and slow them down. Josh had the ultimate ambition of being
able to create a device that could alter the speed of the particles so that it would
be possible to take control of The Time Bubble, allowing people to move forward
and possibly even backwards through time at their will. 


Admittedly, this was all very much in the theoretical rather
than the practical stage, but Josh had plenty of time on his side. He was only
27: he was young, ambitious and dedicated. He had no doubt that one day he would
unlock the secrets of time travel.


Today, though, there were more pressing matters in hand. He’d
been having a relationship with a researcher who worked in the Astrophysics Department
and she’d sent him several messages during the lecture saying she needed to see
him urgently. He headed straight out of the lecture theatre and across the quadrangle.


Alice had a classic look of academia about her. Her
shoulder-length, blonde hair was tied up in a bun, and she wore thin,
wire-framed glasses and a smart business suit. The first time they’d gone to
bed and she’d let her hair down, Josh hadn’t been able to resist uttering a
classic cliché he’d seen in an old 20th century movie. “But Alice, you’re
beautiful!” he exclaimed. They both fell about laughing. 


That was three months ago and since then they’d spent most of
their evenings together. They had clicked: same interests, same sense of humour.
It was an easy relationship to be in.


Alice lectured in Astronomy. The university had funded the
building of its own observatory during the past decade, and Alice was one of
the privileged few with unlimited access to it. She’d spent the morning tracking
the comet’s progress towards Earth and now she had something distinctly
worrying on her mind.


Josh could see straightaway from the look on her face that
she hadn’t summoned him here for fun. “What’s up?” he asked.


“Come and have a look at this,” she said. She moved over to
a large touch screen set into the wall with a map of the solar system on it.
“I’ve been tracking the path of the comet as it approaches Earth,” she said. “And
I’ve discovered something extremely worrying.”


“But the comet isn’t going to pass within a million miles of
Earth, is it?” asked Josh. “You said so yourself last night.”


“No it isn’t – you can see here.” She touched the screen,
zooming in on Earth. “This is Earth’s orbit, over the next few days.” The
screen showed Earth spinning through space on a loop, backwards and forwards,
one day per second. 


“Now here is the projected path of the comet.” She touched
the screen again and the comet appeared. It passed by harmlessly, some distance
away on the screen.


“OK, so like you said, it’s going to miss us,” remarked Josh.
“So where’s the problem?”


“I’ll show you,” she said. She cleared the screen, and
started again. “OK here is the Earth’s orbit. And this time, instead of the
comet, I’m going to add Asteroid Apophis which is also due to pass close by in
the next couple of days.”


She overlaid the asteroid onto the screen and ran the loop again.
As with the comet, the asteroid passed by, missing Earth by the projected distance
of 18,000 miles, as had always been predicted.


“I still don’t see the problem,” said Josh.


“This is the problem,” replied Alice. She cleared the screen
again and added just the comet and the asteroid. This time they intersected
exactly.


“Are you saying that the asteroid and the comet are on collision
course?” asked Josh.


“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” replied Alice. “And if my
calculations are correct, we won’t have long to wait to see it. It’s going to
happen around 9.30pm this evening.”


“So how come no one else has noticed this before?” asked
Josh. “There are observatories all over the world which are much more advanced
than this. Surely they must have spotted it.”


“Would they, though? Everyone’s been comparing the comet’s
path in relation to Earth and the asteroid’s path in relation to Earth. Maybe
no one’s thought of putting them all together. Plus there’s the fact that the
comet came in quite close to Mars a couple of days ago, and the gravitational
pull of that planet has altered its course slightly away from what was being
predicted. Prior to that, it would have missed the asteroid by some margin.


“I thought astronomers had all these measurements down to a
T and would have known that was going to happen,” said Josh.


“Only with objects we know about. This comet is new; we’ve
not had time to get a proper fix on it. It’s not like, say, Halley’s Comet, which
comes around every 76 years. We’ve been tracking that for centuries.”


“So if what you’re saying is true, what are the
implications?” asked Josh.


“Possibly something more horrible than I dare imagine,” she
replied, “but I don’t think we should speculate at this stage. One thing’s for
sure, though, we need to have our eyes on the skies at half past nine tonight.”


Josh could see the worry in her eyes. She was a brilliant
astronomer, and if she was worried then things were potentially very serious.
He still couldn’t get over the question, though, as to why she had spotted the
potential collision and no one else had.


In fact, plenty of others had. In major observatories across
many nations of the world, astronomers were coming to the same conclusion. On
informing the authorities of their find, however, the rhetoric was invariably
the same. 


In the interests of national security and to avoid panic, no
one was to know. In America, Russia, China and all the other major world
powers, a total news blackout was imposed, at least until after the event.


The really worrying thing for everyone involved was that,
even with all of the most advanced equipment available, no one could precisely
predict exactly what would happen after the collision. But they would not have
long until they found out.











Chapter Four


 


Kaylee was playing with her god-daughter, Jessica, when she
heard the key turn in the lock of the front door. They were playing a game of
Scrabble, which Jess had received as a birthday present the previous weekend.
Despite having only just turned nine, Jess was more than holding her own. She’d
clearly inherited her father’s literary prowess.


Kaylee was like a big sister to Jess. They spent a lot of
time together. They could easily have been mistaken for sisters, even though
Kaylee was old enough to be her mother. Both had long, blonde hair and piercing
blue eyes. Kaylee and Jess’s mother, Hannah, had been best friends ever since they’d
met during that crazy week when The Time Bubble had been discovered. 


Hannah was dedicated to her career, and as a single parent
often had difficulty juggling her work with caring for her daughter. But Kaylee
was happy to help. Working from home a lot of the time as she did, her days were
flexible enough that she could pick Jess up from school most of the time when
Hannah was working.


She loved looking after Jess, and had begun to feel more
than a little broody. It felt like a good time to be starting a family. She and
Charlie were happily settled; they both had good jobs and she felt they were at
the right age to do it. She had broached the idea to Charlie a couple of months
ago and he’d been all for it. Not only did he love the idea of fatherhood, but
when she suggested there would be a lot of extra sex into the bargain that
sealed the deal. So she came off the pill and waited for nature to take its
course. 


There was no positive news yet, but she had a good stock of pregnancy
tests in her top drawer in the bedroom and took one every week. Tonight was the
night and she was eagerly looking forward to it. She had a really good feeling about
it: she just sensed that it was going to be good news.


“Hi, Mum!” said Jess excitedly. “I’m winning! Look, I got a
triple word score!”


“I never was much good at this game,” commented Kaylee.


Hannah was tired after a long day at work. She had been the
D.I. in charge of the local police station ever since Kent had retired, and the
never-ending amount of “paperwork” she had to do kept her at her desk most of
the day. 


It actually involved very little paper these days, but the
old term was still used. Despite everything being very hi-tech and fast now, it
seemed the administration increased exponentially to cancel any gains from the
new technology.


Despite her tiredness, she immediately perked up when she
saw her daughter. Jess had always been her number one priority whatever crisis came
up at work. Seeing her on a daily basis filled her with joy. She was also a constant
reminder of Jess’s father, long absent from their lives, but never far from
either of their thoughts. All being well, the day was fast approaching when
they would see him again.


Hannah had a relationship which was unusual to say the
least. In fact, as far as she knew, in the history of the Earth, it was quite
possibly unique. The man she loved was a time traveller and she hadn’t seen him
since June 2024, which had been an achingly long time. Jess was only four at
the time, but the memory of the night when she’d last seen her father was
etched indelibly on her mind.


Peter was trapped, by his own design, in The Time Bubble, in
a railway underpass constructed during the building of the HS2 railway line. He’d
been suffering from an incurable illness and had decided to jump forward in
time to a point where a cure was available. 


That time had come some four years ago. Unfortunately, Peter
had already gone into The Time Bubble and was stuck there for a fixed amount of
time. As far as she knew, there was no way of altering that, so she and Jess
had no option other than to wait it out. He was due to return the following January,
and they were already counting down the days.


When Jess was very small, Hannah had told her all about her
time-travelling dad. She accepted it all as quite normal and just assumed it
was something that all dads did. When Jess told the grown-ups at the nursery about
it, they joined in the joke. After all there were plenty of single mothers who
took their children there. Jess’s tale was just a little more imaginative than those
of some of the other children with absent fathers.


As she got older she came to realise that a time-travelling
dad was an unusual thing and to heed Hannah’s advice not to talk to anyone about
it. Unlike some of her friends at school who had lost touch with their dads completely,
she knew that hers was a good man: he had not run out on his family, and would
one day return.


“Thanks for taking care of her again today,” said Hannah.


“You’re welcome, anytime. You know how much I love looking
after her,” replied Kaylee. “You never know, you might be babysitting for me
soon.”


“Ooh, exciting!” said Hannah.


“Are you going to have a baby, Kaylee?” asked Jess.


“Well, no news yet, but fingers crossed.”


“Does Charlie have to put the baby in your tummy?” asked
Jess.


Kaylee and Hannah looked at each other, not sure quite what to
say. Jess continued. “It’s OK, Mum. I know how babies are made. Nathan in Year
6 told me.”


“Did he now?” replied Hannah, wondering who this Nathan was
who was corrupting her daughter. “Oh well, I guess you have to find out about
these things sooner or later. Perhaps we had better have a little talk.”


“She probably knows more than you do,” said Kaylee. “You
know what kids are like these days. Anyway, I am going to have to go. Charlie will
be home soon and I want to be there when he gets back.”


“So he can put the baby in your tummy?” asked Jess.


“Jess, really!” exclaimed Hannah. “What are you like?”


“It might already be in there,” said Kaylee. “I might find
out tonight.”


“Well, make sure you ring me and tell me!” said Hannah. “I want
to be the first to know. Remember, you were the first person I told when I fell
with Jess.”


“You will be,” replied Kaylee. “After Charlie, of course.”


Hannah thought back to the day she found out she was
pregnant, almost ten years ago. “Well, one thing is for sure, it’s not going to
be as big a shock to him as it was when I told Peter. Do you remember? He was
in The Time Bubble when I found out. When he came out, the first thing he saw
was me standing in front of him, 37 weeks to the good. You should have seen the
look on his face!”


They could have carried on chatting and laughing all night,
but Kaylee was eager to get off home to see Charlie. She made her farewells and
set off on the walk home. Her route took her back through the railway tunnel
where she’d once been trapped in The Time Bubble for two days and everyone had
thought she’d been abducted. 


That had been over a decade ago, but it still gave her goose
pimples every time she walked through there. It was strange to think as she
reached the exact spot near the centre of the tunnel that Peter was in there
somewhere, frozen in time, until it was time to reappear.


It was quiet in the tunnel. It always was. Ten years on, the
HS2 project was still not complete. It had been a complete embarrassment to
successive governments. Some questioned whether it would ever be completed and
if it would even be needed if it was. Holographic conferencing was rapidly
doing away with the need for business travel.


She emerged into the warm afternoon sunshine and into the
new estate. The cherry trees that lined the streets of the estate were in full
bloom, filling her with the joys of spring as she admired the pretty pink
flowers. She turned right into their road and saw that his car was just turning
onto the drive.


Charlie hadn’t had the best of days. His positive mood of
the morning had evaporated. Some days he really began to tire of the office lifestyle.
He’d sat through over two hours of listening to his boss coming out with every cliché
in the marketing buzzword handbook during the morning meeting. He was fed up with
hearing about “game-changers” and “thinking outside the box”. 


When the boss wasn’t rambling on, various sycophants were
trying to outdo each other by seeing who could ask the cleverest question. Their
only goal in life seemed to be climbing the corporate ladder. That didn’t
really appeal to Charlie. He was good at his job and the opportunities were
there if he wanted to pursue them, but he wasn’t sure that he did. Perhaps it
was time to consider a change of career.


His mood brightened considerably when he saw her walking up
the road, the pale pink dress she was wearing matching almost perfectly the cherry
blossom on the trees behind her. She still took his breath away, just like she
had done every day since he’d first clapped eyes on her in reception class. 


He saw the smile on her face as she came towards him and
thought not for the first time how amazingly lucky he had been. If the others
wanted to stay in the office late every night to further their careers, that
was up to them. Charlie knew where he wanted to be.


“I’m glad you’re home,” she said. “Tonight’s the night.”


They kissed and went into the house.


 


 











Chapter Five


 


Lauren was making the final preparations for the weekly karaoke
night at The Red Lion. There wasn’t a great deal that needed to be done, if
truth be told. Long gone were the days of DJs risking their backs lugging in
heavy speakers, huge cases of discs and all manner of other bulky equipment. 


Everything was pretty much built in – the speakers were
embedded within the walls and everything was controlled from one central touch
screen on the wall. 


There was no need to buy songs anymore – everything was done
via an on-demand subscription service linked up to the internet. From the panel
on the wall, Lauren could instantly call up any song from out of over a quarter
of a million songs stored in the cloud. Over a century of popular music was available
at her fingertips.


About the only piece of equipment still needed was the wireless
microphones, and, as long as she had a good supply of batteries to hand, there
was very little that could go wrong.


That karaoke survived as it did in The Red Lion was a bit of
an anachronism. Karaoke had come to be seen in general as a rather naff
activity: the sort of thing that was OK in a three-star, all-inclusive hotel on
the Spanish islands along with the bingo and kiddies’ disco, but long past its
sell-by date back home. 


Very few pubs did it anymore. The only reason the Red Lion
did was that for some unexplained reason it did pull in a crowd on a Thursday
night. Kent personally hated it, but he couldn’t argue with the takings coming
in through the till. He’d tried dropping it at one point and replacing it with
a quiz, but there had been uproar from the regulars. 


After a couple of weeks of finding the takings down by
several hundred pounds, he’d had a change of heart and reinstated it. He
claimed this was in the interests of “listening to his customers”, conveniently
neglecting to mention the financial side of things.


So every Thursday at 8.30pm, the diehard karaoke crowd
descended upon the pub. They had been coming week in, week out for a good couple
of decades now. There was a large round table at the back of the pub, close to
where the action took place, known as “karaoke table”. 


At least twelve people could fit around it and it was
invariably full by the time things kicked off. A more diverse group of people
you couldn’t expect to find gathered in one place. They ranged from students up
to pensioners, with people from all other walks of life in-between.


Lauren was a natural at hosting the entertainment. She oozed
confidence and charisma and always caught the crowd’s attention. She dressed to
impress. Tonight she was wearing a tight, pink, cropped top exposing her
pierced belly button, and some tight denim shorts that she hoped some lucky man,
or maybe a woman if one took her fancy, would be peeling off her later tonight.


As always, she got the show underway by performing the first
song. As befitted her nature, she always went for something a little suggestive,
and tonight it was that old Madonna classic, Like a Virgin. 


She’d seen the old video of the song and did her best to
cavort around on the stage like Madonna had on the canal boat, many years
before Lauren had been born. As she reached the chorus and the words appeared
on the huge screen behind the stage, she got a few ironic cheers. She was
pretty sure she also heard someone shout out “bullshit” from the karaoke table.
She was enjoying every minute. She had always loved being the centre of
attention.


As usual, the names of the singers were coming up on her
touch screen with the songs they wanted to sing. In the past, people had
written their names down on a list. Now it was all done remotely from their
various gadgets. She groaned when she saw the name of the first singer to come
up.


Alec was a proud Scotsman of indeterminate age. All anyone
knew was that it seemed as if he’d been living in the town forever. Every week without
fail he came to the karaoke, and every week without fail he performed the same
song by The Proclaimers. 


He had resisted all attempts to persuade him to sing other
songs over the years, so for approximately the thousandth time he stepped up to
the stage to perform it.


Between songs, Lauren generally mixed and flirted with the
crowd. Kent and Debbie were well aware of what Lauren got up to, but they weren’t
bothered in the slightest. She was a huge asset to the pub and they knew it.


She got on with most people, but there were exceptions.
After she’d introduced Alec and handed him the microphone, she stepped down from
the stage and found herself face-to-face with someone she could quite safely
say if she never saw him again, it would be too soon.


Dan Fisher was not a very nice person. He’d been unpleasant
enough back in the day when she’d had the misfortune to be in the same class as
him at school, but he’d grown up to be a really nasty piece of work. 


He did a manual job in a local factory, which meant that, although
he was overweight, he was also pretty fit. Few people wanted to get into an argument
with him. It was well known he’d had a conviction for violent conduct in the
past. He also frequently boasted that he was the only England supporter who’d been
deported from the host country of the last World Cup. 


Football violence was very rare nowadays, but Dan was
fascinated by all the tales of what used to go on in the late-20th century and
seemed to glory in it. He supported Millwall.


If that wasn’t bad enough, he was well known for his racist and
homophobic outlook on life and was an active member of an extremist far-Right political
party. He didn’t do anything to disguise this and mostly went around wearing T-shirts
bearing the flag of St George – tonight being no exception.


“What are you letting that Jock sing for?” was the first
thing he asked Lauren.


She ignored his question, and replied with one of her own.
“What do you want, Dan?”


He eyed her up and down lecherously. “I think you know the
answer to that, love.”


“Let’s get something straight, Dan, once and for all,” she
replied. “I am not, never have been and never will be your love. I don’t know
how many more times I have to tell you that.”


Dan despised Lauren. She was everything he wanted and couldn’t
have. He did not have a lot of luck with women and couldn’t understand why. He didn’t
think he was particularly bad-looking: no worse than anyone else, so why could
he never pull? 


He was unable to see that his outdated misogynistic approach
was a huge turn-off to the opposite sex.


What made it worse was that Lauren was seemingly so free and
easy with her morals. He knew she’d been with most of the blokes in the pub at
one time or another, so she should be easy game. So why not him? 


He resented her, he was jealous of all the other men who’d
had the pleasure, and was determined one day that he’d find a way into her
knickers.


“Never say never,” he replied. “You don’t know what might happen
in the future.”


“I can safely say it won’t be happening with you. Now please
go away, you sad little man.” Alec had finished his weekly rendition and she
turned away to take the microphone from him.


“Yes, let’s hear a big hand for Alec,” she announced, to
some half-hearted clapping from the karaoke table. “What an original choice that
was!”


As she continued her banter, feeding off the admiration of
the adoring crowd, Dan looked at her, his eyes full of hate. How dare she reject
him, the stupid whore? Full of dark thoughts, he headed over to the bar where
his mate was getting a round in.


Ryan was tall and thin with short-cropped, ginger hair and something
of a social inadequate. He’d been unemployed for years, having left school with
no qualifications, and spent most of his time building model planes and re-enacting
World War II battle scenes in his bedroom. He also had an unhealthy obsession with
guns. Needless to say, he did not have a girlfriend.


He’d hung around with Dan since their schooldays because he’d
never found anything better to do. Dan found him incredibly irritating at times
but kept him around. He liked having a sycophantic social inadequate as a
friend whom he could feel superior to.


“Did you get anywhere, then?” asked Ryan. Dan was always
telling him about all of the women he pulled. It was entirely fictional, of
course, but Ryan was gullible and naïve enough to believe it most of the time.


“No, mate,” replied Dan. “She’s a rug muncher, mate, told me
herself. She said if I was girl she’d jump me like that.”


“I don’t think she is a lesbian, Dan,” replied Ryan. “Nick from
the kebab shop shagged her the other week. He told me.”


“You don’t want to listen to anything he says, mate. He’s always
chatting shit.” Dan decided to change the subject. “Come on, let’s finish these
and go up to the Craphole. There’s always loads of loose muff in there.”


Dan began to outline his plans for the evening’s female
conquest. Ryan listened avidly, despite the fact that on 99% of occasions such
plans always ended in dismal failure: at best, a mild rebuke; at worst, a kick
in the nuts.


Lauren hadn’t been perturbed by Dan’s attentions at all. She
was quite used to dealing with sad, desperate men and he was one of the worst.
Right now she was dealing with another kind of problem – a troublesome karaoke
customer. After ten hours’ drinking, Andy was ready to entertain his imaginary
fans with a song.


“Why can’t I sing?” he protested. “I’m a good singer. I was
on The X Factor once, you know.”


“Yes, I know. You tell me every week. I didn’t say you couldn’t
sing, I just said you couldn’t sing that particular song.”


The previous week, Andy had decided to give the pub his
rendition of the old Sex Pistols classic “My Way”. His rendition included
bellowing the “C” word as loud as he possibly could over the microphone. 


It was loud enough to be heard in the restaurant next door.
Debbie was extremely annoyed and had given strict instructions that he was not to
sing that particular song ever again. It had gone onto the banned list, along with
Yogi Bear, and various others that Debbie had objected to over the years.


“What about Eminem, then?” asked Andy, swaying and slopping
his pint all over the floor.


“Right, for a start, Debbie wouldn’t like it and secondly, there’s
no way you’d be able to keep up with the lyrics in the state you’re in.”


“Living Next Door To Alice?” he suggested.


“What’s that?” she asked? It sounded vaguely familiar but
she couldn’t place it. It was long before her era.


“Just an old seventies classic,” replied Andy. “Nothing
dodgy.”


“Alright, we’ll give that a go then,” she said and she called
up the song. She glanced up at the clock on the wall. It was nearly 9pm. It looked
like it was going to be a long night.











Chapter Six


 


The champagne cork emerged from the bottle with a loud pop and
hit the kitchen ceiling. Quickly Charlie began to pour out a glass before it
bubbled over. He and Kaylee had something to celebrate.


“You do realise I won’t be able to have any of that, don’t
you?” she said.


“I hadn’t thought of that,” replied Charlie. “You can have a
little sip, though, can’t you? Just so we can have a little toast. I’ve been
saving this bottle for a special moment and I can’t think of any more special
than this.”


“Go on then,” she replied.


He poured a small amount into a second glass, and they
raised glasses to each other.


“To us,” said Charlie. “The three of us.”


“Could be four,” said Kaylee. “Twins run in my family.”


They clinked glasses and took a sip, excited and happy about
the new step their lives were about to take.


After they’d got home, he’d showered while she cooked for
them both, after which they’d gone upstairs for the moment of truth. Charlie
waited outside the door of the en suite bathroom while she went in, full of
anticipation.


A few minutes later, she emerged and handed him a small, plastic
wand with a digital reader in it, containing just one word: “Positive”.


He couldn’t begin to describe the rush of emotions that ran through
him at that point. They hugged excitedly and kissed. He was going to be a dad.
The love of his life was carrying his child: it just didn’t get any better than
this.


“I must tell Hannah,” said Kaylee. “I promised her she’d be
the first to know.”


“I thought it was bad luck to tell anyone in the first three
months,” replied Charlie.


“Hannah’s an exception,” said Kaylee. “After all, I was the
first person she told about Jess.”


Their conversation was interrupted by Charlie’s smartphone
buzzing. He picked it up.


“It’s Josh. I wonder what he wants at this time of night.”


Josh and Alice had decided to get out of Oxford for the
evening and go somewhere where they could get a better view of the comet, away
from the light pollution of the city.


They’d driven up to Brill Hill, a few miles from Oxford,
parked the car and walked up to the windmill. The sun had set a good hour ago and
it was now completely dark. There was barely a cloud in the sky: perfect
weather for stargazing.


 The comet was dominating the skyline as it made its closest
approach to Earth.


“This makes a change,” remarked Alice. “Usually you can
guarantee if there’s anything interesting happening, it’ll be raining or overcast.
Remember that partial solar eclipse a couple of years ago? It rained all day. I
never saw a thing.”


The comet looked magnificent. It was a huge white ball, approximately
the size of the moon with the tail spread out behind it like a fan. Neither of
them had ever seen one so brightly before. 


In fact, few people in the UK had seen a comet at all. When
she was studying astronomy, Alice had seen some magnificent paintings and photographs
of old comets from the 19th century, but such displays had seemed
consigned to history, until now.


“So you’re absolutely sure about this?” asked Josh again. “You
said it would be around half past nine.”


“Give or take a few minutes,” she replied. “I’m sure NASA has
got it tracked to the second. Not that we’ve heard anything from them.”


“I’m going to give Charlie a call – he won’t want to miss
this,” said Josh.


So it was a very excited Josh that Charlie answered the
phone to.


“Mate, you’ve got to get out into the garden and watch the
comet,” he said. “There’s something amazing about to happen.”


“What exactly?” enquired Charlie.


“I don’t have time to explain now, but trust me, you won’t want
to miss this,” said Josh. “It’s nearly 9.30, I’ve got to go.”


“Before you do,” said Charlie. “Do you and Alice want to
come over for a barbecue on Saturday?”


“Sounds great!” replied Josh. “I’ll check with Alice and get
back to you.” He hung up.


“What did he want?” asked Kaylee.


“Something’s happening with the comet apparently. Let’s go
outside and take a look.”


He took his champagne glass in one hand and Kaylee in the
other and led her through the kitchen door into the garden. The comet wasn’t
anywhere near as bright as it was in Brill, due to the street lamps everywhere,
but it was still plainly visible.


Back on Brill Hill, Josh and Alice continued to stare
upwards at the skies. It seemed like an age had passed with nothing happening,
but in reality it was only a few minutes.


“Maybe you got it wrong?” suggested Josh. “Even brilliant
astronomers make mistakes occasionally.”


But as he spoke, something did happen. The head of the comet
glowed very brightly for a moment and then faded again. For a moment nothing
else happened.


“Is that it?” asked Josh. “I was expecting there to be some
sort of huge explosion.”


“Remember that it’s a million miles away,” replied Alice. “It’s
not going to go off like a firework. Let’s take a look through this.”


Whilst Josh had been on the phone to Charlie, she’d been
setting up a portable telescope she’d borrowed from the university. Now when
she looked through, she could see exactly what had happened.


“Take a look,” she said.


He peered through the lens and saw what she had seen. The
head of the comet was no longer a single white disc, but had broken into a number
of smaller objects which were now spreading outwards.


“You see it?” she asked. “It’s blown the head of the comet
apart.”


“I see it,” he replied. He looked away from the telescope and
back up into the night sky. “And I can see it without the telescope now, too.”


She followed his gaze. The head of the comet was clearly
splitting apart.


“What now?” he asked.


“We go back to the observatory and try and get a handle on
precisely what the implications are.”


“Are we in any danger?” asked Josh.


She looked back at him – but didn’t reply. His phone rang.
It was Charlie, confirming he and Kaylee had seen it, too. He asked Josh the
same question that Josh had asked Alice.


Josh responded that he’d get back to him.


Back in The Red Lion, the drinkers were oblivious to all of
this. The karaoke was in full swing now, and half the punters were engrossed in
that. The rest were watching the tail-end of the Europa League semi-final at
the other end of the pub.


Lauren was relieved to have a young girl called Aimee up next
to sing a ballad from a recent Hollywood romcom. At least nothing could go
wrong with that. She’d had yet another ticking off from Debbie after Andy got
half the pub shouting out “Who the fuck is Alice?” during his song. He was now permanently
banned from the karaoke.


Her phone bleeped. It was Kaylee. “Go and take a look
outside at the comet”, she read.


Aimee had finished to rapturous applause, and the next
couple up were going to sing Paradise by the Dashboard Light. That meant
she had seven minutes to spare. She was gasping for a smoke, and by that she
meant a real one, not an e-cig.


She headed out into the garden where she could see a few
smokers already looking up at the comet and pointing. She could see
straightaway that something had happened. The head of the comet seemed to have split
into several smaller fragments.


It was 10pm and the football was finished. The outside
screens were still showing pictures from the same channel and the ten o’clock news
was just starting. 


The volume had been turned up for those who had been
watching the football, and Lauren was instantly drawn in by the first headline,
read out by the unmistakeable tones of the channel’s news anchor, Seema Mistry.


“Major collision close to Earth as asteroid and comet
collide.” It cut to a close-up picture taken by a telescope in space. Now it
really did look like something from a Hollywood movie. The huge explosion was revealed
in all its glory as the head of the comet was ripped apart by the asteroid. 


The news channel had dubbed on some sound effects for added dramatic
effect. Most viewers used to watching Hollywood sci-fi blockbusters would
expect it, even though it was a little-known fact that sound waves don’t travel
in the vacuum of space.


Lauren looked at the pictures and suddenly felt very afraid.
Perhaps some sixth sense was warning her of what was to come. 


She took a huge draw on her cigarette, stubbed it out,
composed herself and went back inside. The show had to go on.











Chapter Seven


 


The following morning, the comet’s demise was headline news
in all the papers and the lead story on all the news channels. Spectacular footage
of the collision between the asteroid and the comet was being shown over and
over again.


Questions were being asked in the press as to what the
implications might be for Earth. Some of the British tabloids in particular were
sensationalising the story.


Charlie and Kaylee were sitting on the sofa watching the breakfast
television coverage. Kaylee was drinking a cup of tea, Charlie a rather strong
cup of coffee. 


He’d drunk almost the whole bottle of champagne the previous
evening and was feeling a little fragile. The familiar image of Seema was once again
on the screen, sitting in the news studio with a middle-aged, grey-haired man. Charlie
recognised him from a recent documentary series he’d watched about the solar system.


“I’m delighted to be joined this morning by Sir Simon Davies,
the Astronomer Royal. Welcome to the show, Simon, and thank-you for joining us
at such short notice,” began Seema.


“It’s a pleasure, Seema,” replied Simon, smiling.


“Simon is going to review the papers for us this morning and
also talk a little bit about the story on everyone’s lips – last night’s spectacular
explosion in space. So Simon, what exactly did happen last night?”


“Well, it’s quite straightforward, really. As most viewers will
be aware, there are thousands of asteroids and comets buzzing around our solar
system. Last night, two of them collided. It’s actually not that unusual an
event. It’s just that it doesn’t normally happen this close to Earth so we don’t
generally notice.


“So, do we have anything to be concerned about?” probed
Seema.


“Nothing at all. We’ve already passed by the point where the
comet was due to pass the Earth’s orbit. We should get a great meteor shower,
though, when the Earth passes back through this part of space in a year’s time.”


Simon seemed relaxed as he spoke, his reassuringly familiar
figure calming the nerves of millions of viewers across the country.


“It seems not all of the newspapers agree with you on that. Shall
we take a look at a few of them?” she suggested.


“OK, well, let’s start with the tabloids. As you can see,
the comet is front-page news on all the major dailies today.” He picked up the front
cover of one of the red top tabloids. The camera focused on the headline: “DOOMSDAY”.


“They certainly seem to think that we have something to
worry about,” remarked Seema.


“Well, as you well know, Seema, headlines sell papers.
Personally, I think it’s quite irresponsible to scaremonger in this way. It is
the sort of thing that starts panic.”


He picked up another tabloid from the desk and showed the headline
to the camera: “END OF THE WORLD”.


“And then there’s this one,” he said, showing the camera the
headline “SEND FOR BRUCE WILLIS”.


Seema laughed. “I’ve read that one – quite tongue-in-cheek,
I thought. It looks like they are treating it as a bit of fun.”


“I guess that is only to be expected from the tabloid press,”
said Simon. “Fortunately most of the quality papers have given a more sensible
summary of the situation.”


He continued as Charlie and Kaylee watched from their sofa.
Josh and Alice were also watching. They had been up all night working in the
observatory to try and work out what was really happening. Now they were taking
a break in the college restaurant, watching the news coverage on the wall
screen. They were anything but convinced by what Simon was saying.


With her astronomical expertise and his mathematical genius they’d
worked out the exact angle of impact of the asteroid upon the comet, and come
to the same conclusion that Simon was saying on the television. The comet was
indeed no threat.


But they’d also reached another conclusion which was far
more concerning. They’d checked their numbers and checked again, and they were
convinced. Asteroid Apophis had been deflected by the collision and was heading
for Earth.


“I don’t get this,” remarked Josh. “If we can figure it out
in our little observatory on campus, surely the foremost astronomer in the
country with access to the most advanced equipment money can buy should have
come to the same conclusion.”


“There’s something not right, here,” replied Alice. “Look at
him. He’s smiling too much. He reminds me of a slippery politician not telling
us the whole truth.”


Alice was completely correct in her assessment. Seema
wrapped up her interview with Simon with a last-minute joke about Bruce Willis
not being required, and the TV coverage moved on to the next news story.


Simon walked off set and out of the newsroom. A smart man with
short, dark hair in his early forties, dressed in an expensive-looking, dark
suit was waiting for him.


“You did the right thing,” said the man, whom Simon had only
met an hour previously.


“I don’t like lying to people. You and I both know what is
going to happen later today,” said Simon.


“But the general public don’t need to know that,” replied
the man. “You’ve done your bit for King and Country.”


“Yes, I’ve done my bit,” replied Simon.


He walked away, only one thought in his mind: to be at home with
his wife and family.


The same scenario was being played out across the world. At
NASA they’d already worked out where and when the asteroid was going to hit.
But the party line was to remain silent. No one wanted to create a panic.


Simon wasn’t the only one not telling the whole truth. Seema
was feeling more than a little irked by the situation. She had achieved her
position as the UK’s top news anchor with a history of asking hard-hitting,
controversial questions. The mysterious man in black had also paid her a visit
before she went on air, and had made it quite clear how she was to conduct the
interview. 


When she’d protested, the implied threat in his voice was
clear. In the interests of national security, people could be silenced – permanently.
Seema had dealt with some pretty tough customers in her time in a career that had
taken her to some of the world’s most dangerous hotspots, but she could count
on one hand the number of times she’d ever felt afraid. This was one of them.


She hated herself for participating in the cover-up. She’d always
prided herself on going that little bit further, where others feared to tread.
But if it meant not being killed in an arranged accident, or disappearing in mysterious
circumstances, it seemed she had no choice.


Watching from the restaurant, Alice had seen enough. “They are
lying,” she said.


“Why would they?” asked Josh. “Seema, in particular: I’ve always
trusted her.”


“They’ve clearly been told not to say anything. It’s the
same as yesterday. We cannot have been the only ones to have worked out the
asteroid was going to collide with the comet, but was there anything in the
media about it? No.”


“What next, then?” asked Josh.


“We go back to the observatory and try and work out exactly
where that asteroid’s going to strike.” She paused, then added, “And pray that it’s
not anywhere near here because we don’t have time to get away if it is. It was
scheduled to pass by Earth today.”


They headed back to the observatory, feeling a strange mix of
excitement and fear.


They were by no means the only ones unconvinced by Seema and
Simon’s performance. Social media was awash with speculation. Employees had
phoned home from NASA and other space agencies across the world to tell their
loved ones to stay indoors. 


Before long, the rumours were spreading like wildfire and there
was no way that the authorities could keep the lid on things. However, there
were so many wildly conflicting theories going around that no one was completely
sure what the truth was.


It hadn’t taken Alice and Josh long to work it out. Even with
the equipment in the observatory, which was primitive compared to anything NASA
had, she’d managed to more or less pinpoint where and when the asteroid would
strike.


“It’s going to hit around midday, somewhere between the Tropic
of Cancer and the Equator, on the African mainland.”


“That’s a bit close for comfort,” replied Josh. “Are we safe
here?”


“There is no real way of knowing,” she said. “We’re far
enough away to avoid the initial blast, but we can’t be sure what might happen
after that. We have no actual experience of an event like this, though there has
been plenty of speculation about what might happen. Some theories suggest that
a giant shock wave might circle the planet, burning everything in its path. That
would certainly explain a lot of the mass extinctions in Earth’s history.”


“That’s not a very comforting thought,” said Josh. “What was
it they used to do in the old days when they thought there might be a nuclear
war – paint the windows white?”


“I can’t see that helping much. Quite honestly, there’s not
a lot we can do except watch,” she replied. “It’s already nearly 10am: we won’t
have long to wait.”


“Shall we go home and watch on TV?” suggested Josh. “I can’t
see there’s much more we can do here. If we’re going to die, it might as well
be in the comfort of our own home.”


“Agreed,” said Alice. “I don’t know about you, but I’m
exhausted. Not that there’s any way I’m going to be able to sleep today, not with
all of this happening.”


“Come on then, let’s go.” He took her hand and they walked
out of the building into another sunny spring day. Josh felt the warm sunshine
on his face and for once he really appreciated it. It might be for the last
time.











Chapter Eight


 


At 12.02pm precisely, asteroid Apophis slammed into the Sahara
Desert with a devastating impact.


No one on the ground saw it coming. There was no huge fireball
burning in the sky, with people beneath screaming and running futilely away. 


All that happened was a bright flash as the asteroid entered
the atmosphere, and less than two seconds later total annihilation as it hit
the ground.


There was a huge explosion, thousands of times larger than that
which had devastated Hiroshima at the end of World War Two. At the point of impact,
billions of tonnes of sand, ash and dirt were projected into the atmosphere in
a huge mushrooming cloud.


The asteroid had landed in a sparsely populated area in Southern
Algeria, close to the border with Mali. This was one of the driest parts of the
Sahara and, apart from a few nomadic dwellers and travellers along the road from
Béchar to Gao, there were few people in the area at the time.


Those who were unfortunate enough to be in the immediate impact
zone didn’t stand a chance. Death was instant. As the mushroom cloud rose up
into the atmosphere, on the ground a shock wave spread outwards at devastating
speed, incinerating everything in its path. Within 100 miles of the impact site,
all that was left was a smoking black hole.


Those poor souls who saw it coming had nowhere to hide. They
stood horrified as a huge, rolling wave of burning black smoke bore down on
them at hundreds of miles an hour. They had as much chance of escaping it as they’d
have had if they had been standing on a beach watching a tsunami approach. 


A number of smaller settlements in Mali, Algeria and Niger were
completely destroyed.


Gradually the shock wave began to thin out and the devastation
lessened as it spread outwards. By the time it reached the capital cities of
Niamey and Bamako, hundreds of miles away, it had lessened to the point that it
blew out all the windows in the cities, and knocked anyone standing in the
street clean over, but most of the inhabitants survived.


The massive boom created by the blast was heard thousands of
miles away, across the whole of Africa, as far north as Scandinavia, and as far
east as India. 


By the time the sound reached those areas, the people knew
it was coming. Within minutes of the impact there were few people in the world
who didn’t know about it, such was the speed of social media and global news
coverage.


Within an hour, the news channels were showing satellite
pictures of the impact zone. The whole area appeared as a large black stain,
spreading outwards. More pictures, taken from a space telescope in orbit, soon
emerged, showing the asteroid actually hitting Earth. Josh and Alice were
watching from their home in Oxford.


“You see, they must have known where it would hit,” remarked
Alice. “It can’t have been just a coincidence, the telescope being trained on that
exact spot.”


All over the UK, offices, shops and factories ground to a
halt as employees rushed to the nearest screen to see what was happening. 


Not since the terrorist attacks of 9/11 had so many people been
glued to their screens, horrified and fascinated in equal measure by what was unfolding
in front of them.


The news coverage had cut to the front door of 10 Downing Street
where the Prime Minister was insisting there was no cause for alarm. He
expressed his sympathy for the people of the Sahara and pledged that British
aid would be forthcoming.


Back in the studio, Seema had another expert in for
interview, this time one of the channel’s own people, a popular geologist-
turned -TV presenter. He had recently had an award-winning documentary all about
earthquakes, volcanoes and other natural phenomena broadcast on the channel, so
seemed the ideal choice to reassure the populace.


“So, James, we’ve just heard from the Prime Minister there,
who has assured us we are not in any danger. Can you elaborate any more on the situation?”


“Well, the first thing,” he began, “is to say that we’ve been
extremely lucky.”


“In what way?” asked Seema. “With all due respect, it’s hard
to see how Earth being hit by a 350 metre-wide asteroid can be classed as lucky.”


“What I mean is,” continued James, “that we’ve been
extremely lucky that the asteroid hit where it did.”


“Unless you happen to live in Mali, presumably?” responded
Seema.


“Obviously my thoughts go out to the people of that region, and
I wasn’t suggesting they were in any way less important than us. What I mean is
that it could have been a lot worse. For example, had it hit a densely
populated area, the loss of life could have been enormous.”


“Can you give us some indication of what sort of scale you are
talking about?” asked Seema.


“Well, to put it in perspective,” he said, “if it had hit
London, the entire city would have been instantly vaporised. Most of Southern
England would have been wiped out in the shock wave. Anyone this side of Birmingham
would have had very little chance of survival.”


“That’s quite a terrifying thought,” remarked Seema.


“It certainly is.” replied James. “But even that is nothing
to what would have happened had it landed in the sea. If that had been the case,
then the huge tsunamis it would have created would have absolutely devastated coastal
areas around the world. We could have been talking about a death toll in the
billions.”


“In other words, it could have been a lot worse,” said Seema.
“Thank-you, James, for joining us this afternoon. Now I am just hearing that, due
to concerns about ash in the atmosphere, all domestic and international air
travel is being temporarily suspended. More on that as soon as we have it.”


Like 9/11, it was one of those days that everyone watching remembered
where they were when they heard about it. Most had been busy going about their
daily business.


Kaylee was working in her office at home, a spare bedroom that
she was planning to turn into a nursery, ready for the patter of tiny feet. A message
flashed up in the news feed constantly running on the interactive desk she was
using: “BREAKING NEWS: ASTEROID HITS EARTH”. 


She immediately flicked on to a news website to be
confronted by the apocalyptic images in front of her. She sent a message to Charlie:
Turn on the news.


Charlie was sitting in yet another tedious meeting when his
smartwatch buzzed. All around the room, others were getting similar messages.
The meeting was abandoned and they headed back to their open-plan office where
small groups of people were already gathered around the screens.


Kent and Debbie were in the pub, watching on the big screen
along with Andy, their only customer.


“If this is the end of the world, then can I have a free
pint?” enquired Andy, hopefully.


It was unlike Kent to give anything away, but on this
occasion he relented.


“I think we could all do with a large brandy,” he said. Even
Debbie, who didn’t normally drink, had one.


Dan was in the factory, loading pallets with a forklift
truck when he heard the news. One of the younger lads gave him the details.
Once Dan had heard the details of where it had hit and the expected casualties,
he callously remarked, “Good – they were all foreigners.”


The young lad was shocked by Dan’s comments, but he didn’t
say anything. Nobody ever did. Dan had a reputation for being not only a racist,
but also a workplace bully, and it was easier to say nothing than risk becoming
a victim.


Hannah was at home on a rest day. She was listening to the
radio and doing housework when the news came in. She thought about going in to
work in case she was needed, but it seemed there was no immediate problem at
home. People weren’t running riot or panicking in the streets. 


She also thought about whether she should get Jess from
school early but also decided against it. The news coverage was stressing that there
was no danger to the UK, so she saw no need to worry her daughter by upsetting
her routine.


Jess herself didn’t find out until later in the afternoon.
The teachers became aware of what was happening quite quickly but decided to
keep it from the children until they knew exactly what the situation was. At
2.30pm, the headmaster called an extraordinary assembly, and the whole school
shuffled into the hall. 


He picked his words carefully, stressing that there was no
cause for alarm. Even so, some of the younger children looked scared and there
were a few tears. By the time the assembly was over it was home time, and the children
were able to return to the comforting arms of their parents.


One of the last people to find out was Lauren. She’d gone
home with a slightly rotund man in his forties who’d been singing old nineties
indie hits. He wasn’t really her type, but he’d made her laugh with his cheeky
banter, so when he suggested she might like to come back for a “coffee”, she’d
jumped at the chance.


She’d eventually crawled away from his place around 7am when
he had to get up for work, having had very little sleep. Not due in the pub
until the evening, she headed straight to bed where she slept off her night’s
exertions. When she eventually woke up, around 4pm, she’d missed the whole thing.











Chapter Nine


 


Nearly six months had passed since the asteroid strike and
the after-effects of that day had been felt across the whole planet.


The initial estimates put the death toll from the direct impact
at about 25,000 which seemed a remarkably low amount. But this figure took no
account of the long-term effects, many of which were not immediately apparent.


The huge cloud of ash and dust thrown up by the impact had
circled the world in a matter of days. Air travel was grounded for several
weeks due to safety concerns. This had happened on occasions in the past in
regions where there were active volcanoes, but never on a global scale or for
so long.


Things were exacerbated by an increase in seismic activity
around the area of the impact. The force of the asteroid strike had done more
than merely blow away the surface of the area it had hit. The effects had
reached deep underground. 


Over the next few weeks there were a series of earthquakes along
the sides of the African tectonic plate, adding to the woes of the people in
the region. But it was the accompanying volcanic eruptions across Africa, the Canary
Islands and Europe which really did the damage. These eruptions spewed huge
amounts of sulphur dioxide into the upper atmosphere, adding to the ash and
dust already thrown up by the asteroid.


During those weeks there were some spectacular sunsets
around the world. People gathered on the banks of the Thames each day to marvel
at the vivid red and gold skies. 


It was an artist’s dream. It may have looked very pretty,
but the effects of the poor air quality were already having a noticeable effect
on the more vulnerable among the population. Asthmatics suffered an increasing number
of attacks, and there was a sharp increase in the number of other respiratory
illnesses being reported. These were just the short-term effects. The longer-term
implications were not immediately obvious.


With the world covered by the ash cloud, the sun’s rays
began to struggle to get through. In the UK, the gloriously sunny start to the
spring gave way to a cloudy, dull and cool May. 


This didn’t raise many eyebrows among the British people.
Despite global warming, they had long memories and were used to disappointing
weather in the warmer months. It was something to talk about in the street when
bumping into friends.


Elsewhere in the world, things were a lot more noticeable, particularly
around the North Pole. In recent decades, the amount of Arctic sea ice had
fallen dramatically. Year after year, the minimum amount of ice in the ocean at
the end of summer reached new records. The Northern Sea Route, once almost impassable,
had been opening up to more and more traffic every year and for longer and
longer periods.


At the time the asteroid hit, spring was just returning to the
Arctic Circle. The sea ice had been at its maximum extent in March and was just
beginning to retreat, as it did every year. But this year, things were to be different.


The ash cloud was particularly concentrated at the Poles. In
addition, the sulphur dioxide released into the upper atmosphere by the
volcanic activity reflected back the heat. As a consequence, very little of the
sun’s warmth penetrated down to the surface below. Temperatures failed to rise and
the Arctic sea ice failed to thaw.


In the Antarctic it had less effect. Winter was returning to
the Southern Hemisphere, and the loss of energy from the sun made little
difference at a time of year when very little sunlight reached that part of the
world. 


For other countries in southern latitudes, it was a noticeably
bad winter, but not anything that had not been experienced before. The Falklands
were even wetter and more miserable than usual. New Zealand had a cold winter with
plenty of snowfall. Melbourne, Sydney and other Southern Australian cities were
cloudy, cold and damp throughout June and July. 


Such conditions were not unheard of. However, when the poor
weather lingered on into September, questions began to be asked.


Further north, all sorts of unusual things were happening. The
Sahara saw more rainfall than it had received in years. All manner of seedlings,
dormant for decades under the parched sand, sprang forth as saplings. In other
tropical areas, monsoons arrived at the wrong time or not at all. 


There was a noticeable cooling across all tropical areas,
estimated at between one and two degrees Celsius. That, combined with the unpredictable
rainfall, led to widespread crop failures. Many places did not see the sun for
weeks on end, stuck under an unremittingly grey and gloomy sky.


In the more temperate areas of the Northern Hemisphere,
things were even more noticeable. Much of Europe had a dismal, cold and wet
summer. 


Even by the UK’s standards, notorious for disappointing
summers, it was a shocker. The temperature never reached 20 degrees Celsius
anywhere in the UK for the entire summer, and in most places, daytime
temperatures were more like March than August.


Further north, things were even worse. Summer never came to
Scandinavia at all. Snow showers persisted throughout the season. But it was
inside the Arctic Circle where the biggest changes were occurring.


With the sunlight blocked out, the Arctic sea ice barely retreated
at all. By August, only a quarter of the usual melting had occurred. For the first
time in many years, the Northern Sea Route never opened. 


When the sun did manage to break through the clouds, rather
than warming ocean water, most of its heat was reflected back by the prevailing
ice sheets. As September arrived, the sea ice was already beginning to advance again
at an unprecedented rate.


For the tourist industry it was a disaster. All flights were
grounded until mid-June and, even when they resumed, bookings were a fraction of
what they would normally have been. 


Those that did make it to the Mediterranean were greeted by
the worst summer in living memory. The Costa del Sol was overcast and cold.
Flights continued to be delayed or cancelled at short notice due to concerns
over continued volcanic eruptions.


It wasn’t just the tourist industry that was in trouble.
Failed harvests around the world were putting pressure on food producers,
exacerbated by restrictions on air travel which were causing all manner of
freight delays. 


All of this had a knock-on effect on many global companies,
all reflected in the stock markets which went on a prolonged slide throughout
the summer. Only the previous spring, the Dow Jones had broken through the 30,000
mark for the first time. By the end of August it had plummeted to less than 15,000.
The same pattern was repeated across all the major economies as the world fell
into a global recession.


Governments urged their citizens to stay calm. There had
been worse crises than this in the past. We had survived them, we would survive
this. The climate would return to normal in a couple of years, the economy would
recover, and all would be well. 


In the meantime, the word “austerity” began to be bandied
around once again, as it had after the last major stock market meltdown twenty
years previously.


Not everyone was convinced. Kaylee certainly wasn’t. She’d
had her work cut out working with the Met Office over the summer, running all
sorts of projections as to what was going to happen. Now she was getting seriously
worried. 


The previous evening she’d been working in her office, by
now half-converted into a nursery. It was cold and windy outside, but she was
warm enough at her desk. She should have been – she and Charlie had had their central
heating on since the middle of August. Despite the woolly jumper she was
wearing, the bump in her middle was really showing now. She was six and a half
months pregnant.


She’d been looking at the satellite patterns, ocean
temperatures and the long-term forecast for the month ahead and she was
extremely concerned by what she was seeing.


She and Charlie were due to fly out to the Canary Islands
for a holiday the following week. They were going to stay with Charlie’s mother
and Kaylee’s father who’d been living on the island of Fuerteventura for the
past three years, along with Kaylee’s sister, Olivia.


Charlie and Kaylee had booked their flights several months
ago before she knew she was pregnant and before the asteroid strike. With all
the cancellations and a baby on the way, they were not even sure if they would
be able to go, but her pregnancy had been straightforward so far. Her doctor
had given her the all-clear to fly as long as she returned by the first week of
November.


The newspapers were making the most of the weather to try and
sell more copies. On this particular October day, the front page of one of the
mid-range tabloids was screaming out “COLDEST WINTER IN 1,000 YEARS ON ITS
WAY”.


Kaylee was doing her weekly shop in the large superstore on
the edge of town. She noticed the headline as she wheeled her shopping trolley
past the newspaper stand. This particular paper had been running such stories
every year as long as anyone could remember, and most people had long stopped
taking them seriously. But this didn’t seem to be the case today. 


Three people picked up a copy as Kaylee watched. She reflected
that, for all the paper’s scaremongering in the past, this time they may just
have got it right.


She glanced away from the newspapers towards the fruit and
veg area. It wasn’t particularly busy and there was no sign of anything out of
the ordinary as people went about their daily business. 


A young mum with a pushchair was choosing a bunch of
bananas. An elderly lady was complaining to a member of staff about the price of
strawberries. The poor growing season had driven up the prices of fresh food.


Kaylee pondered what might happen in the months ahead. The
weather charts she had been studying showed a huge mass of cold air positioned
over the North Pole. It looked highly likely that it would be plunging southwards
over the next week, bringing freezing temperatures to the UK, not at all what would
be expected for mid-October. 


Kaylee’s concern was more for the long term, though. If it was
going to get that cold in October, what would the rest of the winter be like? What
sort of conditions might her baby, due in late-December, be born into? 


She was glad they were getting away to Fuerteventura. According
to her dad, the weather over there had not been too bad recently. It hadn’t been
as hot a summer as usual, and cloudy much of the time, but it was still
pleasantly warm.


=============================


Whilst Kaylee was thinking about the long-term weather
forecast, most people were more concerned with complaining about the current conditions.
It was nearly opening time at The Red Lion, and Kent was sitting at the bar
reading the paper whilst Lauren stocked up the fridges. 


Kent wasn’t too worried about the weather. He and Debbie were
due to jet off on holiday the next day. They were bound for Cyprus, which by
all accounts had also escaped the worst of the poor summer.


The door from upstairs opened and Debbie emerged with a face
like thunder.


“What are you doing, sitting there?” she said. “It’s bloody
freezing in here! Why haven’t you got the heating on?”


“Heating costs money, my sweet,” replied Kent. “It will soon
warm up when we get a few more people in.”


“If we get a few more people in,” she replied. “It’s
not exactly been busy in the daytime lately, has it?”


“Well, you can blame the weather for that,” replied Kent. “It’s
not been like last summer when we had that heatwave during Euro 2028. The sun
brings them out.”


“Well, it’s too cold. Get outside and get some of those logs
in and light a fire. They’ve been sat out the back long enough.”


“You know carrying logs in is bad for my back,” replied Kent.
“Maybe Lauren could…”


“Stop right there, mister,” interrupted Debbie. “You can’t
keep dumping every little thing you can’t be bothered to do onto her. She’s going
to have her work cut out running this place while we’re away as it is.”


Lauren had been working hard over the summer. She’d been on
a training course and gained her personal licence. Now she felt ready to take
charge of the pub whilst her employers were away.


“Yes, and that’s why I’ve promoted her to assistant manager and
given her a pay rise,” replied Kent.


“Excuse me,” interrupted Lauren. “I am actually here, you
know. You could include me in the conversation.”


“Well, you two sort it out amongst yourselves,” said Debbie.
“I’m going back upstairs to pack.” She turned and headed back upstairs. Once
she was out of earshot, Kent turned back to Lauren.


“Go on, Lauren, get a few logs in. I’ll make you a coffee if
you do. And I’ll light the fire.”


“Go on, then. I suppose I’ll have to get used to doing it
while you’re away,” she replied.


“Yes, I was thinking about that,” he replied. “If the
weather stays like this, it might be a good idea to have a fire every day. It’ll
draw the shoppers in from the cold and we’ve got enough wood out there to build
a house. Perhaps I over ordered when I asked for a whole lorry load.”


Lauren headed out into the garden to get the wood. She would
soon have cause to be very grateful that Kent had ordered so much.











Chapter Ten


 


It was the only four weeks since the autumn equinox but the
weather had already turned bitterly cold. Charlie shivered in the crisp, cold
air as he walked across the car park from his office towards his car. 


He had just finished work for two weeks and couldn’t wait to
get away from the cold. He’d booked a hotel at Gatwick Airport for him and
Kaylee for the night, before they flew to Fuerteventura in the morning for two
much-needed weeks in the sun.


He’d spoken to his mother on the phone the previous evening and
she’d told him that the weather there had improved a great deal in the last couple
of weeks. The clouds that had hung over the islands for much of the summer had finally
dispersed and the sun was shining, lifting temperatures to a most agreeable 25
degrees Celsius. 


As Charlie fought his way through the icy north wind he
thought about how much he longed to sit in the sunshine again. Today felt more like
January than October, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt the
warmth of the sun on his skin.


Autumn had come swiftly. There had been a succession of Indian
summers in recent years, and it had stayed warm right into November. This year,
the leaves had turned brown early and most had fallen already. 


He kicked his way through a pile of leaves beneath the horse
chestnut tree in the centre of the car park. What conkers had been on the tree
had long since fallen. He had noticed that there hadn’t been anything like as
many this year, another consequence of the poor summer.


Kaylee had been at home doing some last-minute packing. She had
been busier than ever over the past few days.  The Met Office was on red alert
tracking the weather front coming in from the north, and it had been all hands
on deck. No new leave was being granted, but as she’d had the two weeks in the
diary for months and was going on maternity leave shortly anyway, her boss had agreed
to let her go.


Over the past week the situation had worsened rapidly. Canada,
Russia and Scandinavia were already in the depths of winter. The cold air mass from
the North Pole had already reached Northern Britain and had led to major snowfalls
across the Scottish Highlands.


The media remained awash with speculation about what was occurring.
Far from being confined to a few sensationalist tabloid headlines, the matter
was now being discussed seriously, not only in the quality papers, but also across
radio and television.


The Government insisted there was no need to worry and that they
were in control of the situation. With a general election due in May 2030, they
were well aware that they needed to keep voters on their side. 


Extra money had been set aside for cold weather payments to
the elderly and those in hardship. Additional resources were being brought in
to help keep the roads gritted and cleared of any potential snow, or so they
claimed. 


The party line was that Britain was likely to be in for a
cold winter, but that the atmosphere was already returning to normal and it would
be business as usual within a year or so.


Many were sceptical, which was unsurprising after a long
history of failed promises from politicians. A fair amount of scaremongering
had already begun over food and energy supplies. And so it was that, as Kaylee
made a last-minute visit to the supermarket to pick up some suntan lotion, she
was greeted by a very different scene to the one she’d encountered the week
before.


All around her, people were filling trolleys full of tinned
food.


“Look at these idiots,” she heard a middle-aged man say to his
wife as he pushed his trolley down the soup aisle. “Panic buying just because there’s
a bit of snow forecast.” Hypocritically, he then began loading dozens of tins of
baked beans into his own trolley. 


Kaylee had heard such comments many times in the past. They
were one of many clichés trotted out by people every time there was any sort of
bad weather forecast. She remembered the last time there had been a heavy snowfall,
some seven or eight years ago. People had been moaning about panic buying then,
too, as well as Britain’s inability to deal with the snow.


“What’s wrong with this country?” she remembered her father
saying. “A couple of inches of snow, and everything grinds to a halt.”


The simple truth was that Britain just wasn’t prepared for
snow, less so now than ever. After a decade in which snow had fallen only
occasionally, it just wasn’t worth spending money keeping and maintaining an
army of snowploughs on the off chance of an occasional heavy snowfall. 


As things currently stood, despite the reassurances of the Government,
the country was woefully ill-equipped for what lay ahead.


Kaylee found the suncream aisle and was pleased to find that
the whole stock was marked down to half-price. There had been precious little
demand for suncream during the past six months, and clearly the store wanted to
get rid of it. She picked up a couple of bottles and went to glance at the newspaper
headlines.


The tabloids were again screaming out at her in huge bold
letters about the forecast snow. She ignored them and looked at some of the quality
dailies. A story she saw on the front of The Times caught her eye. They
led with “Russian gas supply under threat”.


She scanned quickly through the article. According to the paper,
due to the freezing conditions in Russia, the country was using a huge amount of
energy. Their President had announced that he was unable to guarantee
maintaining permanent supplies to Russia’s European customers during the coming
winter.


Up until now Kaylee had been only mildly concerned about the
weather situation. She knew how cold it was going to get, but as long as
heating, transport and food supplies could be maintained, she hadn’t envisaged
any serious danger.


Now, as she looked around her at the panic buying public,
she began to feel distinctly uneasy. If she hadn’t been going to the Canary
Islands, she might well have started filling a trolley herself. 


She was extremely relieved that they were leaving, and began
to wonder if perhaps they ought to stay in Fuerteventura a little longer. She would
talk it over with Charlie.


In the meantime, she needed to warn her two best friends. If
things were going to get bad, she wanted them to be prepared. She went to the self-service
till, paid for her suncream, and headed back out of the store in the direction of
The Red Lion.


It had been a busy week for Lauren. With Kent and Debbie
gone to Cyprus, she’d had her work cut out running the pub. She didn’t mind,
though. She was enjoying the power of being in charge and was making the most of
it in more ways than one. 


Because of the need to have someone on the premises at all
times, she’d moved into the rooms upstairs and had taken full advantage of it.
She hadn’t spent many nights alone.


When Kaylee arrived, Lauren was dealing with Andy, who was
trying it on as usual. Some things never changed.


“Is it OK if I get a few pints on tick today, Lauren?” asked
Andy. “I’ve got a bit of a cash flow situation.”


“You know that’s not allowed, Andy. If Richard was here, he wouldn’t
allow it and neither will I.” Lauren had long learned not to take any nonsense from
Andy.


“But he said before he went on holiday that it would be OK,”
protested Andy. “I am one of your best customers, after all.”


“May I refer you to Exhibit A,” responded Lauren, drawing
Andy’s attention to a handwritten notice on the wall. She read out the contents:
“Do not give credit to the following people under any circumstances”.


She paused, then said, “Oh, and look whose name happens to
be first on the list? Well I never, it’s Andy Green. Why are you so short of
cash, anyway? I thought you were loaded.”


“Well, I have got a fair bit of cash on me, but I need it
for something else. Nobby The Professor has given me a tip for a handicap at
Ayr this afternoon. It’s 33/1 and he reckons it can’t lose. So I was planning
to pop next door to the bookies and put a decent bet on it.”


“Nobby The Professor?” asked Lauren. “I wouldn’t take any
notice of anything he’s got to say. He gave me a tip for the Grand National
this year and it fell at the first fence.”


Nobby The Professor was well known among the pub and betting
shop regulars. He was a smart, grey-haired man in his late-fifties with an
immaculately trimmed beard. He was forever walking around with a copy of the Racing
Post and a small tablet computer into which he was continually inputting
data. 


He claimed he’d created some software that was guaranteed to
pick winners, and that he was a highly successful professional gambler. The
regulars had their doubts about this. Other than the smart appearance, there
was no obvious sign of wealth. The twenty-year-old Ford Mondeo he drove also
hinted that he might be slightly exaggerating the truth.


“No, I’m telling you, this one’s a cert,” said Andy. “Last
night, while you were doing the karaoke, Nobby showed me his spreadsheet with
the magic formula on it. In fact, he told me to get round there and back it
this morning before the odds change.”


Lauren looked up and saw that Kaylee had entered the pub. “Well,
why don’t you go and do that now, and then maybe you can buy me a drink when it
wins. Which it won’t,” she added.


Andy headed out of the door, and Kaylee came over to the
bar.


“Hello stranger,” said Lauren. “Seems like ages since I’ve
seen you.”


“Sorry about that,” replied Kaylee. “I think I’ve come over
all maternal and started nesting.”


Kaylee took off her overcoat, revealing her growing bump.


“Wow, look at you!” exclaimed Lauren. “You weren’t showing
the last time I saw you. You know, I always thought I’d be the first to get
pregnant. Let’s face it, I’ve taken enough chances.”


Lauren felt Kaylee’s bump. “Is it making you feel broody?”
asked the mother-to-be.


“I don’t think so. Perhaps I’m just not the maternal type.
What brings you here today, anyway? I’m guessing you’re not after a pint.”


“A coffee would be nice,” replied Kaylee. “I came because I
wanted to talk to talk to you about something serious.”


“What is it?” asked Lauren. “Is everything alright with the
baby?”


“Yes, that’s all fine. It’s about the weather. Presumably you’ve
been following the forecasts over the last week.”


“Yes,” replied Lauren. “All doom and gloom again. Heavy snow,
so it seems. That’s what everyone who comes in here has been saying.”


“It’s going to be a lot worse than they are letting on,”
said Kaylee. “I’ve run all sorts of simulations through the Met Office computer
and they are all pointing to the same scenario – a severe winter the likes of which
we haven’t seen in living memory, possibly the worst in a thousand years.”


“Yes – but, we’ll be OK, won’t we?” asked Lauren. “After all,
they have winters like that in Siberia every year, don’t they? And they manage
OK.”


“Yes, but they are geared up for it,” replied Kaylee. “They
expect it. We don’t.”


“Well, I’m in the right place here,” said Lauren. “I don’t
have to worry about driving to work. There’s a huge stack of firewood in the car
park, freezers full of food and enough booze to last a lifetime. Bring it on, I
say. It will be quite cosy. I just hope I get snowed in with a seriously sexy
man.”


“Just be careful, that’s all,” replied Kaylee. “Charlie and
I are heading off to the Canaries on holiday tomorrow. If things get really bad,
I am going to suggest we don’t come back until after the baby’s born.”


Lauren thought about this and then asked: “But what about
your jobs?”


“We’ll worry about that if and when it happens. If necessary,
I’ll take my maternity leave early. And I’m sure Charlie can work something out.”


The door opened and Andy came back in. He was not in a good
mood. “Bloody typical,” he said, interrupting the girls’ conversation.


“What’s happened? You haven’t lost on that horse already,
have you?” asked Lauren. “Because don’t even think about trying to scrounge any
drinks if you have.”


“Chance would have been a fine thing,” replied Andy. “I got
into the betting shop and tried to look up the horse on the interactive
terminal and couldn’t find it. So I asked the manager where the prices were for
Ayr, and he pointed me to another screen which said “RACING AT AYR ABANDONED
DUE TO HEAVY SNOW”. So that’s well and truly scuppered.”


“Well, look on the bright side,” replied Lauren. “At least you’ve
still got your beer money for the weekend.” She began to pour him a pint.


“Whoever heard of snow in October?” asked Andy, as he dug in
his pocket for a tenner.


“You see, it’s starting already,” said Kaylee, who had been
listening with interest to the exchange. “Listen, I have to go, but please take
care of yourself. Make sure you’ve got everything you need here in case you get
snowed in. You could be here for weeks.”


“Thank-you, babe,” replied Lauren. “I will.”


The two old friends hugged, and Kaylee placed a chaste kiss
on her lifelong friend’s cheek. Had they had any premonition of what lay ahead,
they may have lingered longer in the hug.


But they had no way of knowing that this was the last time
they would ever see each other.











Chapter Eleven


 


Josh had finished his lectures for the day and was sitting
in his study waiting for Alice to join him. The room was the picture of
academia. The walls were lined with old and dusty books, and the wooden floor and
doors gave it a distinctly traditional feel. 


A large blackboard on the wall was covered in complex
mathematical calculations. Most people used touch screen wall panels these days,
but Josh felt the old-fashioned blackboard was more in keeping with the décor of
the room. The howling wind outside was making the window panes of the old
building rattle as he flicked through his newspaper.


Coverage of the current weather outlook was extensive. But
it was an article tucked away on page 17 of the paper that caught his eye.


“Miracle of sailor who returned from the dead”, stated the headline.
Josh read on:


Friends and family were delighted last night to be reunited with
sailor Robbie O’Neill, 32, of St Ives in Cornwall, who vanished after a storm
off the Cornish coast over four months ago.


His one-person Sunfish sailboat was found washed up on rocks
a few miles from the small village of Zennor back in June. Despite a major
search by the local coastguard, his body was never found and he was presumed
dead.


Now Mr O’Neill has amazed everyone by walking into the bar of
his local pub, The Sloop in St Ives, looking somewhat the worse for wear but
alive and well.


Where he has been all this time seems set to remain a
mystery. When questioned as to his whereabouts, Mr O’Neill had the following to
say:


“I got caught in a horrendous storm and could not get the
boat safely to shore. I came to grief on some rocks on the coastline between St
Ives and Zennor and managed to clamber ashore. I took shelter in some local
caves where I must have passed out.


When I awoke, I made my way back to St Ives, only to find that
somehow I had lost four months of my life. Where I was during that time, I am afraid
to say I have no memory. I am assuming some kind soul must have looked after me,
so whoever you are, all I can say is thank-you.”


Doctors who examined Mr O’Neill could find no sign of any
physical trauma and concluded that the only explanation was that he must have
suffered some form of stress-induced amnesia. Clearly he must have been living
somewhere during these past four months but exactly where seems set to remain a
mystery.


It is not the first such mystery of its type in these parts,
according to one elderly resident we spoke to in Zennor, who did not wish to be
identified. She claimed that shortly after returning from the Second World War,
her father had vanished in similar circumstances for over two months.


This area of coastline has long been the subject of myths and
legends, most notably the well-known local tale of the Mermaid of Zennor
involving the disappearance of local lad Matthew Trewella. Could it be that the
mermaid has returned?


Josh was extremely interested in what he had just read. For
years he had been searching for such a story and now here it was right in front
of him.


The large, oak-panelled door opened and Alice came into the
room. Josh jumped up excitedly, newspaper in hand. “Look at this!” he
exclaimed.


“Whoa, steady on,” she said. “What is it?”


“Just read it,” he insisted.


She read through the article. He could barely wait for her to
finish so he could say what he wanted to say. “You realise what this could mean,
don’t you?”


“I think I do,” she replied. She knew all about The Time
Bubble. Josh had told her all about his and Charlie’s teenage adventures not
long after they had started dating. She was sceptical at first but after they’d
had dinner with Kaylee and Charlie who’d told their side of the story, she’d
accepted that however far-fetched it seemed, it might well be true.


“It could be a new Time Bubble,” he said. “I think we need to
get down there and check it out. Fancy a dirty weekend in Cornwall?”


“You’re on,” she replied.


=============================


Dan and Ryan were spending the afternoon round at Ryan’s
house. Ryan still lived at home with his parents, but they had gone away for
the weekend so Ryan had asked Dan to come round and keep him company. 


Dan had finished work at 2pm and had nothing better to do,
so they were up in Ryan’s bedroom playing on the PS6. Despite Ryan being 28
years old, his room could easily have been mistaken for a teenager’s. 


There were clothes strewn everywhere, posters on the walls from
various action movies, and piles of magazines everywhere. These were a mixture of
traditional top-shelf filth, ever popular despite the proliferation of online
pornography, and a collection of gun enthusiast magazines.


Right now, Dan and Ryan were playing a particularly bloodthirsty
game which consisted primarily of killing as many people as violently as possible
with an array of extremely heavy artillery.


Ryan laughed as he machine-gunned a group of people standing
at a bus stop, watching as the blood and gore splattered all around him. The
latest console’s 3D holographic effects were the most advanced yet. Ryan really
felt like he was there, killing the people in real life and it felt good.


Dan was equally hooked, taking out his frustrations with real
life on the game. “Die, bitch whore!” he shouted as he pumped several rounds of
bullets into the head of a prostitute loitering outside a railway station. “She
looked a bit like that bitch Lauren,” he added.


There had been countless campaigns to get such games banned over
the years, but the manufacturers argued that as long as they came with an 18
certificate, there was not a problem. There was no evidence, they said, that
playing such games inspired copycat behaviour in real life.


“Get the pregnant woman in the stomach!” exclaimed Dan.
“I’ll go for the pushchair.”


Many people considered such games sick and that only those with
a sick mind would play them. Looking at the way Ryan and Dan were enjoying
slaughtering the town’s residents, they might well have had a point.


They got to the end of the level. Ryan paused the game and
turned to Dan. “So, you enjoyed that then?” he asked, seeking approval as ever.


“It was awesome, mate. Quality entertainment!” replied Dan.


“Well, in that case, I’ve got something else you might be
interested in. I’ve been meaning to show you these for a while but I wanted to
wait until my parents were away.”


Ryan walked over to the built-in wardrobe doors and opened
them up. He took out a large, padlocked wooden box, produced a key from his
pocket, and began to open it up. “Take a look at this,” he said.


Dan looked inside, and even he was a little shocked by what
he saw. The box was full of guns, at least half a dozen different types, along with
several boxes of ammunition.


“Oh my God, Ryan, where did you get this lot?”


“I built them myself,” replied Ryan, proudly. “It’s easy
enough with the latest 3D printers. Then I painted them all to the exact
specifications of the original designs. You can hardly tell the difference.”


“Isn’t this illegal?” asked Dan. Not that things being
illegal had ever stopped Dan doing anything.


“Oh, totally,” replied Ryan. “But as long as nobody knows
they are here, where’s the problem?”


“Do they actually work?” asked Dan.


“Absolutely,” said Ryan. “I’ve tested most of them. I had to
take them out into the countryside, though, they are pretty noisy. You can try
one if you like.”


“Now?” asked Dan.


“Why not?” replied Ryan. He took two of the guns from the
box and a couple of boxes of ammunition. “We’ll drive over to that abandoned
Army base just outside town. It’s deserted and no one will hear us there.”


Dan felt strangely excited. He’d never held a real gun
before, let alone fired one. Ryan passed one of the guns across to him and he
held it. It felt good.


=============================


After leaving the pub, Kaylee had gone back home to find Charlie
waiting for her. They had planned to leave mid-afternoon, but Kaylee needed to
see Hannah before she went.


As she walked through the streets under grey-leaden skies,
she drew her thick, woollen coat ever more tightly around herself. 


The temperature had been falling throughout the day and it
was barely above freezing now. She could see her breath in front of her and
quickened her pace, wanting to get back in the warm as soon as possible.


When she got to Hannah’s house, Hannah was helping Jess with
her homework at the kitchen table. She let Kaylee in and put the kettle on.


“I could do with a brew,” remarked Kaylee. “It’s freezing
out there!”


“Is it going to snow, Kaylee?” asked Jess. “Miss Phillips at
school says it might. I want to build a snowman.”


Despite being nine years old, Jess had never experienced the
childhood joy of building a snowman. The warm weather of the past decade had more
or less rendered snow a thing of the past in Southern England.


“It certainly looks that way, Jess,” replied Kaylee. “And I don’t
want to put a dampener on your plans, but it’s that which I’ve come to talk about,”
she said.


“Go on,” said Hannah. “It’s quite nice having our own
personal weather expert as a best friend.” Her light-hearted tone became more
serious as she noticed the look on Kaylee’s face. “What’s up?”


“Hannah, I’m really concerned about what’s happening to the
climate. Have you seen the news today?”


“I haven’t had time,” replied Hannah. “I only got in from
work an hour ago and then I had to pick up Jess.”


“You’ve heard about the cold weather coming down from the
North Pole, though?”


“I could hardly miss it – it’s been all over the news for
days, not to mention being the main topic of conversation at work today. We’ve
got everyone on alert ready to deal with any traffic problems. But it’s just a cold
snap, isn’t it? There’s nothing really to be afraid of. I thought most of the
dust from the asteroid strike had cleared now. It’s certainly been a lot
sunnier the last couple of weeks.”


“The damage has been done already,” said Kaylee. “The Arctic
sea ice didn’t melt this summer, and there’s still a freeing mass of air
sitting over the pole. That air is currently sinking rapidly south, and as the
winter approaches it can only get worse. Put the TV on and you’ll see.”


Hannah and Kaylee left Jess in the kitchen and went through
to the lounge. Hannah switched the TV over to the news channel. The image on
the screen was of cars abandoned on a snowbound road. They listened intently to
what the announcer was saying:


“At least twelve inches of snow have fallen across the
Scottish Highlands and most roads in the area are impassable. Routes in and out
of Inverness are completely blocked by snow, whilst further south, a severe
accident has closed the M8 westbound between Edinburgh and Glasgow after at
least six inches of snow fell in less than twelve hours. 


Police are unable to say when it will reopen. They are also advising
the public in Scotland not to travel unless absolutely necessary.


In the meantime, severe weather warnings have been issued
for the whole of the UK for snow. The Met Office has upgraded these from Amber
to Red status, the highest level of alert following the latest forecast.”


“How long have you known about this?” asked Hannah.


“At least a week,” replied Kaylee. “But we didn’t think it was
going to be this bad at first. Every time we’ve updated the forecast since then,
it’s looked worse.”


“I bet you’ll be glad to be getting away from it, won’t
you?” asked Hannah. “I wish I was going on holiday.”


“The thing is,” said Kaylee, “if it’s as bad as our
worst-case scenario, we might stay in Fuerteventura. We might not have any choice.”


“And what about us?” asked Hannah. “Are we in any danger?”


“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I really think
you should think about leaving and getting to somewhere warmer. Maybe get out of
England altogether for the winter.”


“I can’t possibly do that, for all sorts of reasons,”
replied Hannah. “For a start, there’s my job. If things are going to get tough
here, then I’m going to have my work cut out. Then there’s Jess of course, I can’t
justify taking her out of school and spiriting her away halfway across the world.”


“If things get bad, there may not be any school,” said
Kaylee. “You know how quick they are to close the place when there are even a
couple of flakes of snow.”


“And there’s something else, too, another reason why I couldn’t
leave even if I wanted to.” She paused and then said just one word: “Peter”.


They both knew that Peter was due to return for good from The
Time Bubble on 11th January. There was no way Hannah was not going to
be around to greet him on that day after she had waited for so long.


“I thought you might say that,” said Kaylee. “So I think you
should do everything you can to be prepared for the worst.”


“Stockpiling food?” asked Hannah.


“Not just that,” said Kaylee. “You need to imagine a
worst-case scenario where you’ve no electricity, no gas, no water and no fuel, and
prepare for it. It could make the difference between life and death.”


Hannah glanced back towards the kitchen door. She hoped Jess
couldn’t hear all of this. She let what Kaylee had said sink in for a moment, and
then she had a flash of inspiration. “Gran’s farmhouse!” she said.


Hannah’s grandmother had died a couple of months previously.
She had lived most of her life in a small cottage that had originally been part
of a farmhouse, about half a mile outside the town. It hadn’t been a working farmhouse
for decades, but they still referred to it as such. 


Responsibility for selling the cottage had fallen to Hannah,
but so far, in the depressed economy and housing market, there hadn’t been any
takers.


She had thought about moving in there herself but had dismissed
the idea because of the difficulty of getting Jess to and from school. Now it
was lying empty.


“It would be an ideal place in an emergency,” said Hannah.
“For a start, it’s got two open fireplaces downstairs. Not only that, she had
an Aga, all powered from an oil tank outside. She used that for all her cooking
and for heating the radiators as well. It’s all completely self-contained.”


“I think it would be well worth paying a visit over there
this weekend,” said Kaylee. “And stock the place up with as much food, candles,
soap and all the other things you might need should you find yourself snowed in
for a few weeks.”


“Thanks, Kaylee,” replied Hannah. “What would I do without
you?”


“Just look after yourself and Jess,” replied Kaylee. “I’ll
call you when we get to Fuerteventura to find out how things are.”


Hannah was worried by all that had been said, but at least
now Kaylee had given her the heads-up she could prepare.


“Come on, Jess,” she called to the kitchen. “We’re going
shopping.”


The three of them left together. Hannah dropped Kaylee off
at home, and she and Jess headed to the out-of-town superstore. Friday night wasn’t
an ideal time to be going shopping at the best of times. She just hoped not everybody
had had the same idea as her.











Chapter Twelve


 


A shrill beeping awoke Kaylee from her sleep as the travel alarm
clock by her bedside table went off. Charlie was snoring next to her and she
nudged him awake.


Their journey down to Gatwick the previous evening had gone without
a hitch. By 7.00pm they were booked in and ready to sample the hotel restaurant.
It was pretty standard stuff for an airport hotel. Ever the health-conscious
one, she’d opted for a chicken Caesar salad, whereas Charlie had pushed the
boat out and gone for a steak and chips washed down with a bottle of red wine. They
were on holiday after all, as he’d said.


“I’m parched,” croaked Charlie, who was feeling a little dehydrated
from the effects of the red wine.


“I told you drinking that whole bottle was a bad idea,”
remarked Kaylee. She took the kettle from the tray beside the bed and walked across
to the en suite bathroom to fill it. 


The hotel room was the standard shape both were more than familiar
with from business trips. The bathroom was on the left side, just after the
door, with the wardrobes on the other side. The kettle was on a small tray on a
desk next to the ever-present trouser press which neither of them had ever
used.


“Yeah, that’s been happening a lot lately,” said Charlie. “Still,
if you will go getting yourself pregnant.”


“I think you had more than a little bit to do with that,”
replied Kaylee.


“Speaking of which,” said Charlie, “have we got time now?”


“There’ll be plenty of time for that when we get to
Fuerteventura,” she said. “We’ve got to check in at seven.”


She crossed to the far side of the room again and opened the
curtains. It was still dark outside but she could see through the yellow glow of
the street lamps that thick snow was falling. This didn’t come as any surprise
to Kaylee, she’d been expecting it. 


She glanced down from their first-floor window and saw that
the ground was already covered. From this height she couldn’t see exactly how
deep it was but it looked like a good, thick covering.


“It’s getting pretty heavy out there,” she said. “I hope
they are keeping the runways clear.”


Gatwick had expanded, a new runway being opened in the early
2020s. It was now handling over a million passengers every week.


“Good job we booked this hotel,” said Charlie. “It would
have been a nightmare trying to drive down here this morning through all that.”


They dressed quickly, downed a quick cup of cheap, hotel
room coffee, and headed across to the airport. They’d had the foresight to
check their suitcases in the previous evening so were travelling fairly light, which
was just as well in the conditions. 


Once they got outside for the brief walk across the road,
they could feel how much the temperature had fallen overnight. It was definitely
below freezing now and the snow was soft underfoot. It must have been at least three
inches deep and it was settling fast.


When they made it into the terminal building, they were
confronted by bad news. Charlie scanned the boards for their flight, scheduled
for 9.00am. The dreaded word “DELAYED” was displayed next to it. In fact it was
displayed next to nearly all of the flights.


“I don’t like the look of this,” said Charlie. “Let’s try and
find out what’s happening.”


They walked across to the information desk, around which an
irate crowd of frustrated travellers was already gathering.


=============================


Back in Oxford, Josh and Alice were having a little more success
with their travel plans. The snow was falling there, too, but the trains were still
running. Neither of them drove. 


Having studied, lived and worked in the centre of Oxford
since he was eighteen, Josh had never bothered to learn, and Alice only had a provisional
licence. In this case it was probably just as well. The roads did not look
good.


They’d boarded a train for Reading at 8.51am and were now travelling
southwards. The snow was not quite as bad as at Gatwick, but they could see from
the windows that it was settling quite quickly on the fields as they passed by.


The train was fairly quiet and they had a table to themselves.
It was the weekend and not many people travelled this early in the day on a Saturday.
They sat opposite each other next to the window, watching the snow coming down
outside.


“Do you think I should have brought some warmer clothes?”
asked Alice. She was wearing a dark maroon jacket, jeans and trainers – warm
enough for the average winter day, but possibly a little on the light side for
a day like this.


“We can always get whatever we need when we get down there,”
said Josh. He had a thicker winter jacket and a woolly hat. “You can always
borrow my hat if you get chilly later,” he said.


“And they say the age of chivalry is dead,” joked Alice.


It was only a short hop on the train down to Reading. They
were travelling light, just a couple of overnight bags each. In his coat pocket
Josh was carrying the most important item of all: the tachyometer, a small wand-like
device he and Professor Hamilton had developed together. 


Josh had already had confirmation that it worked when he’d
visited the railway tunnel where they’d found the first Time Bubble. Now he was
armed and ready to find a new one.


The train pulled into Reading on time, and they made their
way across the station to the next platform where they were to board the train that
they hoped would take them all the way to West Cornwall.


=============================


Hannah hadn’t needed an alarm clock to wake her that Saturday
morning. It was a little after 8am when Jessica had come bounding into her room
full of excitement. “Mummy, Mummy, it’s snowed!” she cried. “Can I go out and
make a snowman?”


Hannah had shielded her daughter from the worst details of
what Kaylee had told her. If the outlook was indeed as bleak as she had painted,
there was no need to worry the girl yet. She would let her have some fun while
she could. “Of course,” she said. “Let’s get some breakfast and then I’ll come
out and help you.”


The previous evening Hannah and Jess had gone to the superstore
as per Kaylee’s suggestion and filled up two trolleys with everything they could
possibly need to see them through several weeks of bad weather. It hadn’t been
easy. Lots of other people had had the same idea and the store was more packed
than she’d ever seen it. 


Some of the shelves were already empty. Most of the branded
lines of baked beans and soup were long gone. There were a few dented budget
tins left, and thankfully a fair bit of tinned fruit and veg so she grabbed as
much as she could fit in her trolley.


Things got pretty heated at times, and she witnessed a few
incidents of trolley rage. Tempers were indeed becoming frayed. She thought about
intervening but not only was she off duty, she also wanted to shield Jess from
any confrontations.


Mindful of what Kaylee had said, she had also stocked up on
plenty of matches, candles, soap and drinks. She thought about stockpiling some
bottled water but in the end decided against it. It would just take up too much
space in the trolley that could be allocated to other things. Besides, if
things got so cold that the pipes froze, she could always melt some snow.


After they’d left the supermarket she went to the large DIY
store next door. There she purchased a Calor gas stove, portable heater and
some gas canisters. 


She couldn’t afford to take any chances. There was no way of
knowing how much oil was left in her grandmother’s tank: what was certain was that
it was not going to last forever.


Thankfully, when they got to the cottage she was pleased to
see that the electronic meter for the tank showed that it was holding almost a
thousand litres.


Jess had questioned why they were doing all this, but Hannah
explained it away by saying that they were going to use the cottage to have a little
holiday at half-term. All they were doing now was getting it stocked up and
ready in advance. 


Jess was quite excited by this prospect. She’d enjoyed
playing in the woods close to the cottage before her great-grandmother had died
and was looking forward to spending some time there again.


In the meantime, Jess had her heart set on some fun in the
snow. They ate breakfast quickly, wrapped themselves up in their warmest
clothes, and headed into the back garden. There were at least four inches of
snow on the ground and it was still coming down. If there was trouble ahead,
mused Hannah, it could wait. Today would be about having fun.


=============================


Dan had been enjoying a different kind of fun. The previous
evening, he and Ryan had gone up to the long abandoned Army base just outside
the town. There had been a garrison stationed there until about fifteen years
ago. Since then, the buildings had fallen into disuse.


Although not in use, the land still belonged to the M.O.D. and
there were “KEEP OUT” signs all around it. The main entrance was guarded by
ten-foot-high solid iron gates, and there were fences of the same height,
covered with barbed wire, surrounding the whole base. 


This wasn’t an obstacle to Dan and Ryan. A large hole had
been gouged in the fence at some point in the last few years by teenagers using
the base as a smoking and drinking den, and it had never been repaired.


Ryan showed Dan around the site. The buildings were dismal,
cold and empty. What had served as the main mess hall was now littered with
empty lager cans, used condoms and all manner of other litter. In another room,
which housed a large generator, long silent, rats scurried away when Ryan
opened the door. The room was full of rat droppings.


But what they’d really come for was the firing range. The
camp had been used primarily for training, and the outside range was full of
metal dummies of enemy soldiers with targets on their heads and chests.


“Now we can play for real,” Ryan had said.


Despite the freezing cold weather, Dan felt a strange sense of
warmth as he held the gun in his hands. Ryan showed him how to load it and
prepare it, and soon he was holding it in his hands, lining up one of the
targets.


He squeezed the trigger and the gun fired. He was quite taken
aback by the strength of the recoil, not something he’d expected. The sound of
the explosion was also incredibly loud and hurt his eardrums. His aim was good,
though.


“Awesome!” exclaimed Ryan. “You totally blew his head off!”


When it got dark, they’d taken the guns back to Ryan’s house
and then gone down to the Red Lion to watch the Friday night live football
match. This season the Premiership had been staging a live game every Friday
night, and tonight it was Newcastle United at home to Liverpool. 


Dan may have been barred from attending football matches but
it didn’t stop him watching the games in the pub. If things didn’t go the way
he wanted, particularly in England games, it wasn’t unusual for him to take it
out on someone in a drunken rage. But the regulars were able to breathe easy on
this occasion. When Dan and Ryan got to the pub it was to find that the match had
been abandoned due to the weather.


So instead they’d decided to get drunk and try and pull some
women. As Dan now awoke, midway through Saturday morning, he tried to piece
together the details of what had happened. 


He had a vague memory of going into the town’s only nightclub
and propositioning one of the barmaids, but that was about all. There was no
one in bed with him now, but then there very rarely was.


He desperately needed the toilet, so he hauled himself out of
bed and immediately stepped in something wet and cold. There was a half-eaten
kebab on the floor next to the bed. He groaned with the pain of his hangover,
went for a piss, rinsed his foot under the tap, and came back into the bedroom.



He looked out of the window to see thick snow falling. He
decided to write the day off as a bad loss, got back into bed, and went back to
sleep.











Chapter Thirteen


 


Charlie and Kaylee were going nowhere fast. They had spent
the entire morning in Gatwick Airport seeing their flight being put back again and
again. Now they were seeing the dreaded word “CANCELLED” on the board.


An announcement came across the PA system. “Due to the
inclement weather conditions, we regret to announce that all outgoing flights
for the remainder of today have been cancelled.”


There was a collective groan from the thousands of disgruntled
passengers milling around the departure lounge. This had become an all too familiar
situation at the airport over the last six months. 


The passengers were now faced with a choice – stay and hope to
get a flight the next day, or give up, go home, and try and claim the cost of
the flights back on the insurance. This was assuming, of course, that they’d been
lucky enough to insure with a company that would pay out under such circumstances.
The endless cancellations over the past six months had led many to hurriedly amend
their terms and conditions. Others had simply gone bust.


Kaylee was in no doubt what they needed to do. “We have to
get out of here,” she said.


“And go where?” asked Charlie. “Back home?”


“It’s not our best option,” replied Kaylee. “If they can’t
keep the runways here clear of snow, what are the roads going to be like?”


The restless passengers were already beginning to disperse.
Some were heading towards the on-site railway station to try and get on the Gatwick
Express. Others were heading back outside to the car parks.


“What about our luggage. How are we going to get that back?”
asked Charlie.


“I don’t know,” said Kaylee. “We might have to leave it. Let’s
go and see how things are outside.”


They joined the large crowd of people heading for the exits and
walked across the road back to the hotel. Thankfully the snow had stopped for
the time being, but there were a good few inches covering the ground. About thirty
yards ahead of them, an elderly lady slipped and fell. Those around her were
quick to help her up. 


Charlie instinctively gripped Kaylee’s hand tightly as they
crossed the road to protect his pregnant wife and their child. A few cars were
attempting to drive along the road outside the front of the terminal building,
but were sliding around all over the place.


They had difficulty finding their car in the car park due to
the coating of thick snow, which took some time to clear off. There was a fair amount
piled up around the wheels, too, which Charlie did his best to clear with his
bare hands.


Once inside, the first thing Charlie did was to flick on the
window heaters. The second was to turn on the radio. An announcer was giving an
update on the latest situation.


“The worst of the weather has hit the north of the country.
Police are advising people not to travel under any circumstances. All major
routes north of Birmingham are currently closed due to the snow. In the south, the
M40 is closed northbound beyond High Wycombe following a multi-vehicle
accident. 


The M25, M2, M3, M4 and M5 all remain open, but traffic is
very slow-moving. Police are advising against any travel on these routes, particularly
with more snow forecast for this evening.


A number of rail routes have also been closed due to the
snow, and many flights have been cancelled. Gatwick, Heathrow and Stansted are currently
handling incoming flights only.  It is advised that anyone planning to travel should
check online for more information. Cross-channel ferries remain open for the
time being, but traffic routes to and from the ports are being disrupted due to
the snow.”


“Well, that settles one thing, then,” said Charlie. “The M40’s
blocked so we can’t go home.”


“And we can’t stay here forever,” said Kaylee. “So we need a
plan C.”


“Well,” said Charlie. “From everything you’ve told me, I
think we need to get out of the country as soon as possible. We are away from
home, we haven’t got any luggage, so effectively we’ve got the clothes we are
wearing and that’s all. What we do have is nearly 1000 euros in cash, our passports
and personal effects. And the credit card, of course.”


“We could go back in and try and retrieve our luggage,”
suggested Kaylee.


“I think we should leave it behind,” said Charlie. “It’s
bound to be chaos in there and there’s no knowing how long it might take. Right
now it’s not snowing, and we’ve got a few hours’ daylight left. Every minute we
delay increases the risk that things are going to get worse. It will only take
one idiot on the M25 to cause a pile-up and then we’ll really be stuck.”


“What about the car?” asked Kaylee. “Will it be able to
handle the snow?”


“I’m not taking any chances,” said Charlie. “I’m switching
it over to manual.” Charlie didn’t trust the driverless car enough to give it autonomous
control in such conditions.


He switched the radio off so he could concentrate, and
started the engine. Immediately the autopilot began warning him about the conditions.
It could detect not only the temperature but also the snow piled up around the
car. 


He switched the autopilot off and reversed the car ever so
gently out of the parking space. The wheels spun and the car slid sideways as
he carried out the manoeuvre, but he just about managed to get it out of the
space without hitting anything. He pulled forward very cautiously towards the car
park exit at no more than five miles per hour.


Once they were out of the car park it got a little easier,
but with several other cars sliding around, things were pretty scary. Only when
they got out of the airport and back onto the main road did things improve slightly.
The cars driving through the snow before them had made two sets of tracks that Charlie
remained glued to.


“We could do with some snow chains really,” remarked Charlie.
“But we don’t have time to go and look for any.”


“So where are we headed?” asked Kaylee.


“There’s only two ways out from here – either we try and go through
the Channel Tunnel, or we go for one of the ports. The Channel Tunnel is nearer,
but more of a risk, I think.”


“I agree,” said Kaylee. “I can’t see the trains running much
longer if the snow keeps coming down at this rate, and imagine getting stuck in
the Chunnel if the tracks are blocked on the other side. It doesn’t bear
thinking about.”


“At least the weather can’t stop the ferries running. Unless
the sea freezes over of course,” said Charlie.


“Things aren’t going to get that bad,” said Kaylee. “Not yet,
anyway. It would take an awfully prolonged spell of sub-zero temperatures to
cause the English Channel to freeze. Not that it’s impossible if the weather
stays like this all winter. We might be able to walk to France in February.”


“Well, we can’t wait that long – not with baby on the way,”
said Charlie. “We’ll head for one of the ports.”


“Which one?” asked Kaylee.


“Portsmouth is probably the closest – but I think we are better
off heading for Folkestone or Dover. It’s motorway all the way through Kent from
here, whereas we’d have to take smaller roads to get to Portsmouth. There’s too
much risk of getting stuck.”


He switched the radio back on so they could listen to traffic
updates, and proceeded along the snowy tracks of the M23 at a steady 20mph.


=============================


Back at The Red Lion, Lauren was feeling quite relaxed. She’d
got a roaring fire going and had made the place quite cosy. Quite a lot of
shoppers had come in from the street to warm up, mingling with the football
fans already there for the 12.45pm Premiership game between Southampton and
Manchester United.


The match was over now, and the sports news channel was
showing a bleak outlook for the rest of the weekend’s football programme. The Southampton
game had kicked off before the worst of the snow had hit the south coast. 


The away team had travelled down the previous night and
stayed in a local hotel. They had no problem getting to the ground, which was
more than could be said for the away fans. Most of them were stranded at
various places on the M6 or on trains that had ground to a halt. With hardly
any away fans to cheer them on, they had lost 2-0. 


The last ten minutes were played in a blizzard, and the away
team manager could be seen gesticulating furiously at the referee to abandon
the match. But they played out the full ninety minutes. As it turned out, not
only was it the final Premiership fixture to be played that weekend, but also
it was the last of the whole year.


Lauren looked up at the screen where the fixture lists were
scrolling across the bottom. Almost every match had “P-P” where the score would
normally be. It seemed the only match left on was Exeter vs Plymouth.


“This used to happen all the time when I was a lad,”
remarked Andy, inevitably sitting on his usual stool at the bar. “They used to
have to get the pools panel to determine the results.”


“What’s the pools panel?” enquired Lauren.


“Before your time, love,” said Andy. “Can I have another
pint?”


“Already?” asked Lauren. “I only just gave you one.”


“Well I’ve got nothing else to do, have I?” said Andy.
“Saturday afternoon and there’s no racing, no football. It’s a disgrace.”


“Well, in that case, you won’t mind if I switch it over to
one of the music channels, will you? There’s not much point watching any more
of this, is there?”


Before Andy could answer, the door opened, and another two
refugees from the blizzard-stricken High Street staggered in.


“Close that bloody door, will you?” shouted a twenty-stone
man in a Manchester United replica shirt who was playing the fruit machine by
the door. “You’re letting all the cold air in.”


“I tell you what, Andy. Do you want to earn yourself a free
pint?” enquired Lauren.


“What do you think?” replied Andy.


“Good, well, go out the back and fill up the wheelbarrow with
logs and bring them back in here. I want to keep that fire topped up.”


“You’re the boss,” he said.


Lauren’s watch bleeped. She glanced at it to see Kent’s name
flashing. He was due to fly back the next day. No doubt he was messaging yet again
to find out what the previous day’s takings were. She opened the message:


“Stuck in Cyprus. No flights back. Can you handle things for
a few more days?”


Why not? thought Lauren. Andy had called her the boss. She liked
the sound of that. She texted him back.


“All under control – no worries.”


The reply came back almost instantly: “Nice one. PS: What were
yesterday’s takings?”


Predictable as ever, she thought.


=============================


Josh and Alice’s journey had also hit a brick wall. The
train they’d boarded at Reading had got slower and slower until eventually it
ground to a halt somewhere between Liskeard and Bodmin. They hadn’t moved now
for at least a quarter of an hour. The snow had been coming down thickly for at
least the past hour, but had now stopped again.


There seemed to be hardly anybody on the train. Josh and
Alice had the carriage completely to themselves.


The electronic board was still scrolling across above the centre
of the aisle.


“This train is for Penzance,” it stated. “Calling at Bodmin,
Par, St Austell, Truro, Redruth, Camborne, St Erth and Penzance.”


“It looks pretty thick out there,” said Alice. “How long do you
think it will be before we get moving again?”


Before Josh could answer, an announcement came over the speaker.


“Ladies and gentlemen, we apologise for the continued delay.
This is due to heavy snow on the tracks. We hope to be moving again as soon as
possible. The buffet car is open if you should wish to avail yourself of any hot
drinks or refreshments.”


“It looks like we could be here some time,” remarked Josh.
“I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. Shall we?”


“Definitely,” she replied.


They headed for the buffet car. There was no need for any
hurry. Within another hour night had fallen, the temperatures plummeted, and with
it the growing realisation that they were not going to be going anywhere tonight.











Chapter Fourteen


 


Charlie was exhausted. He had been driving most of the night
to get to the port.


It had taken them until 4am to reach Dover. The snow had continued
to fall off and on all night. They had crawled around the M25, almost getting
stuck completely at one point where a lorry had jackknifed, blocking two lanes.
Eventually they made it to the M20, which was just about passable, and made their
way slowly onwards.


Around midnight, Kaylee had suggested that they stop at some
services near Ashford, and get a hotel for the night but Charlie was determined
to press on. They had been listening to the radio ever since leaving Gatwick and
there were some real horror stories beginning to emerge.


As far as they could tell, Scotland and the North of England
were more or less completely cut off. Figures such as 18 inches of snow were
being quoted, with drifts of over a metre. Electricity lines had been brought
down in several areas, leading to power cuts, and there were numerous reports of
fallen trees.


“We have to keep going,” Charlie had said. “If we stop now,
we might never get started again.”


And so they had struggled painfully on to the end of the M20.
The last few miles were the toughest of all, made worse by the very real possibility
that they might run out of fuel. 


Charlie was glad he’d chosen a hybrid car rather than a
purely electrical one. If it hadn’t been for the full tank of petrol he’d put
in, they would never have made it. Even so, all those miles crawling along in
first and second gear had left the needle hovering dangerously close to empty.


When they got in sight of the port they joined a long queue of
cars waiting to board the ferry. Clearly a lot of other people had had the same
idea as them. The first sailing of the day wasn’t due to leave until 6.40am, so
he switched the engine off and took the opportunity to grab a couple of hours’
sleep. 


Kaylee was already asleep: the long day had taken its toll
on the pregnant girl.


He was awoken a couple of hours later by a horn beeping
behind him. They were on the move again. He switched on the engine and began
the crawl towards the ferry terminal. Progress was slow and it became clear
quite quickly that they were not going to make it onto the first ferry.


Then came the moment Charlie had feared. About a quarter of
a mile from the ferry, the engine died. They were out of fuel.


“What now?” asked Kaylee.


“We’ve no other option,” replied Charlie. “We abandon the
car and walk.”


“We can’t just leave it here, can we?” she asked.


“I don’t see why not. We must have passed a hundred
abandoned cars since we left Gatwick. What’s the worst that could happen? They
tow it away? That’s if they can even get a tow truck down here, which I doubt.”


“We can still get on the ferry, though?” she asked.


“I would think so. We’ll just become foot passengers. I bet you’re
glad we didn’t bring the luggage now.”


They got out of the car and walked away to a furious cacophony
of beeping. The man in the car behind them rolled down his window and shouted.


“You can’t just leave that there, mate! Oi! I’m talking to
you!”


“Just keep walking,” said Charlie.


The man let out a torrent of further abuse and threats, but
it was clear he wasn’t going to leave the comfort of his car to “land one” on Charlie
as he’d put it. Soon they were out of earshot.


Progress on foot was slow. It took them half an hour to
reach the passenger terminal, and when they did they were relieved to see that
the ferries to Calais were still running. They’d missed the first two, but Charlie
managed to get them tickets for the 10.15am crossing.


“What are we going to do when we get to the other side?”
asked Kaylee.


“We keep going by any means we can,” said Charlie. “We have to
keep moving and stay south of the worst of the snow.”


They were relieved that there was no delay to the boarding of
their ferry. By 10.30am it was sailing out of Dover and their adventure southwards
across Europe had begun.


They went up on deck to take a last look at England. The landscape
behind them was covered in snow as far as they could see, and the cliffs of
Dover had never looked so white. Charlie wondered how long it would be until
they would see them again. 


They did not linger long on deck in the freezing cold air.
He squeezed Kaylee’s hand and they went inside for some much-needed breakfast. They
were on their way.


=============================


Josh and Alice had spent an uncomfortable night in the railway
carriage. The guard had come through to inform them that the train wouldn’t be moving
until the morning, but as compensation the buffet car was going to provide free
refreshments. 


Fortunately the heating was still working so it wasn’t cold
in the carriage, but even so, attempting to sleep on the train’s seats wasn’t
exactly easy.


When daylight had come, Josh had looked out of the ice-covered
windows at the landscape beyond. A lot more snow had fallen overnight. It was a
complete white-out in all directions. If the train wasn’t going anywhere last
night, it certainly wasn’t going anywhere now.


He walked to the end of the carriage and peered through the
glass into the next one. There was no sign of the guard, or anyone else. He
wondered if they ought to leave the train. It wasn’t a difficult decision. 


As he was weighing up the options all the lights in the
train suddenly went off, as did the electronic board that had still futilely been
claiming that the train was bound for Penzance. That sealed it: they had to
leave.


He woke Alice who had been sleeping fitfully across two
seats. “Come on,” he said. “We’re getting out of here.”


He hoped they were not too far from civilisation. Neither of
them was really dressed for the occasion and he didn’t want them to be exposed
to the elements for any longer than was necessary. He tried the button to
release the carriage door. Nothing happened. They were electronically
controlled. 


He looked further along the carriage. There was a red handle
on one of the windows marked “Emergency Exit – Pull Handle Down”. Below
this was a warning sign stating, “Penalty for improper use – £500”.


“Well, I think this qualifies as an emergency, don’t you?”
he said to Alice. “I don’t think the guard is going to come running to fine us,
if he’s even still on the train.”


“Absolutely,” she replied.


Josh pulled down the handle and opened the window. He
clambered through and jumped down straight into the snow. It must have been at
least six inches deep. He reached up and helped her through. 


When he saw how much snow had drifted up against the wheels of
the train, he knew they’d made the right decision. Now they had another decision
to make.


He looked along the tracks. There was no sign of a station
in either direction. They had travelled quite some distance since they’d left
Liskeard, but it was impossible to judge how far away the next station was. In
the distance he could hear what sounded like the sound of traffic on a main
road. So the roads were still passable, it seemed.


“We’ve got two options,” he said. “Either we walk along the
tracks to the next station, or we try and find the main road. What do you think?”


“Well, I can’t see that there are going to be trains anytime
soon, so I think the road is our best bet,” said Alice.


“That’s what I think, too,” he said.


With great difficulty they scrambled up the embankment which
was piled up with drifting snow and out onto a field. They could clearly hear
the beeping of horns in the distance.


Out on the field the snow was not so bad. There was nothing
for it to drift against there, and they were able to walk reasonably
comfortably in it. 


Hand-in-hand they walked towards some low hills, in the hope
of finding the road on the other side. It was beginning to snow again.











Chapter Fifteen


 


It had been fortunate indeed for the two travelling couples that
they had been in the very south of the country when the snow struck. By lunchtime
on Sunday, virtually everywhere else had ground to a halt.


Dan had not gone out at all on Saturday. He’d sat in the
house all day, eating, drinking and watching porn. Now he was hungry. It was
dark and gloomy in his dismal little room, and it stank of sweat and
flatulence. He hauled himself out of bed and flicked the light on. Nothing happened.


“Bloody bulb,” he muttered.


But it wasn’t the bulb, as he soon discovered when he
reached the kitchen and attempted to put the kettle on. It was a power cut.


He cursed and looked in the fridge. It was more or less
bare. He’d fried up a whole pack of bacon and a packet of sausages for his tea
the previous evening. 


The remaining contents of the fridge were pretty unappealing.
A few mushrooms which had gone brown, two eggs past their use-by date, and a
single cheese triangle were all that remained.


He peeled the wrapper off the cheese triangle and shoved the
whole thing into his mouth. It barely touched the sides on the way down. He’d
have to go out. He opened the blinds on the kitchen window and was shocked to
see how much more snow had fallen overnight. He went back upstairs and dug out
the warmest clothes he could find.


As soon as he got outside, it was clear that driving was out
of the question, so he decided to walk into town. He could get some food from
there – either that or go to J’s diner for a fry-up.


It was tough going walking through the snow. Despite having three
layers of clothing on, he could still feel the chill. He hadn’t owned any
wellies for years, so had opted to wear a pair of trainers. They weren’t particularly
useful in several inches of freshly fallen soft snow.


It normally took him about five minutes to get into the town
centre, but today it was more like half an hour. He saw only a few people on
his way. 


At the end of his street, a family of five were packing up a
Range Rover with suitcases and boxes of food. He vaguely recognised the man
loading the cases into the boot and stopped to talk to him. He was aged around
40, slightly balding, and putting on weight in the middle. Dan had seen him in
the pub a few times.


“Alright, mate?” said Dan. “Going on holiday?”


“We’re getting out, mate, while we still can,” replied the
man. “If you’ve got any sense, you’ll do the same.”


“Aren’t you overreacting a bit?” asked Dan. “It’s just a cold
snap – it will pass.”


“Wake up and smell the coffee, mate. This is not just a cold
snap. It’s all down to that asteroid. Have you not been following the news?”


“Well, I’ve been a bit busy, like,” replied Dan.


“I’m telling you, this lot’s coming down from the North
Pole, and it’s only going to get worse. Look around you. The electricity’s gone
off already. What’s going to happen when there’s no food? No fresh water? It’ll
be anarchy. I’ve got my kids to think about.”


Anarchy, thought Dan. He quite liked the sound of that. “Thanks
for the warning, mate,” he said, “but I’m staying put. Good luck.”


He watched as the man reversed the 4x4 down his driveway, and
slithered away across the snow.


Dan had no intention of getting out. As he walked the rest of
the way into town, already the seeds of an idea were forming in his mind. He’d
need Ryan’s help, though. That wouldn’t be a problem. Ryan would do whatever he
asked him.


He walked on into town, noting that the loss of electricity
was widespread. None of the traffic lights were working, and as he got into the
High Street he could see that none of the shops were open either. But that hadn’t
stopped a crowd gathering outside the front of the town’s only supermarket. 


He walked on to investigate. The store manager was standing
at the sliding glass doors attempting to explain the situation to a small group
of angry shoppers outside. He had a security guard standing behind him for
protection.


The power had failed just after the doors had opened at
10am. With no electricity to close them again, the manager and security had
attempted to erect a makeshift barrier out of supermarket trolleys. On top of
this they had placed a hastily scrawled sign on the side of an empty wine box
reading “Sorry, store closed due to power failure”.


The manager was a thin, bespectacled man, no older than 30.
Irate staff he was used to dealing with. An angry mob of aggressive customers
was another thing altogether. He normally left all that to customer services.


“Why aren’t you open?” demanded a large, middle-aged woman.


“Madam, I have already explained this several times. With
the power off, we are unable to operate the tills. Not only that, we have barely
any staff in today because of the weather. We are also very low on stock. The
deliveries we had scheduled for this weekend have not arrived, and we had an
extremely busy day yesterday, as you can probably imagine.”


“That’s not good enough,” remarked another woman, in her mid-thirties.
“I’ve got three kids at home that need feeding, and I’ve also run out of
nappies. Couldn’t you just let us have a few things? I can pay cash.”


“It doesn’t work like that,” replied the manager. “Everything
has to go through the tills.”


“Come on,” said the first lady who had spoken. “We’re not
getting anywhere here. Let’s try elsewhere.”


“We’ve got to get these doors closed,” said the manager to
the security guard. “Surely there must be some way of wedging them shut.”


“I think there’s a key somewhere so you can close them
manually. I’m not sure where it is, though. We’ve never needed it before,”
replied the guard.


“That’s not a lot of use, is it?” said the manager. “Come on,
let’s have another go at forcing them closed.”


Dan had watched the whole scene with bemusement. Why had the
shoppers been so tame? If it had been him, he would have forced his way in.
Perhaps later he would.


If things were as bad as the man with the 4x4 had implied,
then it was no use pussyfooting around. He remembered a phrase he’d once heard
in a disaster movie he’d watched as a kid: “Civilisation is only ever two square
meals away from the point of collapse”.


Meekly accepting what the manager had said and turning away
as the shoppers had done wasn’t the way to go about surviving if things got
really bad. Those same shoppers were now wandering down the street moaning. They
were weak and Dan had always preyed on the weak. If he needed things to
survive, he’d take them from those weaker than him. 


That supermarket manager might not look so clever when he
had a gun pointed in his face. As for the law, Dan had never had any respect
for that, and he couldn’t imagine that the police were going to be able to keep
control. If the electricity stayed off, that suited him all the better. No electricity
meant no CCTV, and that meant no evidence.


He turned away and walked on to Ryan’s house, fantasising about
how he was going to seize power. As he did so, he heard the sound of breaking
glass from the far end of the High Street, and remembered what the man had said
about anarchy. It had started already.


=============================


Hannah was having a busy day. Not for the first time she was
facing a difficult choice between her duty and her daughter.


She’d toyed with the idea of travelling out to the cottage
the previous evening, but in the end had decided to stay put. When she and Jess
had come down on Sunday morning, the first thing she had done was to turn the TV
on to find out the latest news.


The television pictures made for pretty depressing viewing.
The country had well and truly ground to a halt. People were being advised to stay
in their homes and not to attempt to travel under any circumstances. A state of
emergency had been declared, and the Army had been drafted in to assist the emergency
services.


Hannah had not been due in to work until Monday but she knew
that it would be all hands on deck in these circumstances. 


Just after 9am, her phone rang. It was Miley Johnson, the young
duty officer at the police station asking her for help. It seemed there had
been a flood of 999 calls and the emergency services were struggling to cope.


It wasn’t unprecedented for Hannah to be called out at short
notice. Being a D.I., it went with the territory. Fortunately, Kaylee was usually
more than happy to look after Jess for her, or failing that, the family next
door would help out. 


Today neither option was available. Kaylee was gone, and she
couldn’t get an answer from next door. Their car was missing from the drive, and,
judging by the amount of snow settled where it was usually parked, it hadn’t been
there for some time. She’d have no option but to take Jess into the police
station with her. At least she knew her daughter would be safe there.


With the amount of snow on the roads, Hannah decided not to
risk driving, just as Dan hadn’t. It was less than half a mile to the station,
so she and Jess wrapped up as warmly as they could and made the journey on
foot. 


When she arrived, she was greeted by an extremely stressed
Miley. There were no lights on, and it was dark and gloomy inside the old stone
building.


“Why is it so dark in here?” she asked.


“Power cut,” he replied. “It went off about ten minutes ago.
Thank God you’re here. Things have been going crazy this morning.”


“You’d better give me an update,” she said.


“We’ve been rushed off our feet with traffic calls,” he said.
“There’s been a big smash on the M40, and there are cars off all over the
place. We’ve also had reports of trees blocking some of the minor roads. We
just don’t have enough people to attend all the calls. And there’s more.”


“Go on,” she said.


“Someone has ram-raided the window of the express supermarket
on the new estate. Apparently they were using a Transit van and they loaded it
up with as much food as they could get their hands on. The manager wants someone
to go down there, but everyone’s out dealing with traffic problems at the
moment.”


“We could do with some more help,” said Hannah. “I’ll get on
the phone to Oxford.”


“I don’t think they will be able to spare anyone,” said
Miley. “I spoke to my dad earlier. It’s mayhem down there. They’ve had people
looting shops on Cornmarket Street and all sorts going on.”


Miley’s father, Adrian, was a D.I. in Oxford. He had worked with
Hannah years ago when they had been young officers. “I guess we’re on our own
then,” she said.


“What’s happening, Mummy?” asked Jess who had been listening
quietly to the conversation. She was old enough to sense that something was
wrong. “I’m scared.”


“There’s nothing to be afraid of, darling,” said Hannah. “I
want you to stay here with P.C. Johnson for an hour or two while I pop out –
you can be his assistant behind the desk. That’s OK, isn’t it, Johnson?”


“Of course,” said Miley. “Though I’m not sure how much we are
going to be able to do. I could have shown you the CCTV cameras, but they are
all off because of the power cut.”


“Does this mean I’m a police lady now?” asked Jess.


“Just for today, you are acting Sergeant Jessica Benson,”
said Miley. “How does that sound?”


“It sounds fun!” replied Jess, brightening up. She seemed to
have temporarily forgotten her fears.


“I’m going to head out into the town and try and assess what’s
happening,” said Hannah. “We’re completely blind here without that CCTV. Can I
count on you two to hold the fort?”


“Yes, boss,” they said in unison.


Hannah left the station and headed outside. It was a short
walk across a small park to the town centre. She would start by seeing what was
happening there.











Chapter Sixteen


 


At the pub, Lauren had come to an executive decision. She
was not opening the pub today. She didn’t have a lot of choice, really. Like
the supermarket, she was completely dependent on a sophisticated electronic
till system. She was so used to pressing a button for each individual drink,
she didn’t even know how much most of them cost. 


Even if she could remember them all, the pumps wouldn’t work
without electricity, so she couldn’t pull any pints in any case.


She had been expecting four staff in at midday – two for the
bar and two for the restaurant. She didn’t have to turn any of them away as
none of them turned up. Only one even bothered to send a message. So her decision
not to open was vindicated. Kent wouldn’t like the lost takings, but he’d just
have to lump it.


In the meantime, she had to decide what to do with all the
food in the kitchen. There might not have been any electricity, but the gas
central heating was still going strong and it was quite warm throughout the
building. If the electricity didn’t come back on soon, all the food would
defrost.


She bagged up all of the frozen food and opened the door
leading outside from the kitchen. It was just a few yards across the snowy courtyard
to the garage. She had no idea what the temperature was outside, but it had to
be below zero. The garage should be cold enough to keep it frozen.


Kent might thank her for her quick thinking in saving his
stock, but that was the last thing on her mind. She had been thinking about
what Kaylee had said. If she was going to be stuck here for a while, she’d need
a stock of food to eat. As long as the gas was working, she’d still be able to
cook with the oven.


Once she’d moved all the frozen food, she started to clear
out the fridge. She moved everything from there to the cellar. It was cold down
there but not freezing – just right to keep the food fresh for a few days.


When she’d finished, she was pretty pleased with her
afternoon’s work. In addition to all the fresh and frozen food, there was a
cellar full of drink, alcoholic and non-alcoholic, plus at least 200 packets of
crisps. 


If things got bad, she could survive for weeks. She
practically lived on crisps when she was working in the pub anyway, so it wouldn’t
be all that different to usual.


She went back up to the bar, treated herself to a packet of
crisps and a soft drink, and sat down in front of the fire. She would need to
get some more logs in but for now she just wanted to relax for a while. The pub
seemed eerily quiet without any electricity. The only sound was coming from the
crackling from the logs on the fire.


Her peace was shattered by a car alarm going off outside, so
loud it made her jump. She heard shouting and a motor revving. She walked over
to the window and peered through a gap in the curtains. A car was spinning its
wheels crazily as the driver tried to gain traction in the snow. Good luck to
him, she thought. She was definitely in the right place.


Five minutes later, her peace was disturbed again by a loud
banging on the front door.


She decided to ignore it. Whoever it was would have to go
away. But they didn’t and continued banging away.


“Go away!” shouted Lauren. “We’re closed.”


The letter box opened and an instantly recognisable voice
came through.


“Lauren, it’s me, Andy. Please let me in. I’m freezing.”


“You’ll have to go somewhere else, Andy. I’m not opening
today – there’s no electricity to operate the tills or the pumps.”


“Please, Lauren,” he pleaded in the most pathetic voice he could
muster. “Please, let me in, just for a minute. I’m frozen. Just let me warm up in
front of the fire and then I’ll go – I promise.”


She was probably going to regret it, but she couldn’t leave
him out there in that state. She walked across the flagstones and unlocked the
door. He practically fell in. He was still wearing the same denim jacket and
jeans as ever. It seemed that he’d made no concession at all to the cold
weather.


“Bloody hell, Andy, couldn’t you have put on a warmer coat?
You can’t go around in temperatures like this dressed like that.”


She took a quick look out of the front door. There was
hardly anyone about. No one had seen Andy enter so she shut the door quickly.
She didn’t want anyone else trying to get in.


He ignored her question and got straight to the point: “Can
I have a drink?”


“You can have one – but then you’ve got to go. It’ll have to
be a bottle, though.”


She handed him a beer and he settled down in front of the
fire.


“Don’t get too comfy,” she warned him. “As soon as you’ve
got yourself warm, you’re going home.” She had no intention of getting lumbered
with Andy. A little male company would not have gone amiss right now, but he
was definitely not on the agenda.


=============================


More people had gathered outside the supermarket. The
manager and the guard had succeeded in getting the doors closed, but an angry
crowd of people were now banging on the glass. They stepped back as they saw
Hannah approach. 


Although she wasn’t in uniform, she was well known around
the town, and after all her years of good service had earned the people’s respect.


“What’s going on here?” she asked.


“They won’t open the door!” exclaimed the same middle-aged woman
who had been haranguing the manager earlier. “We’ve tried all of the shops and
they are all closed.”


“The shops have had to close due to the power cut,” she
said. “The best thing all of you can do is to go home and come back tomorrow,”
she said.


Deep down she knew that tomorrow things would probably be
even worse, but she couldn’t tell them that. She felt guilty for the deception,
but felt she had no choice. It was her job to uphold law and order and that
meant keeping the peace. A state of emergency had been declared and she needed to
get these people off the streets.


“It’s all very well you saying that,” replied the woman. “But
all of us are short of food. What guarantees do we have that tomorrow will be
any different?”


“A state of emergency has been declared,” replied Hannah. “The
Army have been drafted in to assist. No one is going to starve.”


“I think we should try and drive into Oxford,” said a younger
man. “There’s bound to be places open there.”


“That is absolutely what you must not do,” said Hannah. “The
roads are extremely dangerous and there is no knowing what might happen. If you
try and drive and get stuck, what will you do then, stranded in a freezing car with
no heating? Now please, go home.”


The crowd began to disperse. For now, her authoritative tone
had been effective, but for how much longer?


Her attention was caught by the sound of breaking glass and
she began walking as quickly as she could towards the sound. It was coming from
a jewellery shop at the far end of the street. 


As she approached, two men wearing balaclava helmets came
out carrying two large bags, and flung them into the back of a small jeep.


“Hey!” she shouted. “Police! Stop!”


Unsurprisingly they ignored her. She was still a good fifty
yards away as the engine of the jeep roared into life and it drove away, but
she was close enough to see that it was fitted with snow chains.


It was pointless to even think about attempting any sort of
pursuit. Reluctantly, she conceded to herself that there was nothing more she could
do here, so she turned and trudged back towards the station.


=============================


Lauren had had enough of Andy. He was now on his fourth beer
and showing no signs of leaving. Over the past hour or so she’d had to sit and
listen to his life story. 


It was nothing she hadn’t heard before: endless reminiscences
of exaggerated past glories when he was young and attractive and nearly won The
X Factor. This story had become increasingly inflated over the years. For
the very few people around who could remember that long ago, he had in fact been
knocked out in the first round.


She shouldn’t have let him in in the first place. She
glanced at the clock on the wall – thankfully it was one of the few things in
the place battery-powered and still working. It was just coming up to five o’clock.


“Right, come on, you, it’s time to go,” she announced in a
no-nonsense voice.


“Oh come on, one more, eh?”


“No, Andy. It will be dark in another hour. You need to go
home now – look the sun’s come out!”


Miraculously, the clouds had lifted and the late-afternoon
sun was shining down through clear blue skies.


“It’s cold out there, though.”


“I’ve already thought of that,” she said. “Here, you can
borrow one of Richard’s coats.” She handed him a large, brown, sheepskin overcoat,
of the type once favoured by football managers and trackside reporters.
Goodness knows how long Kent had had it. She had found it at the back of a wardrobe
upstairs.


Andy was never very good at standing up to authority and,
grumbling, he put on the coat.


“You’ll be nice and warm in that. If you go now you’ll be
safely back home before dark,” she said.


“Can I come back tomorrow?” he asked.


“That depends. If the power’s back on, maybe. But I’m not
opening if it isn’t.” She walked over towards the door, leaving him in no doubt
that it was time to leave. Reluctantly he shuffled across the flagstones.


“See you tomorrow, then,” he said.


“A small thank-you wouldn’t go amiss,” she replied.


“Thanks, Lauren. You’re a good girl,” he said, glancing back
towards the bar. “Any chance of a take-out?”


“No chance, I’m afraid,” she answered. “And you still have to
pay for the beers you’ve had this afternoon.”


“I only had a couple, didn’t I?” he asked.


“Times two,” she replied. “You never give up, do you? You can
pay me for them tomorrow. Now off you go.” She opened up the door and almost
propelled him through it.


Before she could close the door he turned around and said
tentatively, “How about a goodbye kiss?”


“Goodbye, Andy!” she said firmly, and closed the door,
feeling a palpable sense of relief. She wasn’t that desperate yet. A fleeting,
horrible thought passed through her mind. What would happen if she and Andy
ended up being the only two people left in the town? Would she do it then? 


She dismissed the thought as ludicrous and went to put some
more logs on the fire.


On the other side of the door, Andy had noticed the damage
to the jeweller’s on the other side of the road, and wandered up to have a
look. The front window was completely smashed in. Most of the jewellery was
gone, but there were a few watches still there. There was no alarm going off and
nobody at all around. 


He couldn’t believe it.  He could do with a new watch, so he
reached in and took one. Then he thought, Why just take one? The large
coat Lauren had given him had very deep pockets so he stuffed them full of
watches. He then looked around again. The street was deserted. No one had seen
him. Nobody could, and with no CCTV in operation, he could get away with
anything. 


He feasted his eyes on the specialist wine and spirit shop next
door to the jewellers. He didn’t need take-outs from the pub. He was going to
get something much better.


In the centre of the pedestrianised street were several flower
beds and a rockery, all buried beneath the snow. Andy knew he’d find what he
was looking for underneath. He crouched down and dug down into the snow with
his bare hands. Soon he found what he wanted – a huge chunk of Cotswold stone.
He took it in both hands, walked across to the wine shop and launched it
straight through the glass front door. 


The air was filled with the strangely satisfying sound of
broken glass as the pane shattered, most of it falling through into the shop
beyond. No alarm went off. He figured that must be reliant on electricity, too.
He stepped through the gap, cursing as his coat snagged on a piece of glass
sticking out, but he wasn’t annoyed for long. He was in his own personal
nirvana.


He looked around the shop. There were all manner of bottles of
wine from around the world, some with very expensive price tags, but Andy’s
long-sozzled taste buds wouldn’t have appreciated them. He was after the
whiskies.


He examined the display, determined to find the most expensive
bottle he could. Eventually he settled on a 25-year-old malt with a price tag of
£299.99. That would do nicely. He opened it and poured the sweet, expensive
nectar down his throat. This would definitely keep him warm.


One bottle wasn’t going to be enough, he decided. He thought
about the collection of watches in his pockets. What use were they to him? He
emptied them out, chose the best one and put it on his wrist, then threw all of
the others onto the counter.  


“Here’s my payment for the booze,” he remarked to an
imaginary cashier. The coat had incredibly deep pockets, more than enough to
fit in a couple of bottles. He perused the shelves further, selected a couple
more bottles priced at £200+ and slid them into the pockets. All the while he
was swigging away from the first bottle. It was having a pleasantly warming
feel inside.


All of this took time, and by the time he got outside, dusk
was falling. The blue sky that had all too briefly illuminated the day had been
replaced once again by threatening black clouds. He needed to get a move on.


He crossed the street and took the small alley that led towards
the railway underpass where, without realising it, he had twice in the past travelled
forward in time through The Time Bubble. It was slow-going in the snow, and darkness
was falling quickly. 


By the time he reached the tunnel it was almost pitch-dark.
He managed to find his way out of the tunnel, but he didn’t emerge into the
brightly lit street he was used to. The lack of electricity meant that there
was no street lighting - in fact very little lighting of any kind. He noticed a
dim glow coming from one house which was probably candlelight, but other than that
the darkness was total.


He stumbled along the street, knowing that once he got to
the end of it, he’d be almost home, but he was destined not to make it. He’d been
swigging from the bottle of whisky the whole way home and was now extremely
drunk. He couldn’t see for the life of him where he was going and inevitably he
lost his footing, catching it on the edge of the kerb. He slipped and hit his
head directly on the side of a parked car. 


Drunk and disoriented by the blow to the head, he passed out
and slithered to the ground, the bottle of whisky slipping from his grasp. The remains
of its very expensive contents poured wastefully away into the snow.


He may have been wearing Kent’s thick sheepskin coat, but it
was no match for the cold around him. It began snowing again, covering him as
he lay unconscious in the road. Slowly his body grew colder and the symptoms of
hypothermia set in. 


He never woke up again, and by the time daylight returned in
the morning, he was dead.











Chapter Seventeen


 


Kaylee and Charlie were staying at the Lenox Montparnasse
Hotel in Paris. 


After a rough ferry crossing they’d arrived in Calais to
find snow falling there, too. Fortunately the trains were still running and
they had managed to get aboard one bound for Paris.


By the time they arrived in Paris it was late-afternoon. It
was cold and there were some light snow showers around, but it was nowhere near
as bad as it had been in England. The city was still vibrant and running as
normal.


Despite Kaylee’s misgivings that things might worsen, Charlie
had insisted they stay in Paris for at least one night. They were both
exhausted and he was worried for both her and the baby. They took the Métro out
to Edgar Quinet station and walked the short distance to the hotel.


They had fond memories of this place. Charlie had brought
her here some years ago on Valentine’s Day to propose, and they had stayed in
this very hotel. 


In a small, boutique-style restaurant in the pretty square
at the end of the road he’d proposed over the coq au vin. She had accepted straightaway,
and they’d celebrated with the finest champagne. He had promised to bring her
back one day. He hadn’t expected it to be this soon, though.


They were relieved when arriving at the hotel to find they
had vacancies. They booked themselves in, ordered room service, and settled in
for an early night. It had been a long couple of days.


Now it was morning, and Charlie had woken first. He pulled
back the curtains to reveal an all too familiar sight outside – falling snow.
It didn’t look too bad on the ground, though. He could see people walking up and
down the street and hear the noise of traffic. Perhaps things would not get so
bad here, he mused.


He turned on the TV and tuned into CNN. They were reporting
on the deepening crisis the weather was causing in Northern Europe. The images
switched to London, and Charlie was shocked by what he saw. 


The capital was buried under a huge amount of snow, and there
were images of fire and looting being shown. It reminded him of something he’d
seen one summer years ago when he was a kid and there had been riots in London.


The pictures then switched to images of the Army marching in
Trafalgar Square. Things must be really bad. He turned up the volume to listen further.


“It is now estimated that over 50% of the country is without
electricity, and the Government is unable to state when it will be restored. A
spokesman said that conditions are currently too bad for repairs to be made to
the lines. In London, the situation is now so bad that a state of martial law has
been declared. Anyone caught looting can be shot on sight. 


All travel has been restricted across the whole of the UK, and
citizens are being urged to stay in their homes until the crisis has passed.”


“It’s not going to pass,” said Kaylee, who had awakened
whilst Charlie was watching the TV. “It will get worse, if anything. I’m really
worried about those we’ve left behind. I should have insisted they come with us.”


“Why don’t you try and ring them?” asked Charlie.


“Already on it,” she replied, phone in hand. As she tried to
get through to her friends, Charlie continued to watch the TV.


“Meanwhile, in Russia, where temperatures fell as low as -25C
overnight, the President has announced a state of emergency. Among the measures
he has introduced is to suspend all deliveries of gas to other countries in the
region due to the growing energy needs in Russia. 


The move was condemned by other leaders who said that his actions
amounted to little more than a death sentence to stranded people across Europe
relying on the supplies for warmth.”


“I can’t get through to Lauren or Hannah,” remarked Kaylee.
“Both of their phones seem to be switched off.” She glanced at the TV screen.
“Look at that,” she exclaimed.


The news channel was giving its hourly weather update which
featured a scrolling globe focusing on the different regions of the world. As
they watched, they marvelled at some of the low temperatures they were seeing.


The map was focused on Northern Europe. It was showing Moscow
(-18), Oslo (-12), Berlin (-3), London (-5), Paris (-1). These wouldn’t have
been unusual in January, but this was October.


The map switched to Southern Europe, and more clement
temperatures: Madrid (+8), Rome (+6), Athens (+13), Tenerife (+21). “That’s
where we should head for next,” said Charlie. “Madrid. We can get a flight from
there all the way to Fuerteventura.”


They dressed and headed downstairs to the restaurant for the
buffet breakfast. As they ate, they decided not to try and get a flight from
Paris, but to take the high-speed train all the way to Madrid. 


By the time they left the hotel, the snow was falling quite
thickly. There was no time to delay if they were to stay ahead of the weather.
They got back aboard the Métro and headed for the railway station.


=============================


Alice and Josh had spent the night in Bodmin. After trudging
across the snowbound landscape for about half an hour they’d found the main
road to Bodmin on the other side of the hills. There were a few cars still
attempting to negotiate it in the snow, but not many. They’d attempted to thumb
a lift from the first couple of cars but had been ignored.


A sign close to where they’d joined the road read “Bodmin
2”. They’d had no choice but to walk it. The going was very slow and it took
them over two hours, but they finally made it into the historic Cornish town.


It had been snowing on and off throughout their walk, and they
were extremely cold by the time they reached Bodmin. Alice, in particular, was
struggling, but Josh had lent her his woolly hat and plenty of encouragement. 


When at last they arrived in the town centre, they were
extremely relieved, not to mention delighted, to discover a pub that was open.
Not only did it have a roaring fire, but it also did food. They relaxed with a
couple of pints and an enormous Sunday roast, and soon began to feel much
better.


The snow had not hit the far South-West of England anything like
as badly as the rest of the country. They were unaware of the chaos going on
elsewhere, other than a little small talk with the waiter who brought them their
food, who offered the opinion that it was “grim up north”. 


There was a large TV screen in the bar, but they weren’t
able to find out any useful information from it. The only words on the screen were
“No Signal”.


After they’d eaten, they sat in front of the fire, allowing their
clothes to dry in the heat. It was at this point that Josh had brought up the
subject of where they were going to stay for the night. Alice was already a
step ahead of him there. She’d noticed a sign on the door as they’d entered that
read “Rooms available”. A quick enquiry at the bar, and they were sorted for
the night.


And so, in the pub they had stayed safe, warm and comfortable.
Later they had cuddled up to keep warm in the large, four-poster bed in their
room. Now it was morning and they were eating breakfast in the bar. The TV
screen was still displaying “No Signal” and the landlord was fiddling around with
the controls.


“I can’t understand what’s wrong with this,” he said. “It
does this sometimes when it’s heavy rain or snow, but it’s clear skies out
there now.”


He wasn’t to know that the satellite provider had been without
electricity for over 24 hours, and that the TV studios had been abandoned.


The landlord went back into the kitchen leaving them to make
plans.


“So what now?” asked Alice.


“Well, we can’t stay in Bodmin forever,” replied Josh. “And
I don’t fancy trying to get home in this weather. We’ve got this far – we may
as well see it through.”


“There is one thing that’s been worrying me,” she said. “You
said that only one person at a time can go through a Time Bubble. If that’s
true, and we do find one, what then? Does one of us have to stay behind?”


This had occurred to Josh, but he hadn’t come up with a
viable solution yet. “We’ll worry about that if and when we find it. In the
meantime, we need to get ourselves kitted out properly. We can’t go traipsing about
in this weather dressed like this.”


After breakfast, they checked out and headed into the town
centre. It was bright and sunny and didn’t feel as cold as it had the previous
evening. There were a good few inches of snow on the pavements but life in the
town seemed to be proceeding relatively normally. 


The snow on the roads was turning to slush and there were a
few cars moving around. They passed by the local primary school which
surprisingly was open.


“You know, I don’t think this is as bad as we thought it was
going to be,” said Josh. “Still, we had better be prepared, just in case.”


They found a specialist hiking shop and went inside to get
everything they needed. Soon they were dressed in full winter gear, with sturdy
walking boots and backpacks. They were aware that even if they managed to travel
by road as far as St Ives, they would still need to negotiate the last couple of
miles around the coastline on foot.


They found a small supermarket which was still relatively
well stocked. It seemed that the panic buying fever hadn’t reached down as far
as this corner of the country. They filled their backpacks with as much food as
they could carry, and then they felt ready for the off.


They went to check out the railway station, more in hope
than in expectation. With the snow melting, the tracks looked perfectly
passable to Josh and Alice, but there were no trains running. There was a
solitary guard on duty, a small, thin man in his late-fifties with a grey moustache.
Josh approached him to try and find out more information.


“How come there are no trains running today?” he asked. “The
tracks don’t look too bad.”


“They aren’t too bad here,” said the guard, “but further
east it’s a different story. Most of the country has had it a lot worse than
here. The tracks are blocked completely the other side of Plymouth. There’s no
way any trains are going to be coming through from London today.”


“Well, that settles one thing, then,” said Josh. “We definitely
made the right decision not to try and head back home.”


“Where are you thinking of going, sir, if you don’t mind me
asking?” said the guard, eyeing up their hiking gear. “You wouldn’t be thinking
of going up onto the moor, would you? Because there’s more snow on the way and
I could tell you plenty of tales of people who’ve gone up there in bad conditions
and regretted it.”


“Nothing so foolhardy,” replied Josh. “We are just visiting family
in St Ives.”


“I suggest you get going soon, then, while you still can,”
said the guard. “I was listening to the radio earlier and there’s a whole lot
more snow forecast for today: worse than the first lot, they say.”


“Thanks for the advice,” said Alice. “Come on, Josh, we’d
better get moving.”


“Good luck,” said the guard. “And try the bus station. They might
still be operating.”


They bid him farewell and headed to the bus station. Sure
enough, there were a couple of buses running, and they leapt aboard one marked “TRURO”.
This would take them at least halfway to St Ives. The next leg of their journey
had begun.











Chapter Eighteen


 


Dan and Ryan had been very busy indeed. They had taken full
advantage of the brief lull in the bad weather on Monday to set themselves up
in their own little kingdom.


Now they were in the Army base, sitting in the newly cleaned
up mess hall, electric lights and heating working thanks to the generator next
door, planning their next move.


Sitting with them were two new recruits, Neil, the supermarket
manager, and Colin, the security guard, who had been desperately trying to
protect their store only a couple of days ago. 


Now they were working for Dan. They hadn’t really been given
a lot of choice to begin with, but having seen the benefits of what he had to
offer, were now willing converts.


First thing on Monday morning, Ryan and Dan had gone out,
stolen a Land Rover, fitted it with snow tracks, and driven round to the rear
doors of the supermarket. There they’d forced their way in to discover the
manager and the guard camped out in the staffroom, helping themselves to the
store’s food.


Their protests at the intrusion were soon silenced when Dan
produced one of Ryan’s guns to show he meant business. Dan had no intention of
shooting them, but they didn’t know that. He wasn’t looking to kill people. He
wanted recruits, just as he had when he’d been active with his Fascist political
party, so he offered them a deal. A place to stay, under his leadership, in exchange
for their help, and as much food as they could take with them from the store. 


The two men had little choice but to accept. Dan’s gun was
very persuasive.


With the store under his control, Dan sent the others out to
the car park to search for another suitable vehicle, whilst he headed straight
for the deli counter. If there was one thing he enjoyed more than bullying people,
it was food, and he was going to take full advantage.


It was cold in the store and the food on the deli hadn’t
gone off, despite the lack of electrical refrigeration. Dan went behind the
counter and began to stuff his greedy, fat face full of pork pies, slices of
ham, cheese and anything else he could get his hands on. It was the ultimate
buffet.


When the others returned, having secured another 4x4, they split
into two groups. Dan didn’t trust his new recruits yet not to do a runner, so
he took Neil with him to search for fuel, whilst Ryan and Colin loaded up the
Land Rover with food to take back to the base.


Getting the gates of the Army camp open wasn’t easy. Although
the lock was relatively easy to cut, clearing all the snow from the gates took
time. 


Whilst Ryan and Colin were sorting that out, Dan and Neil were
at a petrol station half a mile up the road. It had been abandoned, but sitting
on the forecourt was a full-size tanker that had arrived to make a delivery and
got stuck in the snow. From the label on the back they deduced it must be full of
diesel, exactly what they needed for the generator.


They broke into the shop, grabbed as many plastic fuel
carriers as they could, and opened up the fuel line for the tanker. Dan wasn’t
sure if they’d be able to get it open, it was bound to be secured, but in the
end it proved remarkably easy. 


Clearly the tanker had been in the process of making its
delivery at the time it had been abandoned, and the outlet pipe was still unlocked.


With a truck full of diesel they’d headed back to the camp,
got the generator going, and made the place habitable. They’d even brought
Ryan’s PS6 and a TV with them, so spent the night playing games and getting
very drunk, until they had all passed out. Their male bonding was complete, and
by the morning Dan had no further fear of his new recruits running out on him. They
were enjoying themselves too much for that. 


It was all part of Dan’s plan. He presented a benevolent but
firm approach to them. The undertones were clear enough. They were working for
him now: serve him well and they would be rewarded. Let him down and there would
be consequences.


The plan for Tuesday was much the same as the day before.
They would go out foraging for whatever they needed. As Dan explained to them,
they had no need to fear the law. They had not seen any police or Army the
whole of the previous day, so, whatever was happening in the wider world,
clearly no one was coming to help them. 


With no law and order, it was up to them to provide it in
the short term for the greater good. If they needed to steal to survive, who could
begrudge them that if the alternative was death by starvation or exposure? It
was not as if anyone was waiting around to take them into custody.


Dan’s acolytes hung on his every word. Everything he said
made sense to them. Stick with him and they’d be OK. Choosing his words
carefully, he continued to outline his plans.


=============================


Dan was right about one thing. There was no law and order,
at least not locally. Whilst the Army and the police focused what resources
they had on the major cities, smaller towns and villages had been left to fend
for themselves.


By Monday, Hannah had realised that there was very little
she could do in her role as D.I. All the landlines were down and her mobile
phone battery was flat with no way to charge it, leaving her cut off from her colleagues.
When she called at the police station, Miley was gone, whereabouts unknown. 


She took a quick walk through town to find that half of the
shops had been broken into. Other than that the place was like a ghost town.
Most of the residents either had barricaded themselves in their homes or had
left in a mass exodus the previous day. Devotion to duty was one thing, but
attempting to single-handedly take charge of the situation was pointless. 


What could she realistically do, anyway? It was time to
think of herself and her daughter.


Now it was Tuesday morning and the two of them were safely
ensconced in the kitchen of her grandmother’s cottage. As Jess sat at the kitchen
table, Hannah was frying up eggs and bacon on the Aga. Next to the frying pan
was a pan of fresh water, close to boiling. Hannah was really in need of a good
cup of coffee.


Jess was enjoying herself tremendously. To her, this was one
big adventure. Lighting candles, making fires, boiling water on a stove: these were
all novelties to her that she had read about but never previously experienced.


“Is this what it was like living in the old days, Mummy?” she
asked.


“It certainly is,” replied Hannah. “And I’ve thought of something
else we can try after we’ve had our bacon and eggs.  How do you fancy making
some toast over the fire?”


“Yay!” replied Jess.


“And later we can bake some of our own bread in the Aga,” added
Hannah. Her daughter’s enthusiasm had begun to rub off on her. Rather than just
buy fresh bread, she’d thought ahead and picked up not only some part-baked
rolls that were vacuum-sealed and would last for months, but also yeast, flour and
all the other ingredients needed to make bread from scratch.


She saw no reason why they couldn’t survive. After all, the
human race had survived for millions of years before electricity and other mod
cons were invented. Why shouldn’t they? They had enough food to last at least three
months. She was hopeful that the oil in the tank would last that long, too, if they
were frugal. 


Jess had been right: this was exactly like the old days. She
was almost looking forward to it. And it was only three months until Peter would
emerge from The Time Bubble. Then they would all be together.


=============================


When Lauren awoke, she was cold, despite being wrapped up
tightly in a thick duvet. She reluctantly climbed out of bed, noticing the
frost on the window. She placed her hand on the radiator. It was cold.


She wrapped a thick, pink, woollen dressing gown of Debbie’s
around herself and headed for the bathroom, thinking about what had happened
the previous night.


Things had been far from quiet on the street outside. The
looting had continued to a backdrop of breaking glass, shouting and cheering. From
the windows she could see gangs of mostly teenagers starting fires in litter
bins. It had gone on until well after midnight, only the start of another heavy
snowfall dispersing the crowds.


She had felt warm in the pub, but not particularly safe.
Twice there was a banging on the door and she feared that someone would either
break the door down or shatter one of the windows. 


Fortunately it seemed most of the crowd were more interested
in the wine shop up the road, from where Andy had taken his last fatal drink.
She knew not of his demise, but thought it odd that he had not returned.


The cold was even worse in the bathroom, and soon she realised
she had another problem. There was no hot water. She ran the tap for a while,
but to no avail. What started as a lukewarm flow soon turned cold. It wasn’t
just the radiators which were not working.


She was running out of clean clothes, so turned to Debbie’s wardrobe.
There was a lot of winter wear in there, including several baggy jumpers which
swamped Lauren’s petite frame and looked quite ridiculous in the mirror. No
matter, she thought. It wasn’t as if she was going to see anyone.


She headed down to the kitchen and went straight over to the
gas hob. Her worst fears were confirmed. There was no gas. With gas, she had
been quite comfortable. She had heating, hot water and cooking facilities. Now
she had none of those things. 


What was she to do next? She wasn’t sure, but as far as
today was concerned, it looked like it was going to be crisps for breakfast.


Lauren was by no means the only one waking up to this situation.
Gas supplies were running out all across the country. The Russians had carried
out their threat to cut off the pipeline, and now the UK, almost totally
reliant upon it, was in trouble. 


What little was still provided by North Sea gas was nowhere
near enough to supply a nation shivering in sub-zero temperatures.


With no electricity, no gas, no television and no radio, people
began to panic. There was a second mass exodus from the smaller towns of those who’d
elected to stay after the first snowfall. Invariably everyone either headed due
south, or for the perceived safety of one of the major cities. 


With most routes impassable, many ended up on foot, in conditions
they were desperately ill-equipped for. Andy was only one of the first victims of
the snow. He was now a statistic in a death toll that was beginning to rise
rapidly.


Even in the cities, where the Army remained in charge,
things were bleak. The Army were assuring people that help was on its way and that
the US forces were mobilising to help the UK. By all reports, the situation was
not as bad in North America as in Europe but, thus far, no help had been
forthcoming.


By the time night fell locally, at least three-quarters of
the town’s population were gone. Some had managed to reach Oxford and found
shelter; others faced a grim night on the side of the A34 desperately trying to
find some protection from the elements. The wind and the snow were unrelenting,
sapping what warmth remained in the bones of those unfortunate enough to still
be out in it when night fell. 


Those who stayed behind in the town were safe for the time
being, but how much longer could they hold out?











Chapter Nineteen


 


Kaylee and Charlie were sitting on the patio of the Rock
Café on the main street of Corralejo in Fuerteventura. The sun was shining through
clear blue skies, and they were lapping up the warmth.


They were watching the news broadcasts on the bar’s TV
screens as they sipped their drinks: diet lemonade for Kaylee, and a Tequila
Sunrise for Charlie. The more they saw of the news coverage, the more relieved they
were that they had left when they had. Kaylee’s worries about the friends she’d
left behind were growing, though.


The only pictures coming out of the UK now were from London,
showing the Army on the streets, and shops and cars ablaze. It seemed that the
UK was suffering worse than most. 


Countries further north already had the infrastructure to
cope, whilst those further south had avoided the worst of it. She reflected that
her father had been right all along about Britain being unable to cope with the
snow, even if these were exceptional circumstances.


It seemed that the plunge of cold air southwards had
affected Europe more severely than other parts of the world. When the weather
map of the world came up, although other big cities were showing low
temperatures such as New York (+2) and Tokyo (+4), they were nowhere near as
low as the temperature for London (-7).


Kaylee and Charlie had left Paris on Monday afternoon aboard
the TGV in another thick blizzard, but the train had scythed its way southwards
through the country. By the time they had reached Bordeaux, the ground outside had
been snow-free.


Night had fallen by the time they had arrived in Madrid and
the air was cool outside, but life in the city was refreshingly normal. They found
a hotel, and contacted their family in Fuerteventura to let them know they’d
arrived there safely.


The following morning they had taken a taxi straight to the airport,
and booked themselves onto a flight. By mid-afternoon, they had touched down on
the tarmac at Fuerteventura Airport.


Charlie’s mother, Kaylee’s father, and Kaylee’s sister,
Olivia, were waiting for them in the terminal building, leading to an emotional
family reunion. Even Olivia, who had fought like cat and dog with her sister
during their teenage years, gave her sister an unprecedented warm hug.


When they had emerged from the building into the warm
sunshine, a huge feeling of relief washed over Kaylee. They had made it, she could
feel her baby kicking, and they were safe at last. After being in the cold for
so long, she’d never appreciated the warmth of the sun so much.


They had headed back to the apartment in Corralejo and celebrated
completing their epic journey with a meal out in a restaurant overlooking the
sea. There they had made a decision which really didn’t require much thought. They
were staying in Fuerteventura for the duration, and Kaylee’s baby would be born
there.


“I wonder if Josh and Alice found the new Time Bubble?” said
Charlie. Josh had rung him excitedly the previous Friday evening to tell him of
their plans.


“If they did get down to Cornwall, I can’t imagine they’ll
be coming back anytime soon. I just hope they are safe,” said Kaylee.


She had tried to access the Met Office website from the
internet in their parents’ apartment, but it was down. A trawl around other websites,
though, had given her enough information to suggest that the freezing conditions
across England were not about to abate anytime soon.


Josh and Alice were indeed safe for the time being. They had
made it to Truro on Monday morning, and from there managed to get another bus
as far as Hayle, just three miles from St Ives. That was as far as the road would
take them. 


Away from the A30, the roads were impassable, and they had no
choice but to continue on foot. It took them all afternoon to complete the journey,
but at last they found themselves walking down a snowy lane leading towards the
harbour front. 


With the snow adorning the picturesque buildings, it all
looked very pretty: a Christmas card scene, as Alice described it. They passed
the church and rounded the corner onto the harbour front.


Most of the pubs and restaurants were still open, so they
stopped at the far end of the harbour at a fish and chip shop with an upstairs
restaurant. Josh wasn’t sure if it was just because he was so hungry after their
long trek, but he declared to Alice that they were the best fish and chips he’d
ever tasted.


There was no shortage of vacancies in the various bed and
breakfast establishments they had passed, but Josh had already worked out where
he wanted to stay. Just down from the chip shop was a delightful old pub called
“The Sloop” that had been there since medieval times. 


Josh had stayed there before on holiday a few years ago and
loved it, but that wasn’t his only motivation for wanting to stay there. It was
the local of Robbie O’Neill, the sailor who they believed had unwittingly travelled
through the new Time Bubble they hoped to find. Perhaps he could help them find
it.


They went to bed early and slept for a good ten hours, worn
out by their recent exertions. When they awoke it was to the loud baying of seagulls
outside the window. They sounded hungry. The snow had covered the ground to
such an extent that their usual meal of discarded chips and other food dropped by
the never-ending flow of tourists to the town was not available. 


Josh had learned from bitter experience to be wary of the
gulls. He was still haunted by a childhood memory when he could have been no more
than seven years old when one of them had swooped down and taken an ice cream
cone clean out of his hand. There were many tears at the time, and, even after
his father bought him another, it took him some time to get over the trauma.


In the morning they had their breakfast in the bar. It
seemed they were the only guests staying there. A young and fit-looking man in
his mid-twenties with bleached blond hair served them their breakfast. They had
seen him behind the bar the previous evening, and now seemed as good a time as
any to engage him in conversation.


“Quiet, this morning,” said Josh.


“We’re usually a lot busier than this,” replied the barman
in a strong Cornish accent. “This place is really popular. We get booked up all
year round. There were meant to be three couples staying here last night, but
none of them turned up.”


“That’s hardly surprising,” replied Josh. “The roads are
terrible. We barely got here ourselves.”


“Yeah, it’s pretty rough out there by all accounts,” he
replied. “I tried to get a weather forecast earlier, but I can’t seem to get
anything on the TV or radio and our internet access is down.” He paused and
then said, “How long are you guys staying, anyway?”


“Oh – a couple more days, I should think, shouldn’t you?”
said Josh, looking across for approval to Alice who nodded. “That’s if you can accommodate
us, of course.”


“Yeah, I can’t see that being a problem. I don’t think we’re
going to be inundated with tourists in this.” He gestured towards the window,
where another snow shower had just started.


Josh decided it was time to ditch the small talk and get to
the point. “Listen,” he said. “Do you know a man named Robbie O’Neill?”


“Oh, yeah, everyone knows Robbie. He’s in here most nights. He’s
a bit of a local celeb right now. Is that why you are looking for him? Are you
journalists?”


“Something like that,” remarked Alice. “Do you know where we
can find him?”


“If you stay here long enough, he’ll find you,” replied the barman.
“He works in the harbour and comes in for his lunch most days.”


They didn’t have long to wait. There wasn’t a lot of work to
be done in the harbour in a raging snowstorm, and well before midday. Robbie
had decided to spend the day in the pub instead.


Josh and Alice had stayed in the bar drinking coffee and
reading the two-day-old newspapers. They had to do something to pass the time. Needless
to say, there was no signal on the television here either, and going outside
whilst it was snowing so heavily was out of the question.


When Robbie came in, Josh recognised him instantly from the newspaper
report. The sailor went straight to the bar and ordered a pint of Guinness. The
barman pointed out Josh and Alice to him, and he came over to where they were
sitting.


“The barman said you were looking for me,” he said. “Are you
journalists? You don’t look like journalists.”


“No, we’re not journalists,” replied Josh. “We’re from
Oxford University, doing some research into unexplained phenomena.”


“We’d like to ask you a few questions about your recent experience,”
added Alice.


“Now there’s a coincidence,” said Robbie. “There was another
bloke in here yesterday asking the same thing.”


This was an interesting development, thought Josh. It hadn’t
occurred to him that anyone else might be investigating the same thing. As far
as he knew, no one else was aware of the existence of the Time Bubble outside of
their own small circle. He put that thought aside for the moment as he needed
answers to some questions.


“So, can you tell me exactly what happened on the day you
came ashore?” asked Josh.


“There’s not a lot I can really tell you that you haven’t already
read in the newspapers. I lost control of the boat, was dashed on some rocks, and
managed to scramble ashore and find shelter where I must have fallen asleep.
The next thing I remember is making my way back here.”


“Can you show us exactly where this was?” said Alice,
producing a map of the coastline. “We’d like to go and take a look if we can.”


“I certainly can,” said Robbie. “There’s a cove right here,”
and he pointed to the map, about halfway between St Ives and Zennor. “How far
is it?” asked Alice.


“It’s about three miles up the coast from here,” replied
Robbie. “I wouldn’t advise going up there in this weather, though. It’s not the
easiest place to get to at the best of times.”


“Could you take us there by boat?” asked Josh.


“There’s no way I’m taking a boat round that coastline in
these conditions. I’ve wrecked one boat up there this year already. To wreck another
would be at best, foolhardy, and at worst, lethal.


“What would you recommend, then?” asked Josh.


“Your best bet would be to take the coast path,” said Robbie.
“You can walk right down to the cove from there. But I really wouldn’t consider
going while the weather is like this. One slip and you could be over the cliff.”


“Thanks, mate,” said Josh. “Can we get you a pint?”


“A Guinness would be lovely,” replied the sailor.


Josh and Alice had to admit he was right. They couldn’t risk
trying to negotiate the coast path in a snowstorm. The good news was that it
was only three miles. Josh had found that the tachyometer could pick up a signal
from about two miles away. Once they got in range of The Time Bubble, assuming of
course that it existed, they would be able to follow the signal.


They spent the rest of the day making plans. Later that
afternoon, when the snow eased, they went out and stocked up on supplies in the
hope of leaving the next day. But Wednesday brought more fresh snow. They had to
wait for better conditions. 


Not only did they have to get to The Time Bubble, they also
had to get back. There was no question of one of them going through it and
abandoning the other. They had to stick together.


Now, on Thursday morning, they had awoken to clear blue
skies and sunshine. It even felt a little warmer than of late, leaving them hopeful
of a possible thaw. 


Cornwall was continuing to miss the worst of the weather,
but even here, things were beginning to get difficult. All roads out of St Ives
were now blocked and there had not been any trains for days. And as of the
previous evening, there was no electricity either.


It was now or never if they were going to find the new Time
Bubble. In several layers of thermal clothing, snow boots and backpacks laden with
food and drink, they set out at 9am from Porthmeor beach along the coast path towards
Zennor.


If they thought some of their previous treks across the Cornish
landscape had been slow, this took it to a whole new level. Every step had to
be carefully measured. The coast path wasn’t a particularly easy walk in normal
conditions. With several inches of snow and ice underfoot it was incredibly
treacherous.


The first mile took well over an hour but their spirits were
lifted when Josh took the tachyometer out of his pocket, switched it on, and
excitedly found that one of the five green lights on the front of the wand-like
device had lit up. It had also begun to emit a low beep every few seconds.


“Look at this!” he exclaimed to Alice. “It’s registering. We’re
definitely on the right track.”


With renewed enthusiasm they pressed on ahead. The weather
stayed fair and they covered the next mile within an hour. A second green light
appeared on the tachyometer and the frequency of the beeps began to increase. 


Not long after, they rounded a small headland and saw what they
were seeking. Ahead the cliff path wove down to a large cove.


“This must be it!” he said. “Come on!” he cried and
quickened his pace now that his goal was in sight.”


“Go careful!” she called after him. “We’ve come this far: no
need to rush the last bit.” She tried to keep up with him, but then disaster
struck. She took a bad step and felt the ground disappear beneath her. She was
still a good fifteen feet or more above the cove, and had inadvertently
stumbled over the edge of the path. 


Desperately she flailed out with her arms to try and get a
grip, but it was too late. She tumbled right off the precarious path and fell
to the ground below.


Josh was horrified to see her fall. “Alice!” he called,
fearing the worst, but he could see that she was moving. He scrambled down the
last few feet of the path and across to where she lay. He was very relieved to
see she was attempting to sit up.


Despite all the trouble the snow had caused, on this
occasion it had done her a favour. Anyone falling fifteen feet on to the rocky
shore below under normal conditions would probably not have lived to tell the
tale. As it was, it became clear quite quickly that she wasn’t going any further.
As she attempted to get to her feet she winced and fell back again.


“My ankle!” she cried. “I think it’s broken. I’m in agony.”


“It might be just a sprain,” he said. “We’ll rest here for a
minute.”


“It feels like more than a sprain to me,” she said, through
gritted teeth. “There’s no way I’m going to be able to walk on it. What are we
going to do?”


Josh looked around the cove. There were some caves on the
far side, set into the jagged cliff walls. The tide was out and perhaps he could
manage to support her to get her over there.


“We need to get you into shelter. Can you stand at all? I’ll
try and get you into those caves.”


“I’ll try,” she said, but every movement was agony. She sat
down again in the snow. “It’s no good, I can’t move. You’ll have to go on without
me.”


“There’s no way I’m leaving you here alone like this,” he
said. “You’ll never survive out here alone.”


There was a flock of seagulls circling overhead, squawking
loudly. Josh wouldn’t have put it past them to attack and eat the stricken girl
if she was left alone. The situation was desperate and they both knew it.


“I’m so sorry, Alice. This is all my fault. I should never
have dragged you out here.”


“Hey, I wanted to come. There was no way I was going to stay
in Oxford while you got to have all the fun.”


“It’s not looking too fun now, though, is it?”


He took off his backpack and pulled out a thermos flask of
hot coffee. He couldn’t remember if you were supposed to drink hot drinks or
not when it was very cold. He vaguely remembered being told once that it was actually
bad for him. 


It didn’t really matter now. They both needed a hot drink, and
he needed time to think of way out of their predicament.


As it happened, salvation was about to arrive from a completely
unexpected source.


Alice heard it first, a faint hum above the constant din of
the seagulls. “Listen!” she said.


He could hear it, too. The faint hum became a drone and developed
into the unmistakeable sound of a helicopter. He scanned the skies and saw it
heading almost right towards them. 


He leapt up and began waving his arms in the air. “HEY! OVER
HERE!” he called as loudly as he possibly could. But there was no need. It was
clear the helicopter was already heading for the cove.


It landed on the beach on the snow-free area that had been
washed away by the tide. As the rotor blades slowed, the door opened and a
middle-aged man emerged who looked strangely familiar. As he approached, Josh
suddenly realised who he was.


He was looking at an older version of himself.











Chapter Twenty


 


Despite the pain she was in, Alice had recognised the helicopter
pilot at the same time Josh had. “Aren’t you…?” she began.


“Yes, I certainly am,” replied Future Josh.


“But…but…” Josh had so many questions to ask he could barely
get any words out. Eventually he managed to come up with “How did you know we were
here?”


“Oh, come on, Josh,” replied Future Josh. “You’ve studied time
travel long enough to know the answer to that one. I’m you. I can remember
everything you’re experiencing now.”


Josh looked at his future self. His hair was grey and he had
a noticeable case of middle-aged spread developing. “You’ve let yourself go,
mate,” he joked. “How much older than me are you, exactly?”


“Old enough to be your dad,” replied Future Josh. He looked
down at his injured girlfriend and added, “Looks like I got here just in time.”


“How did you know where to find us?” asked Josh, still
trying to get his head around the situation.


“I’m you, remember? I’ve had this date and time indelibly
etched on my memory for nearly twenty years,” replied Future Josh.


“So how did you get here?” asked Josh.


“In the helicopter,” replied Future Josh. “You must have
noticed it.” It seemed old age hadn’t cured his sarcastic streak.


“I didn’t mean that. But while we’re on the subject, when
did you, or do I mean I, learn to fly a helicopter? I can’t even drive!”


“Well, perhaps it’s time you learned,” replied Future Josh.
“To fly, that is. You know, it could literally save your life one day, not to
mention Alice’s. That’s why I’m here, actually. Today’s the day.”


“How did you find us?” asked Josh.


Future Josh sighed. “Bloody hell, did I really used to be
this stupid? As I explained before, I’ve already been here. Now, look, it’s
freezing out here. I think we should get down to business. Have you got the
tachyometer handy? I don’t know why I’m asking, because I know that you have.”


Josh reached into his coat pocket, produced the tachyometer,
and handed it to Future Josh. There were three green lights glowing and it was
beeping away faster than ever. Future Josh examined it and remarked, “I haven’t
seen this for years – the original Tachyometer Mark 1 – it looks so quaint!”


“So what’s the plan?” asked Josh, feeling incredibly
irritated by his future self and resolving not to end up that way.


“Well, you are going to go on into the cave, find The Time
Bubble and go through it. I’m going to take Alice away in the helicopter to
safety, and then all your worries will be over. For the time being, anyway.”


“Then what happens?” asked Josh. “I still don’t understand
how you got back here. As far as I know, Time Bubbles only go forward in time.
How did you do it?”


“I’m afraid you’re just going to have to figure that out for
yourself,” said Future Josh. “Just keep doing the research and you’ll get there
eventually.”


“So what about the weather?” asked Josh, changing the
subject. “What about the future? Are our friends safe?”


“You must know I can’t tell you any of that,” replied Future
Josh. “You know all about altering the timeline: we’ve watched enough movies on
the subject. You wouldn’t tell me when I was you, so I’m not going to tell you
now.”


“Excuse me,” interrupted Alice. “Much as I hate to break up
this family reunion, I am actually in absolute agony here. Can we please
dispense with the time travel talk and get me out of here?”


“Of course, babe,” said Future Josh. “Come on, Josh. Let’s
get her into the helicopter.”


“Less of the babe if you don’t mind,” replied Josh. “She’s
my girlfriend, remember!”


Future Josh laughed. “I can call her babe: she’s my girlfriend,
too. Anyway, hasn’t Alice told you yet that she’s into older men?” He seemed to
be enjoying this immensely.


“I can quite categorically assure you that if you don’t get
me into that chopper – no corny puns, please, neither of you will be getting
anywhere near me ever again!” said Alice.


Between them they carried the prone girl to the helicopter and
got her inside. Future Josh produced a medical kit, rolled up her trouser leg and
gave her a painkilling injection which swiftly brought relief.


“Now you must go,” said Future Josh, “and quickly. I can’t
say much, but let’s just say you may not be the only one searching for this
Time Bubble.”


“There’s so much I want to ask you, though,” said Josh.


“All will become clear in the fullness of time,” said Future
Josh. “Trust me.”


“I guess this is goodbye for now, then,” said Josh to Alice.
He kissed her on the lips and squeezed her hand. “One thing’s for sure – we
know we’ll definitely see each other again.”


“I’ll take care of everything,” said Future Josh. “She’ll be
waiting for you when you get back.”


They said their final farewells, and Josh stepped back as
the helicopter lifted off, taking his girlfriend away to safety. He watched
until they had disappeared over the horizon, then turned and began the final
trudge across the cove to the caves.


By the time he got inside, the tachyometer was beeping
furiously, with all five green lights glowing brightly. As he pointed it in the
direction of the far corner of the cave and moved towards it, the beeping
became one continuous note. He walked forward and vanished, almost eleven years
to the day since he’d last stepped into a Time Bubble.


=============================


At the base, recruitment was going well. With no sign of any
assistance coming from outside, Dan was able to grow his band of followers
quickly.


He’d found a stock of old Army uniforms in a store room which
had been ideal for his purpose. He, Ryan, Neil and Colin had donned the
uniforms, and then gone out to look for new people to join their community.


They headed into the housing estates of the town and went
around knocking on doors. By this time, those people who remained were hungry,
cold and afraid. When men dressed in Army uniforms came knocking on their doors
offering them food and warmth, they were only too happy to accept.


Dan was doing an excellent job of portraying himself as their
saviour. Getting people to join him was easy. He hadn’t even had to show the
gun. No one questioned his credentials: the authenticity of his uniform was
enough. As far as everyone who joined them was concerned, he was the bona fide
face of the British Army, come to save them.


The uniform that Dan had chosen was that of a captain, so
before they went recruiting, he had announced to the others that he was to be henceforth
known as Captain Fisher. 


He wasn’t quite sure what the penalty was for impersonating
an Army captain, but he was confident he could justify it later. He was a hero,
saving lives, looking after the people. If the world got through this and
things returned to normal, they might even pin a medal on him.


By Thursday, the community had grown to 43 people of all
ages, including children. Once they were settled in the base, Dan made it quite
clear that they weren’t getting their bed and board for nothing. He expected
them to work for him, and swear allegiance to him. As long as they did as they
were told, they’d live a comfortable existence under his benevolent rule.


Work was apportioned as Dan saw fit. He wasn’t into equality
or political correctness. He had the women washing and cleaning, and the men
out searching for food or bringing back fuel from the tanker. 


There were few protests, particularly after what happened on
Thursday night when a situation arose that gave him an opportunity to
demonstrate his authority.


Everyone who joined them had been forced to sign a charter
laying down the laws he had devised for the “good of the community”. One of
these laws was that food and drink were to be strictly rationed, and nothing could
be taken from the stores without signed approval by either him or one of his three
lieutenants.


So, on Thursday evening, when Ryan brought two teenagers to
his office who had been caught stealing a bottle of tequila from the stores,
the chance to wield his power had come.


The two couldn’t have been older than about nineteen, a boy and
a girl. The boy had a gothic look, black, spiky hair and lots of piercings. She
had short, blonde hair, mostly covered by a woolly hat, a matching scarf
trailing down around a long green coat. They looked like students to Dan, and
he hated students. He had to admit the girl was pretty, though. He’d seen her
somewhere before, but he didn’t recognise the boy.


“Names?” he barked.


“Jack Taylor, sir,” said the boy.


“Aimee Willis,” said the girl.


“So, you thought you could steal from the community, did
you?” began Dan.


“I’m sorry,” said Jack. “We won’t do it again. Look, I’ll
pay you for the tequila.” He began to reach into his pocket.


“Keep your money,” said Dan. “It’s no use to us here, is
it?” He decided now would be a good time to show them he was not to be messed with,
and casually moved a newspaper that had been sitting on the desk. Beneath it
was one of the guns. Aimee gasped when she saw it.


“You see, the point is, we are under martial law here,” continued
Dan. “Under such conditions, looters can be shot. Do you understand me?”


Aimee began to cry.


“Shut up!” snarled Dan. “I’m not going to shoot you. But you
have to be punished. It’s for the good of the community. If I don’t show people
that they have to abide by the rules, where would we be, eh? Back to where we were
before, that’s where, out in the cold, fighting to survive. I’m sorry, but I’m going
to have to make an example of one of you.”


“Please don’t punish her, captain,” said the boy. “It was my
idea, I’ll take the blame.”


“As you so wish,” replied Dan. “You see, I’m not all bad.” As
an afterthought he added, “Are you two an item?”


“No – we’re just friends,” Jack replied.


“What are you, gay or something?” asked Dan. “She’s hot.”


The boy looked incredibly nervous and didn’t answer. “Well, are
you?” asked Dan.


“Yes, sir,” came the reply.


By 2029, Britain had become a rich, diverse culture. Men and
women were on an equal footing, and old prejudices over race, sexuality and
class had more or less been eradicated. Sadly, some small pockets of bigotry remained,
and there was nothing now to stop Dan from letting his true homophobic colours
show.


“Well, I don’t like gays, and I don’t want them in this camp,”
he said.


Ryan was standing behind Dan, so Dan was unable to see the uncomfortable
look on his face. Ryan had never had a girlfriend, and Dan had never questioned
why. He just assumed that it was because he was too ugly and stupid for any
woman to fancy him.


In fact, Ryan’s adoration for Dan went beyond mere hero worship,
but he’d never let on. After what Dan had just said, he probably never would.


“Please don’t hurt him,” pleaded the girl. “I’ll do anything.”


“That’s an interesting suggestion. Wait here,” said Dan. “Ryan,
come with me. Bring him with you.”


They left the office, locking the girl inside, and went out
into the mess hall. Most of the other residents were there, eating their
evening meal. When Dan entered the room, they stood up. This was another rule
he had instigated to make himself feel powerful.


“Can I have your attention, please?” he announced. “I regret
to announce that this person has been caught stealing from the stores. Now, you
all know the rules of this community: you signed up to them when you arrived and
I will not tolerate them being broken. 


As you well know, a state of martial law has been declared, which
gives me the power to carry out any sentence I see fit.” He paused briefly and
surveyed the room. Things had gone very quiet.


Only one person in the room had the courage to say anything,
an old man sitting at the front table, born shortly after the Second World War.
His father had survived a Japanese POW camp and told him all about his experiences.
“You’re not going to kill him, are you?” he said.


“No, I am not going to kill him,” replied Dan. “But there is
no place for him in this community. Jack Taylor – you have been found guilty of
stealing from the community. Under the emergency powers granted to me by the British
Government, I sentence you to banishment from this community. The sentence is to
be carried out immediately.”


“Aren’t you even going to have a trial?” asked the old man.


“He was caught red-handed, wasn’t he, Ryan?” Ryan nodded.


“That was his trial. Take him outside.”


“You can’t put him outside at this time of night,” said the
old man. “It’s dark and it’s snowing.”


“Do you want to go with him?” asked Dan. He walked right up
to him and barked in his face: “Do you?” The old man didn’t reply. “Right, well,
shut up, then.”


The man shut up.


Ryan escorted Jack to the main gate. He didn’t agree with
what Dan was doing, but he had no choice but to obey. Before he opened the gate,
Jack turned to Ryan.


“What he’s doing here is wrong, you know that, don’t you?”
he said.


“He is the law,” replied Ryan. “And we have to abide by what
he says.”


“I don’t think he even is the law,” said Jack. “I’ve seen
him around town in the past, and he was never in Army uniform then.”


“Look, whether or not I agree with what he’s doing, I’ve no
wish to see you freeze to death. Here, take this. There are a couple of bars of
chocolate in the pockets.”


Ryan removed his heavy overcoat and handed it to Jack. “Good
luck,” he said.


“You, too, mate,” said Jack. “You’re going to need it.”


Ryan opened the gate, and Jack headed out to try and find
some shelter for the night.


Dan had returned to his office where the girl was still waiting
for him.


“What have you done to him?” she asked. “You haven’t hurt
him, have you?”


“No – I’ve spared him, just like you asked. You see I’m not
all bad. And now, as I’ve done something for you, it’s time for you to do something
for me.”


He began to unbutton his trousers.











Chapter Twenty-One


 


Over a week had passed since the gas had been cut off, and
Lauren was getting desperate.


She had tried cooking over the open fire in the bar, with
varying degrees of success. But now she was having trouble getting more wood
in. Although there was plenty of it left in the car park, it was covered in
several inches of snow which had impacted into solid ice. It was very hard to
dig it out.


She looked out through the front windows of the pub. The
streets were deserted. She hadn’t seen anyone for days. It had got to the point
where she was going to have to go out to look for some food. She couldn’t
survive on what she had any longer.


Wrapping herself up in as many layers of Debbie’s clothes as
she could put on, she opened the front door, ready to go out. She had to almost
climb out of the door as the snow was piled so high, well above knee height. 


Slowly she trudged her way up the road, heading for the supermarket
in the hope that she’d find something there.


With not a soul in sight, abandoned cars everywhere, smashed
in shop windows and snow blanketing everything, it looked like a scene from
some sort of apocalyptic movie. As far as Lauren was concerned, at that moment
she could have been the last person left alive in the world.


She rounded the corner that led to the front of the supermarket
to see that the windows had been smashed in all along the front of the store.
As she grew closer, she saw a large notice had been crudely hand-painted on the
wall, next to the doors. “LOOTERS WILL BE SHOT”, it read.


She couldn’t let that put her off. She needed food. She
walked through one of the empty window frames into the abandoned store to see
what she could find.


Her heart sank as she walked around. All of the food shelves
had been stripped bare. There was plenty of toothpaste and kitchen roll and
other household items, but what good were those to her? 


Finally by one of the tills she found a dented tin of
peaches that someone must have dropped. It had a ring pull lid, which was
fortunate as she didn’t have a tin opener with her, but when she got it open it
was to discover that the contents were frozen solid.


She decided to head out to the back of the store and see
what was in the stockroom. This looked a little more promising. There were
quite a few cases on pallets that looked like they might contain food. 


She was just in the process of trying to get the wrapping
off one of them when she heard a noise behind her and a voice.


“Hold it right there.”


She spun round to see two men in Army uniforms, both holding
guns. It was Colin and Neil, but she didn’t recognise them. She didn’t visit
the store that often, having lived on a diet of takeaways most of the last couple
of years.


“Didn’t you see the notice outside?” asked Colin. “It says
no looters.”


“What are you going to do then, shoot me?” asked Lauren,
sarcastically. “Come on then, get it over with.”


Colin and Neil said nothing. “No, I thought not,” she said.


“We’re not going to shoot you,” said Colin, “but I think our
boss is going to be very interested in you. You’re coming back to our base.”


“Am I fuck!” exclaimed Lauren.


Neil pointed his gun at a pallet of toilet paper and fired.
The gun made a huge noise in the enclosed space and ripped a large hole in the
packaging. He then pointed it directly at Lauren. “I think you are,” he said.


The unexpected shot had unsettled Lauren and she didn’t want
to risk calling his bluff. Suitably chastened, she had no choice but to comply.
They led her out the back of the store, bundled her into the back of their Land
Rover, and drove her back to the base.


Ryan was on guard duty at the gate when the Land Rover drove
up. Colin wound down the window to speak to him.


“We’ve got a special delivery for the captain,” he said.


Ryan looked in the back of the truck, and instantly recognised
Lauren. “Well, well,” he said. “This is going to be a nice surprise for him.”


“What are you doing!” she shouted, eyes ablaze with anger.
“Playing toy soldiers? You’ve got no right to kidnap me like this.”


“Take over the gate,” he said. “I’ll take her in myself.” Colin
got out of the driver’s seat and Ryan got in. It was only a couple of hundred
yards back to the main complex. He parked directly outside Dan’s office, went
round to the back of the truck and opened the back door.


“Help me in with her,” he said to Neil, and they grabbed
hold of her on both sides.


“Let go of me,” she protested. “I can walk there by myself,
thank-you.”


Dan was busy in his office, sticking pins into a large map of
the local area. He was marking where all the petrol stations were, planning to
send teams out to drain them dry. The door opened behind him, and Ryan shoved
Lauren into the room. Dan was delighted when he saw who Ryan had brought him.


“Well, look what we’ve got here,” remarked Dan. “Ryan, you can
go. Shut the door behind you. Lauren and I are going to have a little chat.”


After Ryan had gone, Dan locked the door and pocketed the
key.


“What the hell are you doing, here, Dan? You’re not in the Army.”


“But the people out there don’t know that,” he said. “Law and
order has broken down. People need someone to protect them, feed them, and keep
them warm. That’s where I come in.”


“You, look after other people?” asked Lauren, incredulously.
“You’ve never given a toss about anyone but yourself.”


“But that’s where you’re wrong, darling. I am their
benefactor, their saviour. I’m the man who allows them to go on living, under
my gentle guidance.”


“You sound like you’re trying to paint yourself as some kind
of saint. Don’t think for a moment I believe you’re doing all this for the good
of other people.”


“Well, it’s true, being in charge does give me certain benefits,”
he said. “In return for my generosity, they give me total loyalty. I only have to
ask and I can have whatever I want. Or whoever, come to that.” He looked
directly into her eyes, leaving her in no doubt as to what he meant.


“Well, you’re not having me,” she said.


“Are you sure about that?” he asked. “Do you remember what
you said to me a few months ago? That you’d never sleep with me? And I said,
you never know what the future might hold? Well, guess what, sweetheart, the
future just arrived.”


He moved closer to her, and attempted to lean towards her and
kiss her. She could smell his rank breath from yards away and, as he tried to
get closer to her, it became overpowering.


“Get the fuck off me,” she yelled. “Or I’ll scream the place
down.”


“Scream all you like,” he said. “It’ll make no difference. I’ve
got total power here. No one will dare to question me.”


“What are you going to do?” she asked, as she backed away towards
the corner, suddenly beginning to feel very afraid. “Rape me? That’s just about
your style, isn’t it, because you can’t get a woman any other way? Will that
make you feel like a man?” she taunted.


He lashed out with the back of his hand and caught her clean
across the face. He was at least twice her weight and the blow made her fall backwards
into the corner. Now he had her where he wanted her.


“You always were a little prick tease, even at school,” he
said. “Did it give you a kick all these years, putting me down while you were
opening your legs for every other bloke in town? Well, it’s my turn now. It’s payback
time.” 


He reached down to where she was sitting on the floor and
tried to grab her, but she had one last defence up her sleeve. She lifted her
leg and kicked him squarely in the bollocks. He screamed in pain and doubled up
in agony.


“Over my dead body”, she cried, and jumped up, heading for
the door, forgetting that he’d locked it.


“You bitch,” he shouted as he staggered to his feet. She
rattled the handle and banged on the door, but there was no response. Then she
saw the gun on the desk. He was coming towards her once more. She reached for
the gun, but he was too quick and grabbed hold of her once more. Again he tried
to force his lips onto hers, but, in one last act of defiance, she spat in his
face and tried to wriggle free. 


As she did so she lost her footing and crashed backwards,
hitting her head with a sickening thump on the desk, sliding slowly to the
floor.


Still reeling from the fight and the pain in his nether
regions, fat and unfit Dan was panting for breath. He sat down on the floor and
looked at her. She seemed to have passed out, and was motionless next to the
desk where she had fallen. 


He crawled across the floor towards her, and rolled her
over. A small puddle of blood was forming beneath her head on the cold stone
floor and he could see she wasn’t breathing. With a shock, he realised she was
dead.


He sat in shock, trembling with fear and guilt. “Over my
dead body,” he could hear her voice saying over and over again in his head. He’d
never meant to kill her. He’d never meant to kill anyone.


He was a coward, a bully and a failure. Everything he’d done
up until now, playing at soldiers, enjoying his power trip, none of it was real,
it had just been a big game. Now he had a dead girl in front him and suddenly
it had become very real. 


He hated himself for what he had become, and sat on the
floor, weeping over her body.


It was deathly quiet in the room, and he couldn’t hear any
noise from outside. Nobody had come to see what had happened. Hopefully that
meant nobody had heard the struggle.


No one from the base had heard the struggle, but somebody
else had seen it. Dan looked up and thought he saw someone at the window, the
vaguely familiar face of a middle-aged man whom he couldn’t quite place. He
blinked and it was gone. 


He rushed over to the window and looked out, but there was nobody
there. Was he imagining things now?


This was no good. He had to pull himself together. He couldn’t
let the others know what had happened. This was a step too far. But he still
had Ryan. Devoted loyal, Ryan: yes, he would help him. In fact, he would help
him more than he would realise. Dan wasn’t taking the blame for any of this.


His brief feelings of remorse and guilt faded away, as a new
plan began to form in his mind.


He looked at the gun on the desk, and wiped it down thoroughly
with a cloth. Holding it with a tea towel, he placed it gently back down on the
desk.


He could see through the small window of the room that darkness
had fallen outside. He pressed a button on the telephone on his desk. Although there
were no external telephone lines, they had managed to get the internal phone
system operating.


“Send Ryan in, would you?” he said into the receiver. A few
seconds later there was a knock at the door. Dan opened it cautiously. “Are you
alone?” he asked.


“Yes, it’s just me,” replied Ryan.


“Come in, and shut the door behind you.” He let him into the
room, and Ryan immediately saw Lauren’s body slumped on the floor.


“Oh my God, what have you done?” he asked, horrified. “Is
she dead?”


“It was an accident,” replied Dan. “She slipped and hit her
head.”


Ryan wasn’t quite as stupid as Dan took him for. He could
see from the state of the room that this was no accident. But he couldn’t bring
himself to question his leader. After what had happened with Jack, he was afraid
of Dan, and he had no desire to end up lying dead on the floor next to the dead
girl.


“What are you going to do?” he asked.


“It’s more what we are going to do,” remarked Dan. “Now, no
one else saw her come in here, did they?”


“Only Neil and he’s gone over to the mess hut.”


“Right, well, here is what we are going to do. We are going to
leave this room now, go over and join the others, and eat our evening meal as
normal. I will lock the door behind us. Later tonight, when everyone is asleep,
we will come back, load her body in the truck and take it out into the woods and
dump it. Who’s on guard duty on the gate tonight?”


“Colin, I think,” replied Ryan.


“Well, that’s fine. We’ll just tell him we are going out on
an errand and off we’ll go. He won’t ask why. No one would dare question me.”


So just before midnight, they brought the Land Rover round
to the front of the building ready for the grisly task of lifting her body out
to the car.


“Hang on a minute,” said Dan, just as they were about to
lift her body. “Have you got your gun?”


“Not on me,” said Ryan.


“Better take mine,” said Dan. “Pick it up for me, and put it
in the truck, will you? – just in case we run into any nosey parkers.”


Ryan took the gun and put it in the Land Rover, and then between
them they carried Lauren’s body out. Neither of them had ever seen a dead body
before, let alone touched one. Both felt queasy. It was one thing blasting
people to death playing computer games, but this was something else altogether.


They covered the body with a sheet and eased out towards the
gate. Dan wanted to get as far away as possible, but outside the base the roads
were not easy, even with the snow tracks on. 


About two miles away they stopped on the side of the road
where it ran through some open woodland, close to the cottage where, unknown to
them, Hannah and Jess were holed up for the winter.


“This will do,” said Dan. They got out of the car. Unseen by
Ryan, Dan lifted the gun with a cloth they used for clearing the windscreen and
tucked it into his coat pocket.


Between them they dragged the body far enough into the woods
that it couldn’t be seen from the road. There was no question of trying to bury
it in the frozen ground. All they could do was dump it behind a tree. 


Snow was falling again all around them, and Dan figured it would
not be long until she was completely covered in snow. She probably wouldn’t be found
for months.


“We tell nobody about this, OK?” said Dan. “No one.”


As he spoke, unseen by Ryan, he dropped the gun onto the
ground behind her body.


Ryan nodded. They turned and made their way back to the Land
Rover, as fresh snowflakes fell onto the dead girl’s body.











Chapter Twenty-Two


 


Kaylee cradled her newborn baby in her arms as Charlie,
looked on, a proud look on his face.


He had been born just after midnight, making him the first
baby born on the island not only of the year, but also of the decade.


They had been on the island for two months. Phil and Cathy had
been only too pleased to have their children staying with them, but things had
been a little crowded. 


After a couple of weeks, they’d managed to rent an apartment
in the same block, and Charlie had even managed to find some part-time work as
a waiter. With that and support from their parents, they were managing to get by.


They had still heard nothing from their friends back home.
The weather had continued to be atrocious across the UK, but things were
gradually becoming more organised in the cities. With the help of the US Army,
some power had been restored, but London remained under a state of martial law.



Most of the refugees who’d arrived in the city from other
parts of the country were living a life in sleeping bags on school hall floors,
relying on soup kitchens for food. The TV pictures they had seen looked unremittingly
grim. They reminded Charlie of old films he’d seen portraying life in the USSR
during the Cold War.


Charlie had been lucky to get work, considering the lack of
British tourists on the island, but there had been plenty of arrivals from
other parts of Europe looking to escape the cold.


The climate had returned to more or less normal in the Canary
Islands, and they were able to dine outside on the balcony on Christmas Day.
Kaylee was heavily pregnant now and wondered if she might have a Christmas baby,
but all remained calm. For only the second time since she found out she was
pregnant, she allowed herself a small sip of champagne as they made a toast to
absent friends back home.


Her waters broke at lunchtime on New Year’s Eve, and her
father drove her and Charlie to the hospital in Puerto Del Carmen. As the rest of
the island celebrated the end of one of the most eventful and unusual years in
recorded history, Charlie held her hand tightly as their baby boy was born into
a world with an uncertain future.


They had talked about possible names for the baby and hadn’t
come up with a firm choice, but as she cradled him in her arms she thought of
Hannah and Jess back home, and realised what she wanted to name him.


“I want to call him Peter,” she said.


“Perfect,” replied Charlie: Peter Adams, born 1st
January 2030. Speaking of which, the other Peter will be coming out of the Bubble
in a few days’ time.


This was a fact of which Hannah and Jessica were all too
aware, but Hannah was getting increasingly worried about how she was going to
get to the tunnel to see him, let alone get him back to the cottage.


Up until Christmas, the weather had been on and off, with
the sun breaking through only occasionally as the dust in the atmosphere continued
to block out its rays. Every time it seemed there might be some sort of thaw,
increasingly frequent and severe snowstorms put a stop to it.


As she and Jess looked out on Christmas morning at the snow-covered
landscape, she reflected that she’d got the one thing she’d always wished for:
a white Christmas. The old phrase “Be careful what you wish for” came into her
head. She would gladly trade this white Christmas in for a bit of normality
now.


Between Christmas and New Year the weather worsened and it
snowed incessantly for the first week of January, the snow piling up higher
than ever before. 


Two days before Peter was due back, it finally relented, but
by then the snow was above the downstairs windows. It must have been six foot
deep at least.


The next day, there were less than 24 hours left until Peter
was due to emerge, but it was snowing again. She’d talked the situation over with
Jess and they’d agreed that Hannah would have to go to try and get to him by
herself, leaving Jess alone in the cottage.


Going out of the front door was impossible, so she had to
climb out of the bedroom window and make the short drop onto the surface of the
snow below. Although she was only going about a mile and a half to the tunnel,
she looked to all intents and purposes as if she was going to climb Everest.
She had thought of everything. 


In addition to ensuring she was dressed for the occasion, she’d
also filled a rucksack full of clothes for Peter, plus two days’ supplies of
food and water in case she got stuck. She’d also brought a shovel. She would like
to have taken more, but driving was out of the question. In fact, she couldn’t
even see the car anymore: it was completely buried under the snow.


The snow was so deep that it was quite hard to work out
exactly where she was going. Roads no longer existed. All that was visible now
was a huge, white blanket, with a few trees sticking out here and there. 


She could, however, make out the outlines of the buildings of
the town, in particular the church, which she made a beeline for. As long as
she headed directly towards the church, she was going in the right direction.


Her heart sank when she finally reached the embankment.
Where the path to the tunnel should have been was just a solid drift of snow.
It had filled the path where it cut down towards the tunnel and drifted. It must
have been at least fifteen feet deep, and the entrance to the tunnel was no
longer visible. 


Night was falling, and he wasn’t due to emerge until an hour
or so before dawn. She tried to dig down into the snow where she figured the
entrance to the tunnel might be, but it was hopeless in the falling snow. She
managed to dig down a couple of feet, but it was tough going. She couldn’t stay
out here all night, even kitted out like this: she’d die of exposure.


She walked back the few yards from the embankment to the
first house on the estate, broke in, and tried to grab a few hours’ sleep in
her thermal sleeping bag. 


Long before dawn, she got up again and headed back to the
tunnel. There was a howling wind outside whipping up yet another blizzard. With
despair she saw that the hole she had dug the previous evening had already been
filled in again by the drifting snow.


She took out her shovel and began to dig again, driven on
furiously by her desire to see once more the man she loved. When the handle
snapped, she continued with her bare hands. She could get no deeper than a few
feet, though. Below that, the snow had impacted into a solid block of ice. 


Tears of hopelessness and despair welled up in her eyes. She
checked her watch to see that he should be arriving about now.


“Peter!” she cried, over and over again. “Can you hear me?”


There was no reply. It was hopeless. There was no way she was
going to be able to get him out. She only hoped that he was safe in there –
what if the snow had filled the whole tunnel, or what if there was no air in
there?


She sobbed, broken-hearted, her spirit crushed, full of the realisation
that she may never see him again, and even if she did, it would not be for another
eleven years.


She felt numb with the cold, and if it had not been for the little
girl waiting alone for her mummy back at the cottage, she may well have just
given up there and then, lay down and gone to sleep for good. There was nothing
more she could do. 


Reluctantly she turned around and began the long, lonely
trek back home. Jess would be sleeping now and she wanted to be back before she
awoke. She had no idea how she was going to break the news to her daughter that
her father wasn’t coming home.


It took her an hour and a half to get back, and she almost
lost her way twice, with no landmarks to guide her. Finally she saw the cottage
in the distance and pressed on for home. Jess was waiting for her and watching from
the window. 


Getting back in was not easy, but she eventually managed to
climb back up to the bedroom window, where Jess helped her through. Then there
were many tears as she explained what had happened. All they could do now was
dust themselves down and start again.


The weeks passed, and the days began to grow longer. Snowed
in, they remained isolated in the cottage, with no sign of another living soul
outside. It snowed most days, and even when it wasn’t snowing, the sky was grey
and dark. 


Then, in February, things began to change. The snow stopped
falling and the sun began to break through. It was still too weak to do much to
melt the snow around the cottage, but elsewhere in the country, things began to
recover.


The US Air Force had arrived in the UK to help, bringing in
thousands more ground troops. Between them, they managed to clear the city
streets and allow some free movement again. 


Martial law was lifted in London. There was no fear of any further
looting. Most people’s spirits had been well and truly broken. Stealing expensive
goods was the last thing on their minds, and they didn’t stray far from the soup
kitchens.


The runways at the various airports and airbases were
cleared, allowing more military aircraft to take to the skies, at last allowing
aid to get through to the smaller towns and villages. One morning in
mid-February, Hannah and Jess were awoken by the sound of a helicopter passing overhead.
As they watched, it dropped food parcels down into the town. 


With their own supplies running low, Hannah decided to make
the journey into town to see if she could find them. Travel through the snow
was much easier now, but by the time she got there, she was unable to find
anything. Unknown to her, it had already been collected by Dan’s followers.


The flights became more frequent, soon occurring on a daily
basis. Hannah and Jess had taken to going outside to try and attract the
attention of the pilots. Waving furiously at the skies, they were rewarded when
a large parcel, full of food, landed at their feet.


Despite the lack of new snowfall and temperatures creeping
back above freezing, what lay on the ground stubbornly persisted. The combined
effects of the sulphur dioxide in the atmosphere and the snow cover itself continued
to reflect the sun’s weak winter rays back into space. 


But then, in the second week of March, the change that everyone
had been waiting for arrived. The cold air mass that had been stubbornly
sitting over the British Isles for nearly five months was finally pushed out of
the way by warmer, wetter Atlantic air moving up from the south-west.


When Hannah and Jess woke up on Monday 11th March
it was to a sound they had not heard for a long time. There was heavy rain
falling outside. To begin with, it froze as it hit the snowy ground, but
gradually as the day went on, the top layer of snow began to turn slushy.


The change in weather had come just in time. Despite using
it extremely frugally over the past month, the oil in the tank had finally run
out. They still had a small amount of firewood which they burned for warmth for
the next two or three days but soon that was all gone, too.


It had rained relentlessly over those three days, but now it
had stopped. A huge amount of snow had melted, and now they had a new problem.
Water was pouring into the kitchen under the front door. Hannah stuffed towels,
clothing, everything she could find under the door to try and stem the flow,
but it was clear that they were not going to be able to stay in the cottage
much longer.


Fortunately, she awoke the following morning to a very
pleasant surprise. As her eyes opened she was aware of a red flashing light next
to her bedside table. She focused her eyes and saw the red, luminous letters “12.00”
flashing back at her.


Excitedly, she woke her daughter who was curled up next to her.
“Jess,” she said. “I think the electricity is back on. We can go home.”











Chapter Twenty-Three


 


Slowly, the country was coming back under government
control. Getting the electricity back on had been the first priority. By the
middle of March, supplies had been restored to most towns and cities in
Southern England. 


Further north, conditions had been far worse, and the work
progressed more slowly, but by the end of the month, the power was back on as
far north as Glasgow.


Roads were becoming passable again, and the military began to
roll into towns where they had previously been unable to go. The population was
still almost totally reliant on food parcels, but as freight became possible again,
more supplies began to make it into the cities.


When Dan saw that the street lights had come back on, he
knew it was time to get out. He called a meeting of the community and told them
it was time to disband and go home.


Most of the members of the community had mixed feelings about
Dan. Yes, he had helped them to survive, but the dictatorial way he had ruled
them hadn’t gone down well with most of them. They had kept quiet about it in
the most part because they had no alternative. They all remembered what had happened
to Jack. 


Other rumours had begun to circulate about Dan, too. Aimee
was by no means the only girl he’d coerced into giving him sexual favours.


Dan was no fool. He could see that with the melting snow, and
the electricity back on, his hold over these people had gone. This was why he
had called the meeting. He wanted to pre-empt any action they might take.


He started by thanking them for being part of the community,
but explained that it was now time to go home. They were free to take whatever remained
from the stores. Confident that his generous approach had buttered them up, he
called the meeting to a close and got ready to leave. 


He wanted to get out of the base as soon as possible. He’d
begun picking up radio broadcasts in his office over the past couple of weeks, and
was more than aware that the real Army was on its way. He didn’t want to have to
answer any awkward questions about why he was impersonating an officer.


As Dan was making preparations to leave, Hannah and Jess were
also making their way home. They had decided to cut through the woods on the
way back, where months previously they had gathered wood before the worst of the
snow hit.


The woods had been protected from the worst of the snowdrifts
by the trees, and in one or two places a few patches of bare ground were now
exposed. In places, a few spring bulbs were beginning to emerge, filling Hannah
with renewed hope for the future. Her hopes were shortly to be dashed, though, as
she tripped over what she at first took for a log.


 When she looked more closely, the grim realisation hit her that
it was actually the body of a dead girl. “Oh my God,” she uttered.


“What is it, Mummy?” asked Jess, who was just behind her.


“Stay back, babe,” replied Hannah. “It’s nothing.”


But it was too late. Jess had already seen the body. Hannah
reached down and rolled the body over. It had been frozen solid in the snow for
months, and was perfectly preserved. She instantly recognised the face.


“Lauren,” she cried. How cruel could life be? A few moments
ago she had been feeling full of optimism about the future, and now she’d found
this, a young life, taken away in its prime.


It was then that she noticed the gun, just a couple of feet away
from the body. She examined the body more closely and found the wound to the
head. It didn’t feel like a gunshot wound, though.


She may have been holed up in the cottage for the past five
months, but she was still the D.I. of the town, and she was determined to find whoever
had done this. She opened her bag and took out a towel and ever so gently
wrapped the gun in it, taking care not to wipe off any fingerprints.


Jess began to cry. Hannah pulled her closer to her and
hugged her for comfort. She felt a tear roll down her own cheek, dripping onto
the face of the dead girl below. A few inches from Lauren’s face, the first snowdrop
of spring was starting to flower. The circle of life was beginning again.


All over the country, other bodies were being discovered.
Jack Taylor, the young lad whom Dan had thrown out of the camp, was one of
them. The melting snow revealed many more along the roadsides where they’d
fallen, their journeys never completed. 


Others were found dead in their homes, many of the elderly, in
particular, had succumbed to hypothermia. 


With the restoration of electricity, television was up and
running within a few weeks, beginning with just a news service. It was only
then that the full death toll from the big freeze began to emerge. In the UK
alone, it was estimated at over two million. Worldwide estimates ranged wildly,
but figures of up to 70 million were being talked about.


Life was going to take a long time to return to normal.
After the snow came the floods. The ground floors of millions of properties were
inundated as the snow melted, running in great torrents through the streets,
the drainage unable to cope.


One of the first things Hannah wanted to do on her return
was to get into the tunnel to find out if there had been any evidence of Peter’s
reappearance. The first time she went down there it was waist-deep in water. 


Eventually, when the flood waters had subsided, she walked along
to the exact spot where The Time Bubble was located and found an extremely damp
note tucked into the wall.


She pulled it out. The flood water had made the end of it
soggy, but the rest was intact. She turned it over to read it.


“P.G. 11/01/30 6.45am”


They were his initials, and the date he’d been due to come
back. So at least she knew he had been here. She needed to speak to Josh. He would
know the exact time of the next jump. Please let it not be in the middle of
winter, she thought.


At least he was alive, and her worst fears that he would
somehow have been trapped in the tunnel were unfounded. But now eleven long
years stretched in front of her like a yawning chasm.


=============================


Alice had spent the winter in the south of France with old
friends of Josh’s. Future Josh had flown her due south to a hospital in Nantes
where they had fixed up her ankle. He left her there with an address and
instructions of how and where to find the safe haven he’d prepared for her on the
French Riviera.


Forearmed with the knowledge of everything that had already occurred,
he was able to tell her the precise date and time to travel. He’d also informed
her that when he’d emerged again from The Time Bubble, she had been waiting for
him.


And so it was that, on 8th July, Josh emerged
back into the cave to find her waiting for him in the cave entrance. They ran towards
each other and hugged in the centre of the cave. Such was her enthusiasm that
she nearly knocked him over.


“Careful!” he said. “You nearly knocked me back into the Bubble
then! How long has it been?”


“Eight and a half months,” she replied.


“Exactly the same as the other one,” said Josh. “That is
extremely interesting.” He glanced down to her feet. “How’s the ankle?” he
enquired.


“All fixed,” she said. “As good as new.”


“So, how did you know what time I’d be…?” he began to ask,
then remembered everything Future Josh had said before. “Of course – he told
you what time I’d be here.”


“Correct,” she said. “You’re getting the hang of it!”


“So, did he try anything on?” asked Josh.


“Hardly,” she said. “I was in severe pain from my ankle, I
was hardly about to start performing sexual acrobatics, was I?”


They stepped out of the cave into blazing sunshine. Josh was
suddenly aware that he was sweating profusely. He was standing in midsummer sun,
still dressed from head to toe in his extreme cold weather gear.


“I think I’m going to have to lose a few layers, or I’ll
pass out,” he said.


“I’ve brought you some clothes,” she said, producing a T-shirt
and a pair of shorts.


“Wow,” he said, as he changed. “After all we went through I
never thought I’d see myself wearing a pair of shorts again. So what’s been
happening while I’ve been away?”


As they walked back up the coastal path, she filled him in
on all the detail of what had occurred while he was in the Bubble. She also had
the unpleasant task of breaking the news to him of the death of Lauren. She
knew that they had once been lovers, and it set a sombre tone for the rest of
the walk back to St Ives.











Chapter Twenty-Four


 


The world had taken a long time to recover from the
devastating havoc wreaked across it in the year following the asteroid strike.


It took two years for the atmosphere to return to normal. Although
much of the polar ice did melt during the summer of 2030, it was by no means to
the extent of what had been normal in the previous decade. 


Most of the Northern Hemisphere faced another extremely cold
winter, fortunately nothing like on the scale of the previous year.


This time, Britain was prepared, and, despite frequent heavy
snowfalls from December through to March, the power stayed on and food supplies
got through. The previous year had been a complete whitewash as far as farming and
harvests were concerned, and now Britain’s agricultural industry had to start again
from scratch. 


In the meantime, the country imported most of its food from
abroad. New Zealand and other southern countries had survived relatively intact,
and when the shops began to open again, it was strawberries, lamb and other
food from that country that formed the bulk of the nation’s diet.


Sorting out the mess took most of the summer, but by the end
of the year some semblance of normal life had returned. Times were extremely
hard and Britain was effectively bankrupted by the cost of putting everything
right. Billions of pounds of damage had been done. Just like the Great
Depression of the 1930s in America, the 2030s in the UK began in a similar way.


Despite the hard times, there was at least full employment
for everyone. The loss of over a million adults of working age combined with
the huge clear-up operation needed meant that there was work for all. It was
low-paid work, but work nonetheless. 


The British people were used to pulling together in times of
crisis, and the shared goal of rebuilding their nation brought them together like
never before. By the end of the 2030s, Britain was once again a happy and
prosperous place.


Once the clear-up operation was underway, the task of tracking
down criminals who had taken advantage of the crisis began. What Dan had done
was small beer compared to some of the atrocities that had occurred in other
parts of the country, and some very high-profile cases came to court.


Hannah kept her vow to track down Lauren’s killer, and Dan
was one of her prime suspects. She soon knew all about his little community in
the Army base and had him hauled in for questioning as soon as things in the
town were back under control.


But Dan was one step ahead of her. He’d been expecting this and
took the opportunity to drop Ryan right in it. He told her all about Ryan’s
obsession with guns, where he kept them, and how he had created them. 


Although Lauren hadn’t died of a gunshot wound, he
fabricated a tale where Ryan had led her at gunpoint into the woods to try and
rape her, and how it had gone horribly wrong. He then said that Ryan had come
back and confessed to him, full of remorse. Dan was telling all this to Hannah
now in his duty as a citizen to protect law and order.


From there, it was a pretty straightforward task of matching
up Ryan’s fingerprints to the gun they had, and searching his home where they found
the blueprints for the guns, his collection of magazines, the 3D printer, and
his box of weapons. They had all the evidence they needed.


Despite protesting his innocence all the way to the dock,
Ryan was found guilty of Lauren’s murder and jailed for life.


Hannah wasn’t totally happy with the verdict. She felt all
along that there was something not quite right about all of it, but once it had
been passed on to the Crown Prosecution Service it was out of her hands. 


As for Dan, there was very little she could charge him with.
Frustratingly, most of the people she could find who’d been in the camp with
Dan seemed to think he was some kind of hero. She had thoroughly disliked him
ever since she’d first encountered him and she was sure he knew more about
Lauren’s death than he was letting on.


Eventually he got a caution for breaking into the Army base and
for looting, amounting to little more than a slap on the wrist. He’d
effectively got away with it all scot-free.


But he was still to get his come-uppance. There had indeed been
a face at the window that night when he’d killed Lauren, and it was that of
Future Josh.


Future Josh had watched the events agonised, and wanting to
intervene, but he knew that he could not due to the consequences of changing
history. But he knew that he could still make sure Dan paid for his crimes.


In early 2041, Josh was working away, as ever, in his
laboratory at the university. For the past ten years he had spent every spare
moment doing more research into the Time Bubbles. He had learned a great deal and
felt sure he could unlock the secrets of how to control them. In fact, he knew that
he would – his future persona had already told him so.


It was that future persona that now walked in the lab and
coolly greeted him.


“Hello, again!” he said.


“Oh, bloody hell, not you again,” joked Josh. “What do you
want this time? I hope you’ve come to tell me something useful. Like how to reverse
the tachyons in this field generator, for example.”


“Now you know I can’t tell you that,” replied Future Josh.


“I know. I’ve got to work it out for myself,” said Josh. “It’s
taking bloody long enough, I know that. Still, at least I’ve got my pilot’s
licence now, so that’s one thing sorted.”


“I’m here on a more serious matter, I’m afraid,” said Future
Josh. “The time has come for me to tell you something important – something you
need to act on.”


“What is it?” asked Josh.


“It’s about Lauren. Ryan didn’t kill her. Dan did.”


“I knew it. I was never happy about Ryan going down for that.
How do you know?”


“Because I was there,” replied Future Josh.


“And you didn’t do anything to stop it?” asked the younger
Josh.


“First rule of time travel, I’m afraid,” replied Future Josh.
“You know the score, changing history and all that.”


“So what can we do about it?” asked Josh. “Ryan’s been
convicted, the case is closed.”


“Well,” replied Future Josh. “As you know, Peter is coming
out of The Time Bubble in a few weeks. Which means it will be ready for someone
else to go in. For a whole 22 years, in fact. Well, we can’t risk some innocent
bystander getting trapped in there, can we? Not for that length of time. So it
strikes me that this is the ideal opportunity for you to get rid of Dan.”


“I like it,” said Josh. “But how are we going to get him in
there?”


“Oh you’ll think of something, I’m sure,” replied Future
Josh. He produced a wand-like device from his pocket that looked like an advanced
version of the tachyometer that Josh already possessed. 


He pointed it in front of him and pressed a button on it. “Bye
for now,” he said, and stepped forward and vanished.


A few days later, Josh got everyone together for a meeting and
they discussed what had been said. Between them they came up with a plan.


Jess had grown into an extremely attractive young woman, and
it was she who came up with the idea. Dan was still hanging around in the pubs of
the town and leering at all of the young girls, even though he was now old
enough to be their father. He had tried it on with Jess in the Red Lion only a couple
of weeks ago. She’d rebuffed him then, but she knew he would be putty in her
hands, given the opportunity.


It was only a week shy of Jess’s 21st birthday,
so they made their plans around that. The biggest stumbling block would be
getting Dan to the tunnel at the right time. He was unlikely to be hanging
around at 6.45 in the morning. So they hit on the idea of staging her 21st birthday
party the previous evening.


She made sure she bumped into him in the pub the previous
weekend when she flirted like crazy, despite the fact that she found him
repulsive. He lapped it up and was only too eager to accept when she invited
him to her 21st birthday party, to be held the following Friday
evening at her house.


They were all there at the party, Charlie and Kaylee, Josh and
Alice. Charlie and Josh had a crucial part to play. 


Everything had been planned down to the last detail. The
most important thing they needed to do was to keep the party going all night.
At least they didn’t have to worry about the neighbours calling the police to
complain about the noise. Hannah was the police.


Jess played up to Dan all evening. Although she was watching
her alcohol intake, there was no need for him to know that. As the night wore
in, she acted increasingly drunk, much to his satisfaction. They were always
easier when they were drunk in his experience.


He was definitely drunk and couldn’t resist taking a few
pot-shots at some of his old enemies, most notably when he bumped into Hannah
on the landing on his way back from the toilet and announced to her: “I’m going
to shag your daughter.” She resisted the temptation to punch him in the face, and
merely smiled sweetly, knowing what was to come.


About 6.15am, Jess playfully suggested he come outside with
her, leaving him in no doubt as to her intentions. They went out into the back
garden and he made a drunken lunge for her.


“Not here,” she said, and led him towards the back gate. “Someone
might see.”


She took his hand and led him out through the garden gate and
along the road that led towards the tunnel. She checked her watch. She’d timed
it perfectly.


She led him into the tunnel, and stopped midway through. Had
he looked more closely, he might have noticed the chalk marks on the floor,
where she now made sure he lined up.


“Now close your eyes and count to ten,” she said. “And I’m
going to take my clothes off.”


He did as he was instructed. Just before he reached ten, Peter
emerged from the tunnel right in front of where Dan was standing.


“Hello, Dad,” she said.


She gave Charlie and Josh, who were waiting at the end of
the tunnel, their cue and they came running towards them.


Neither Dan nor Peter had a clue what was going on and
exchanged a few confused words and then the deed was done. Charlie and Josh
shoved Dan into The Time Bubble where he was to remain, trapped like a fly in
amber for the next 22 years.











Epilogue


 


After almost another decade of research, Josh was ready to
carry out his final tests with the new tachyometer Mark IV. Alice had joined
him in the lab for the two big tests which he hoped would finally create the ability
for them to control their travels through time.


He had set up that traditional scientist’s tool for the
experiment, the maze for lab rats to run through. The rats already knew their
way through the maze. They had been through it dozens of times. What they didn’t
know was that one of them was about to become the first time-travelling rat in
history.


Josh pointed the tachyometer at a central point in the maze and
switched it on to generate the Bubble. He had set the device to five seconds.


Alice released the gate at the entrance to the maze, and
Maisie, the appropriately named rat, began to scurry through the twists and
turns. Just as they’d hoped, when she reached the point where Josh had directed
the tachyometer, she vanished.


Five seconds later, she reappeared and ran on as if nothing
had happened.


“Now for the really clever bit,” said Josh.


He rotated one of the dials on the tachyometer by 180
degrees and pointed it at the same point of the maze as before. Once again,
Alice released Maisie and this time something really strange happened.


Before Maisie got more than a quarter of the way into the
maze, a second rat appeared in the middle of the maze and continued on towards
the exit. For five seconds there were two rats in the maze, until Maisie
reached the middle and vanished.


“What happened there?” asked Alice. “Where did the second
rat come from?” Josh hadn’t told her about the second part of the experiment in
case it didn’t work.


“That was the same rat,” replied Josh. “I just sent Maisie
back in time five seconds.”


“So that’s how you were able to travel back in time to rescue
me in the helicopter,” she said.


“It seems so,” he said, “That must happen quite soon. I must
be about the age I was when I turned up in the helicopter. I just need to put
some finishing touches to this device, and then we can go anywhere, forwards or
backwards in time.”


Alice put Maisie back in her cage, topped up her food, and
they left the lab, hand-in-hand, thinking about the adventures that lay ahead. 


 


The end…but now the adventure continues in Man out of
Time…


 










Man Out Of Time









Chapter One


September 2063


 


Daniel Fisher’s head was in a spin.


He leaned against the crumbling brick wall of the aging
railway underpass and tried to make some sense of everything that had happened
over the past few minutes.


He was a large man with broad shoulders and shortly cropped,
dark hair, which was beginning to show signs of receding. Almost forty years
old, his middle-aged spread was well and truly starting to show. In truth, he
had always been on the chubby side, and now, without the metabolism of youth to
hold it in check, he was rapidly expanding.


For the past few years he had been working in a factory as a
forklift truck driver, living alone with his life going nowhere fast.


For a brief period in the past, he had been someone. Over a
decade ago, he had seized power temporarily in the local area. It had all
happened during the national breakdown in law and order that had occurred
during that terrible winter when it seemed like the world was coming to an end.


In his mind, almost everything he’d done during that time
had been perfectly justified. The one exception was the terrible act he’d
committed which he had done the utmost to block from his mind. If he did find
himself thinking about it, he dealt with it by trying to convince himself that
it wasn’t him who had done it.


His friend Ryan had gone to prison for it, so as far as he
was concerned, it must have been Ryan who had done it. Justice had been served.
As long as he kept telling himself that over and over again, perhaps eventually
his mind would come to believe that was the truth.


It wasn’t too difficult when he was awake, but sometimes at
night he woke up in a cold sweat with the image of snowflakes falling on the
dead girl’s face imprinted on his mind. He could see every detail of her dead
body as she lay in the woods, the blood staining the snow where it had seeped
from her head.


Then it was much harder to fight off the guilt.


Living alone meant that he didn’t have to make any effort when
it came to cooking. His diet consisted predominantly of burgers, chips and
lager. It was hardly surprising he had let himself go.


Right now he was wearing a pair of ill-fitting jeans which
had sunk down, exposing a classic builder’s bum cleavage. The upper part of his
bulk was squeezed into a plain, white T-shirt at least two sizes too small. It
had ridden up over his stomach, exposing a couple of inches of midriff – pretty
on a girl half his age, but quite hideous on him.


There was an unidentifiable yellow stain on the front of the
shirt, about halfway between his nipples, which were beginning to jut out. He
was developing a classic case of the moobs.


This was the outfit he had worn to the birthday party he’d
been to during the evening. Despite his shabby appearance, not to mention his
vile personality, he had somehow found himself leaving the party with the
seemingly real prospect of shagging Jess, the 21-year-old birthday girl. She
seemed to have quite taken his fancy.


Quite how he’d managed to pull her he wasn’t sure, but it
was a huge triumph as far as he was concerned. The icing on the cake was that
she was the daughter of the head of the local police who’d tried and failed to
put him away for murder. As acts of revenge went, this was about as sweet as it
could get for someone like Dan. What a fantastic evening it had been.


Until now, that was. After the party, Jess had led him into
the railway underpass with promises of delights that had seemed too good to be
true. As it turned out, they were. Just as it seemed he’d been about to hit the
jackpot, weird things started to happen.


Jess had told him to close his eyes and wait for a surprise,
and he most certainly got one. When he opened them again, a vaguely
familiar-looking man had appeared seemingly out of nowhere, right in front of
him.


At first he had not been able to place him, and when Jess
had addressed him as “Dad” it hadn’t made it any easier. He hadn’t even known
she had a father, not one who was around anyway.


As he looked closer, he recognised the man. He was his old
English teacher from school. Strangely, he seemed no older than the last time
Dan had seen him, which had been over twenty years ago.


That was the first in a series of strange events. As he’d
struggled to contemplate exactly why his old schoolteacher had appeared out of
nowhere, he’d become aware of two other men running down the tunnel towards
him.


As they’d approached, he’d quickly recognised them as his
old schoolmates, Charlie and Josh. They had been at the party. As he wondered
why they’d followed him here, they had run straight at him and with no
explanation had cannoned straight into him, sending him sprawling.


Dan was pretty handy with his fists and he certainly wasn’t
going to stand for that. When they’d clattered into him, he’d fallen backwards
a few yards and lost his footing. Quickly, he had got back up and turned round,
spoiling for a fight.


But Charlie and Josh had vanished, as had Jess. Only Mr
Grant, the English teacher was still there, but now he looked considerably different.
Having been wondering a minute or two before why he hadn’t aged, now he’d found
himself looking at the same man, but visibly much older.


All of this had happened in the space of barely a minute, so
by this stage Dan had become thoroughly bemused by it all. Was he
hallucinating? Had that little prick-teasing bitch, Jess, been playing games
with him all along and slipped something into his drink?


How could he have been so stupid as to fall for that? He
knew deep down that gorgeous, 21-year-old women didn’t lust after his body.
They never had done, even when he had been that age himself. He had let his
desperation for sex cloud his judgement. What a gullible idiot he had been!


It had been noisy in the tunnel. A high-speed train, the
early morning express from Birmingham to London, was racing overhead at almost
200 miles per hour. When the noise abated, Dan spoke first.


“What the fuck is going on here?” he asked. “What have you
fuckers done to me?”


“I see your grasp of the English language is as limited as
ever,” Peter had remarked. “As for what’s going on, I’m afraid you’re going to
have to work that out for yourself.”


That was an awful lot to try and work out. Dan seized on the
one thing that was glaringly obvious, the sudden change in appearance of his
former teacher. “I don’t get this,” he said. “One minute you’re young, the next
you’re old. And where’s everybody else gone?”


“You know, Daniel,” Peter had replied, slipping easily back
into the tone he used when addressing him at school, “I really wanted to write
on your school report once: ‘Not the brightest tool in the box’. Sadly I wasn’t
allowed to due to political correctness, but I can see that I was right then,
and I’m still right now. I’d love to stay around and amuse myself watching you
try to figure all this out, but unfortunately I can’t. I’ve got a date with the
future, and I can’t afford to be late.”


Despite being in a poor state of health and not feeling
particularly brilliant, Peter had been savouring the moment immensely. He had
been looking forward to it for a long time.


Dan had replied with what he hoped would sound like a
threatening tone, but his unfortunate choice of words made him sound more like
a pantomime villain.


“Oh no you’re not! You’re not going anywhere until you tell
me exactly what is going on here.”


Peter had replied to Dan’s statement in the traditional
pantomime style. “Oh yes I am. And, by the way, you’re officially dead. Good
luck!”


And with that he had stepped forward and vanished, leaving
Dan alone and utterly perplexed in the tunnel.











Chapter Two


August 2049


 


Josh Gardner’s entire adult life had been focused on one
thing and one thing only.


Ever since he and his best friend, Charlie, had discovered
the time bubble in the railway underpass, his life had been intertwined with
the mysteries and intricacies of time travel.


He had met his future self twice when he had come back from
the future to meet him. This future version of himself had assured him that one
day he would unlock the secrets of time travel.


He had already had some personal experience of time travel,
having jumped forward in time himself in both of the time bubbles he had
discovered. But those were journeys he couldn’t control; he was bound by the
fixed nature of the bubbles.


He wanted more than that. He wanted to find a way to control
exactly when and where he could travel in time.


As far as he knew, no one else in the world had managed to
unlock the secrets. But that didn’t mean he was the only time traveller out
there.


He’d had a most surreal experience when he was barely out of
his teens with a mysterious man he had met at a racetrack. The man had claimed
to have knowledge of the future and had tipped him winner after winner that
afternoon, saying that he knew the results before the races were run.


As soon as Josh had arrived at the University of Oxford in
September 2020 he had befriended a scientist based there, Professor Anthony
Hamilton. He had been conducting experiments with tachyon particles at the time.
Professor Hamilton had long since retired, but Josh had used the university’s
generous research facilities to continue the experiments.


He eventually abandoned the field of tachyonics in favour of
exploring the possibility of bending space-time, recalling a memorably analogy
that Peter Grant, his English teacher, had once demonstrated to him.


He had folded a piece of paper in half and suggested that if
you could jump from one end of the paper to the other where the ends touched,
you could traverse the entire length of the sheet in no time at all.


This enduring image had stuck with Josh ever since, and
finally now, after almost thirty years of research, he was ready to attempt his
first jump through time.


Josh was 47 years old but still looked pretty good for his
age. His hair was grey and he was developing a noticeable paunch around the
middle. Unlike Dan, he dressed well and looked smart, enabling him to carry the
extra weight well.


The good looks with which he’d charmed the girls in his
youth were still there, but he was long past playing the field now. He was
happily married to his long-term partner Alice, who had happily aided him in
his time travel quest.


A professor in the astrophysics department at the
university, Alice was as fascinated by time travel as her husband. Considering
how much time they had spent on it over the past few decades, it was probably
just as well.


She, too, had maintained her good looks and her figure, too.
At the age of 45, she got plenty of admiring glances from the students around
the campus, and would probably have been flattered to know that they referred
to her as a “MILF”.


One thing she hadn’t done was become a mother. It wasn’t as
if she and Josh hadn’t had a good sex life. Despite the long hours spent
unlocking the mysteries of time travel, they’d found plenty of time to play,
too.


As she grew older and failed to fall pregnant, they’d
thought about trying some of the revolutionary new procedures available that
had helped so many women struggling with infertility. However, the truth was
that they were happy as they were. She had always felt that if it happened
naturally, it would be fantastic, but if it didn’t, they would still be happy.


As fate dictated, in the end, it didn’t happen and so the
years that they might have spent child-rearing were instead devoted to the time
travel experiments.


They had settled instead on being godparents to Charlie and
his wife Kaylee’s children. The two couples frequently got together to
socialise at weekends, often joined by their other old friends from past
adventures, Josh’s former teacher, Peter, his wife Hannah, and their daughter
Jess.


It was one of these occasions that Josh and Alice were
attending this warm Sunday afternoon in late summer 2049. It was Charlie and
Kaylee’s daughter’s birthday. Sophie had been born on the 22nd of August
2031, about a year and a half after her brother, whom they had named after
Peter.


With ever-improving advances in technology, telecommuting
had never been easier, and Kaylee was able to successfully combine parenting
with continuing to pursue her career with the Met Office.


She had been instrumental in the pioneering research that
now enabled the weather to be forecast with a 90%+ degree of accuracy as far as
fifteen days in advance. In recognition of her accomplishments, she was now the
UK’s representative on a worldwide team working towards the very real
possibility of controlling the world’s weather within the next twenty years.


It was a controversial scheme, with many claiming that
humans should not have that much power, but such arguments had been heard many
times before over all manner of things, right back to the days of the
Industrial Revolution.


From GM crops to artificial intelligence, there was simply
no way to hold back the inevitable tide of progress, whether it was morally
right or not. And who could argue against technology that could end suffering
in parts of the world that even in the mid-21st century still
suffered periods of famine and drought?


Kaylee believed completely in what she was doing, and a
large part of her life was devoted to it.


By contrast, Charlie had taken a step back from the
corporate career that he had never really enjoyed. Taking time out to share the
parenting duties with Kaylee, he’d discovered a talent for writing. Inspired by
their past adventures with the time bubble, he had carved out a niche for
himself writing science-fiction novels.


After a few years steadily building up a fan base, he’d
really struck gold recently when an up-and-coming British holomovie company had
expressed an interest in turning one of his novels into a movie.


He hadn’t said yes, yet it was something he needed to talk
about with Josh and Peter at the party. The plotline of the book in question
had been inspired by their past adventures. Having it in print was one thing,
but thrusting it firmly into the public domain was another. Was there a risk
that their secret could be uncovered?


Completing the line-up of guests for the party were Hannah,
Peter and their daughter, Jess.


Hannah and Peter were both retired now, she after a
distinguished career with the police in which she had risen to chief superintendent
of her local force. Jess, meanwhile, had followed her father into the teaching
profession.


During Hannah’s time in the police she had been involved in
all manner of modern technological innovations. Her force had been the first to
introduce self-drive traffic vehicles that could police the roads and issue
fines for motoring offences without the need for any human presence whatsoever.
She’d also championed the use of drone technology for surveillance and
gathering evidence.


Just as Kaylee had faced criticism for her experiments into
weather control, Hannah, too, had found herself the subject of political
debate, with the media complaining that the UK was being turned into a police
state.


This accusation was nothing new. It had been raised many
times since the police had first been formed, but Hannah was satisfied with the
work she had done. The roads had never been safer, and crime detection was at
an all-time high.


The one lingering regret from her time in the police force
was that she had been unable to prevent the miscarriage of justice that had
occurred over Lauren’s death. She herself had been the one who had found the
girl’s broken body in the woods.


Lauren had been murdered during the breakdown of law and
order that had spread across the country during the “Black Winter”, as it had
now become known, almost twenty years ago.


In the end, she had administered her own justice by
assisting with the plan that had led to the propelling of the true killer into
the time bubble. She had alleviated her guilt somewhat by ensuring that the
innocent man, Dan’s friend, Ryan, who had been wrongly convicted of the crime,
was later pardoned.


Unable to reveal the identity of the true killer without
risking exposing the secret of the time bubble to the public, she ensured that
Ryan was freed after an appeal due to questionable evidence. She manipulated
this as best as she could from behind the scenes and ensured he received some
extremely generous compensation.


But she still felt unhappy that justice had not properly
been done. Dan should have suffered a lot more for what he had done.


In 2046, at the age of 55, she had retired to spend more time
with Peter. They had spent so many of her younger years apart when he was stuck
in the time bubble that she was determined not to waste the time they had left.


With a healthy pension in recognition of her fine service,
they were comfortably well off. Such a pension was rare indeed by the 2040s. In
an era when people were living longer than ever and having to work into their
seventies, she had done remarkably well.


As for Peter, he had already been drawing a pension for
several years. According to his birth certificate he was now 79 years old, but
his body’s true age was only mid-fifties. He had just about managed to get away
with this, putting it down to healthy living and exercise.


It was more believable than it might have been a generation
or two before. There were more fit and healthy septuagenarians and
octogenarians around than ever before. They were running marathons, climbing
Everest, and generally refusing to retire to their allotments as their
grandfathers once had.


Generally, Peter avoided mentioning his true age unless he
absolutely had to. Those that did need to know for some reason, mainly medical
professionals, usually complimented him on how good he looked for his age, but
that was as far as it went. His biggest worry came every time he had to renew
his passport, but it had always been accepted without question.


This was just as well, as Peter and Hannah had spent most of
the past three years travelling the world. With Jess now grown up and able to
look after herself, they had the money and the time to go wherever they wanted.


Air travel had been revolutionised in the 2040s by the
development of new hypersonic planes, environmentally friendly, and safe. It
was now possible to complete a flight from Australia to England in just four
hours.


It was such a flight that Peter and Hannah had recently
undertaken and they arrived at the Adams’ residence full of stories to relate
about their most recent adventure.


Charlie and Kaylee had bought their current home, in a small
hamlet just a few miles outside Oxford, twelve years ago. It was a gorgeous, three-bedroomed
19th century cottage, with whitewashed walls and mature gardens
which were perfect for entertaining.


The interior was a mix of old and new. The original oak
beams and open fireplace of the living room had been restored to their original
glory. They contrasted nicely with the latest hi-tech kitchen, filled with
amazing devices that could do things that would have been unimaginable just a
generation earlier.


It would have been very difficult in the first quarter of
the century for people like Kaylee and Charlie to afford to buy such a
property. Things had changed dramatically after the Black Winter when there had
suddenly been more cheap property available than in living memory.


The deaths of two million people had had a significant
impact on the housing market. After a generation of seemingly unstoppable
growth in house prices, the crash that doomsayers had been predicting for
decades finally came. And so it was that when Kaylee and Charlie bought the
house in 2037, the records showed that they paid less for it than the previous
owners had in 2015.


The house was looking at its best on this gorgeous sunny
afternoon as Peter, Hannah and Jess glided silently onto the drive in their
electric, driverless BMW. The only sound to be heard was the sound of gravel
crunching beneath the tyres, throwing up clouds of dust from the dried-out
ground.


After two decades of generally miserable summers, England
was experiencing a rare and welcome heatwave and it hadn’t rained in weeks.
Despite that, the rose bushes and hanging baskets framing the front door were
in full bloom.


“Someone’s got green fingers,” remarked Peter, as they got
out of the car. He grabbed a wine carrier out of the boot and they walked
towards the front door.


“That’ll be Kaylee,” replied Hannah. “The garden’s always
been her pride and joy, but this is the best I’ve ever seen it.”


Peter paused and sniffed the air. The unmistakeable aroma of
burning charcoal was wafting through the air. “Sounds like he’s got the
barbecue going already,” he remarked.


“There’s no point knocking on the door,” he added, and
opened the arch-shaped gate set within the hedge that ran sideways from the
left-hand side of the house.


A small path of irregularly laid paving stones lay along the
side of the house, leading round to the rear garden.


The others were already there, waiting for them. The top
part of the garden consisted of a sizeable patio area behind a rectangular,
white-framed glass conservatory that ran the length of the rear of the house.


As Peter had correctly surmised, Charlie was already
enthusiastically grilling away on his latest toy – a high-tech barbecue covered
with sensors and electronic readouts.


Kaylee and Alice were busy placing bowls of salad and trays
of rolls out on a large trestle table. As they did so, Josh emerged through the
French windows of the conservatory carrying a large crate of lager.


Peter’s younger namesake, known to all as Pete, and his
sister Sophie were on the large lawn area that lay beyond the patio. They were
playing swingball, ever popular even in the hi-tech 21st century.
Jess immediately headed over to join them.


“G’day, all,” announced Peter, in a very poor attempt at an
Australian accent.


“G’day, sport,” replied Josh, mimicking him. They had a lot
of catching up to do. It was the first time that Josh and the others had seen
Peter and Hannah since they had left for their trip down under, over six months
previously.


Jess had been a frequent visitor during that time, though,
particularly recently. After an extremely busy year’s teaching, she was
enjoying a long and relaxing summer holiday, spending a lot of time with Pete
and Sophie.


“Good to see you’ve got the beer under control,” said Peter.
“Can you make use of some of this?” he asked, placing the wine carrier on the
table.


Kaylee picked out a bottle and examined it, a very
acceptable-looking sparkling Australian white wine.


“Duty-free?” she enquired.


“Err, no, Sainsbury’s, actually,” replied Peter. “It didn’t
seem worth lugging the stuff back from Australia when you can buy it just as
cheaply here. And our suitcases were brimming with souvenirs. But it’s the
thought that counts.”


“I’m sure we could have managed without some of your
souvenirs,” remarked Hannah. “He insisted on buying one of those ridiculous
hats with the corks on it, amongst other things.”


“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” reflected Peter.
“In fact, I could do with it now,” he added, as he swatted away a nosy wasp
that was hanging around him. “There are all sorts of nasty insects in
Australia, but none that bother me as much as these bloody things. They ruin
the summer!”


“Hey, Peter, come and have a look at this,” called Charlie
from the barbecue area, over in the corner of the patio. He was keen to show
off his latest acquisition.


“Let me grab a beer first,” he replied, but Kaylee had
already twisted the top off one and was passing it to him as he spoke. “Ever
the perfect hostess,” he complimented her.


“You’re welcome, sir,” she joked, in reference to the days,
so many years ago, when he had been her English teacher.


As Josh wandered over to the lawn to catch up with the
younger generation, Peter moved to join Charlie at the grill. He certainly
seemed to be enjoying his chef’s role, and had dressed the part accordingly.


He was wearing a traditional chef’s hat and a white apron
featuring a cartoon chef holding up a sausage on the end of a fork, advertising
“British Sausage Week 2048”.


“Nice apron,” remarked Peter drily. “So, this looks pretty
impressive,” he said, casting his eye over Charlie’s revolutionary new
barbecue.


“It’s awesome,” said Charlie. “Let me show you a couple of
things.” He turned and addressed the barbecue directly.


“Barbie,” he proclaimed, making Peter chuckle. “Can you give
me a status update on the sausages in zone 3 please?”


“Certainly, Charlie,” announced a seductive female voice.
“The sausages in zone 3 will be cooked to perfection in another 3 minutes and
34 seconds. Would you like me to alert you when they are ready?”


“That would be fantastic,” replied Charlie.


“You’re welcome, Charlie,” came the reply. “And would you
like me to get you another beer? I can see that you have only 9% remaining in
your current bottle.”


“Yes please,” said Charlie. “You really do think of
everything.”


A tray slid out smoothly from the refrigerated base of the
machine holding a fresh bottle of lager, droplets of moisture glistening on the
outside. It reminded Peter of how the old CD trays used to slide out of the
stereo systems he’d owned in his youth.


As he watched, a robotic arm emerged from the side of the
machine, efficiently removed the top from the bottle, and handed it to Charlie.


“Thank you, Barbie,” said Charlie. “That will be all.”


“You’re welcome,” replied the machine. “And, by the way,
your burgers are now at the optimum time for flipping.”


“That is pretty impressive,” commented Peter. “But seriously
– did you have to call it Barbie?”


“Just my little idea of a joke,” replied Charlie. “And it’s
not an ‘it’, it’s a ‘she’. You don’t want to offend her.”


“Well, I’m glad the sausages are nearly ready. I’m
famished,” said Peter. “What sort are they?”


“Gloucester Old Spots,” replied Charlie. “We get them from a
local farm up the road.”


“Fantastic,” replied Peter. “Can’t wait.”


As they continued chatting, Hannah was enthusing to Alice
and Kaylee about her trip down under. They had cracked open a bottle of the
Australian fizz and with all the preparations done, were enjoying a catch-up as
they waited for the meat to be cooked.


“Honestly, you wouldn’t believe what they are doing down
there,” said Hannah. “Uluru City is like something out of a science-fiction
film.”


“I’ve seen plenty of it,” remarked Kaylee. “You posted
enough eye-cam footage while you were there.”


Australia had become a major world power by the mid-21st
century. It had been relatively unscathed by the Black Winter that had
devastated all of the Northern Hemisphere’s major economies.


While those countries had spent years recovering, Australia
had been developing technologies to enable it to fully realise the potential of
that great untapped land mass that was the Outback.


Thousands of square miles of scorched desert land had been
paved over with the most advanced solar panels yet developed. A major
irrigation and desalination scheme carried water from the Southern Ocean
hundreds of miles inland.


The power and the water made construction possible on a
scale never previously imagined. In just two decades, barely a dozen miles from
the famous landmark once known as Ayers Rock, Uluru City had grown out of
almost nothing. The rapid construction of glittering skyscrapers, 7-star
hotels, and artificially created lakes and beaches was reminiscent of the
growth of Dubai in the early part of the century.


With the hypersonic flights making nowhere on Earth more than
four hours distant, it had quickly become a playground for the rich and famous.


“I’ve got to admit,” said Alice, as she listened to Hannah
excitedly relaying all the details, “that I’m well jealous. But how did you
afford all this? I’ve heard that it’s £20,000 a night to stay in the hotels
there.”


“That’s the 7-star hotels,” replied Hannah. “We’re not that
flushed. We stayed in a 5-star, but it was still absolutely luxurious –
gorgeous bathrobes, expensive toiletries in the bathroom, chocolates on the pillow,
that sort of thing.”


“Was it really hot?” asked Alice.


Kaylee, the climate expert, answered before Hannah could
speak. “It shouldn’t have been. They went in the middle of the Southern
Hemisphere winter, so it wouldn’t have been scorching. I would imagine it was
the perfect time to go, probably about the same as it is here now.”


“It was about 25 degrees every day,” confirmed Hannah. “The
hotel had a gorgeous beach and pool, all free-formed to look like the sea, even
though we were hundreds of miles from the coast. It even had artificial tides
and waves. The whole place is simply amazing.”


“If you’d gone in January or February it would have probably
been too hot,” remarked Kaylee. “That might not be the case for much longer,
though. Do you remember I told you about that climate control project I have
been working on? Well a number of wealthy countries, Australia, Qatar and the
Emirates, amongst others, have expressed a great deal of interest in investing
in the technology.”


“Is controlling the weather really possible?” asked Alice.
“To control things on such a vast scale, even by our technological standards
seems a bit of a pipe dream to me.”


“You’d be surprised,” replied Kaylee. “They’ve certainly got
the money to put behind it. In fact the Australian Government has offered me a
job as part of the team heading up the project.”


“Do you think you’ll go?” asked Alice.


“If it was me, I’d jump at the chance,” added Hannah. “I
loved every minute of being there. I wish we hadn’t had to come back so soon.”


“I’m still thinking about it,” replied Kaylee. “I’m not sure
that Charlie is all that keen.”


The chat was interrupted at that point by Charlie calling
across to them: “Food’s ready!”


Kaylee and Alice carried some plates over to Peter and
Charlie where they could hear Barbie announcing in her sexiest voice that the
sausages were now in prime condition.


“Well, if he doesn’t want to go, he could always stay here
and marry the barbecue,” suggested Alice.


“Don’t joke about it,” replied Kaylee, laughing. “He’s
obsessed with that thing. Still, at least it’s not an actual robot. I’ve heard
some quite unsavoury stories about what certain men get up to with the latest
models.”


“Amazing, isn’t it?” said Alice. “All those years that women
fought against sexism and now men are turning robots into sex objects instead.
How long will it be before we have a robot liberation movement, I wonder?”


“Hey, you guys,” called Charlie impatiently to the others,
who were still messing about on the lawn. “Come on, grub’s up.”


Josh, Pete, Sophie and Jess headed over to join the others
as Charlie proudly dished up his perfectly cooked food, amid much
congratulation from Barbie.











Chapter Three


September 2063


 


Dan felt disorientated by the strange events that had just
occurred, but they were nothing compared to what was to come.


Completely unaware that he was now 22 years in the future,
he walked to the far end of the tunnel and began to make his way home.


Wrapped up in his thoughts, initially he didn’t notice the
differences in his surroundings. Walking slowly along the tarmac path that led
to the housing estate where he lived, his mind was still trying to make some
sense of what had occurred over the past few minutes.


The path was just as it had always been, with a row of horse
chestnut trees on the right-hand side and the back gardens of the red-brick
houses on the left. Everything was reassuringly and solidly as it should be, or
was it?


Had he been paying closer attention, he may have noticed
that, although the geography was correct, the detail was wrong.


The trees lining the path, built when the railway was
constructed in the early part of the century, had now matured. They were much
larger than they had been the last time he’d walked this way.


That was the morning of the previous day as far as he was
concerned. It had been early spring then and the young trees had barely been
showing signs of the new season’s growth. Now they were not only larger, but
also in full leaf.


If he had looked a little closer, he would have noticed not
only the leaves, but also the green pods, full of ripening conkers ready to
fall.


There was a time, back in his early years when a tree full
of conkers would have held plenty of attraction, but those days were long
behind him. Seasonal changes were lost on Dan, who had no interest in nature
and rarely took the time to look around him.


It was only when he made his way into the housing estate
that a strange sense that something was amiss began to wash over him.


It was just small things at first, the sorts of things that were
always in his peripheral vision but that he never really paid much attention
to. However, these things had become lodged in his subconscious over the years
and now they began to nag at him.


After walking about halfway down the first street, it
suddenly struck him that several of the front doors that he had been walking
past for years seemed to have changed colour overnight. In fact, many had been
replaced completely, peeling old wood replaced by glass. It was odd that he
should suddenly notice that, but his mind quickly found a way to rationalise
it.


Perhaps the neighbours had decided to spruce up the
neighbourhood. It had certainly needed it. And it probably hadn’t happened
overnight. He just hadn’t been paying attention.


Then he noticed the cars. There was definitely something
strange going on with them that was not so easy to explain. An ancient and
rusting orange camper van had been parked on the drive of the end house in the
street for decades. It had never moved to Dan’s knowledge, and had been there
for as long as he could remember. It was practically a local landmark, so he
noticed straightaway that it had disappeared.


Now it had been replaced by a gleaming new,
futuristic-looking BMW of a design he’d never seen before. OK, this was
explainable, too. Perhaps the owner had come into some money.


But then he looked around at the other cars parked on the
street. They were all unfamiliar models to him. The whole street couldn’t have
won the lottery and bought new cars, could they? What was going on?


These were relatively small things compared to what came
next. There was no explaining away the huge shock that awaited him as he
rounded the corner of the street onto the main road.


Overnight, it seemed that the old estate pub that had stood
on the corner for years had completely vanished. Now it was a small block of
modern-looking flats.


“Where the fuck has the pub gone?” he blurted out loud, even
though there was no one around. “I was only in there last weekend.”


They couldn’t have knocked it down that quickly and rebuilt
it, surely? There wouldn’t have been time. He knew that revolutionary new
building techniques utilising robots had massively cut construction times, but
he’d never heard of something being built in one day before.


The more he looked around the more he felt a growing
uneasiness within him. Something wasn’t right here. And now he was talking out
loud to himself. What was it that they said about that? It was meant to be the
first sign of madness, wasn’t it?


He was exhausted from being up all night and the excessive
amount of drink he’d put away at the party was certainly not helping. Yes, that
must be it, he concluded, as he struggled to fit together the pieces of this
very strange jigsaw puzzle. Clearly he’d overdone it on the booze, and now his
mind was playing tricks on him.


All he wanted to do now was get home and get to bed.
Everything would make sense again once he was rested.


He passed the site of the now non-existent pub and walked
another fifty yards to reach the entrance to his cul-de-sac. This was where he
lived in the one-bedroom starter home he referred to as his bachelor pad.


As he turned into the close, the sun was rising in the gap
between two pairs of semi-detached houses at the end of the close. He winced at
the brightness of the sunlight in his tired eyes, adding to the pain that the
incessant noise of the early morning birdsong was already bringing to his ears.


Approaching the house, he noticed that someone had had the
impudence to park another brand new car right over his driveway. He didn’t even
recognise the make of this one, but the fact that it was red was enough to make
him see red. Those were Manchester United’s colours and he hated Man U.
“Fucking park over my drive, would you?” he bellowed.


Sensing the opportunity to get back at a random stranger to
make him feel better about his own problems, he pulled his house keys from his
pocket and scraped one right along the driver’s side door.


“That’ll teach ’em,” he said, though there was still nobody
there to hear him. He was talking to himself again, but it didn’t even register
this time.


He was half-hoping the car’s owner might have spotted him.
He enjoyed a bit of confrontation and felt just in the mood to punch someone
after the morning’s events.


But it was far too early in the morning for there to be
anyone around. The days of milkmen, postmen and paper boys heralding the start
of a new day were long gone.


If he thought he was in for a rest when he got home, he was
very much mistaken. When he got to the front door he had his front door key in
his hand, fresh from being scraped down the side of the car in front of his
house, all ready to insert in the lock.


Without even looking at the door he instinctively reached
for the lock, but when the key bounced off the door he was alarmed to notice
that the lock had disappeared. In fact, not only was the lock missing, it also wasn’t
even the same door. His old, wooden door, complete with peeling blue paint,
seemed to have been replaced by a glass and steel construction.


He thought back to the other houses he’d seen earlier with
different doors. This was becoming increasingly bizarre.


Had he got the wrong house? He stepped back and looked
around the street. It looked like the right street, apart from yet more of
those peculiar little differences that he was now beginning to notice more and
more.


He looked at the number etched into the glass door: 14. It
was definitely his house. A quick glance back to the cul-de-sac’s entrance
across the road confirmed that it was “St Margaret’s Close”, the familiar sign
in place where it had always been.


He wasn’t that drunk that he couldn’t recognise his own
house. It had to be the right one. So who had been messing about with his front
door? And all the other front doors in the neighbourhood, come to that.


He examined the door more closely. It didn’t seem to contain
any sort of lock: in fact there didn’t even appear to be a handle. There was,
however, a small, black, plastic panel set into the door at about head height,
about 3 inches square. A single red light on the panel was blinking at him. He
peered into it and was taken by surprise as it spoke.


“Unknown retina pattern – please identify yourself.”


“What the fuck?” exclaimed Dan. “What is this? Let me into
my fucking house.”


“That information is incorrect,” said the soulless computer
voice. “Please state the purpose of your visit here.”


“Fuck off,” said Dan. He walked round to the side of the
house and opened the small gate that led alongside towards the kitchen door.


He was relieved to see that the kitchen door was exactly as
he remembered it, right down to the reassuringly familiar-looking lock and
handle. He located the correct key in the bunch that he was still clutching
tightly in his hands, and inserted it into the lock. It was the right key. With
a sigh of relief as he felt it turn, he opened the kitchen door.


His moment of relief did not last long. The door was about
the only part of the kitchen that hadn’t changed. The room itself had been
completely transformed.


When he’d last set eyes on it, the previous day, it hadn’t
exactly been in show home condition. The walls were stained yellow from years
and years of frying chips with a deep fat fryer in which he rarely changed the
oil. Half of the kitchen drawers had been hanging off, revealing the grimy
contents inside, and there had been three days’ worth of washing up sitting in
the sink.


Now it looked like a show home kitchen, gleaming, spotless
and modern. It reminded him of an old TV show that he’d once seen where people
had their houses done up by experts. Was that what this was? Had they been in
overnight?


Dan had seen enough weirdness for one morning and decided
not to even attempt to figure it out any further. Either he was going mad, was
more inebriated than he had ever been in his life, or this was some sort of bad
dream.


Whichever one it was, there was only one place he had his
mind set on going and that was to his bed.


Unfortunately, he was about to discover that someone else
had got there first. Feeling distinctly unsteady on his feet, he opened the
kitchen door into the hallway that led to the front door.


A flight of stairs ran up the side of the wall to his left.
He turned and grabbed the circular wooden rail on his right-hand wall as he
hauled himself upstairs.


As he got to the top he heard the unmistakeable sound of
breaking glass coming from his bedroom. So, whoever had been messing around
with his house was clearly still here. Either that or it was a burglar. He
would soon find out, but, whoever it was, they were going to regret messing
with him like this.


He went straight across the landing and flung open the
bedroom door.


His eyes took in the scene before him in a split second. The
room was completely different. The bed was now against the back wall instead of
under the window, and it wasn’t even the same bed. All of the other furniture
and décor had changed, too.


Even his ancient, faded Millwall FC FA Cup Final 2004 poster
that his dad had given him when he was a small boy, shortly before he deserted
his mother, had gone.


Those were the cosmetic details. But his attention was very
much drawn to the young couple occupying the bed. They couldn’t have been older
than their late-twenties, and were both clearly naked. They had pulled the
quilt up over them in the way actors did in movies to protect their modesty,
but he could see their faces clearly enough.


The man was slim, with an angular face and shortly cropped,
dark hair. It was he who spoke first.


“Whoever you are,” he said, “I’ve already called the
police.”


The man was trying to be brave, but his voice cracked as he
spoke the final word, betraying his fear.


The girl was red-haired with green eyes that were streaming
tears down her soft, white complexion.


“Please don’t hurt us,” she said. “Just take whatever you
want. Here, my bag’s by the bed.”


He glanced to the side of the bed, noticing the broken glass
on the floor. He must have startled them when he came in and she’d knocked the
glass over in panic.


Ordinarily, Dan would have responded to a situation like
this with aggression, but such was his confusion with the whole situation, he
could only respond with bemusement.


“What are you talking about? This is my house. What are you
doing here?”


Still fearful that Dan was going to harm them, the young man
managed to compose himself enough to reply.


“But this is our home, we’ve lived here for two years,” he
tried to explain. “We rented it through an agent in town.” Then a thought
occurred to him, and he asked Dan, “Are you the landlord?”


“No, I’m not the bloody landlord,” replied Dan, feeling his
temporarily subdued anger beginning to return. “This is my house. I went out
yesterday, and then I came back this morning to find the front door replaced,
the entire place redecorated, and you two in my bedroom. Now either you’re
squatters or this is someone’s idea of a huge practical joke, but whatever it
is, I want you to get your clothes on and get out of my house – now!”


Towards the end of this rant, he became aware of the sound
of approaching police sirens.


“Well, we’ll have to see what the police have to say about
that,” said the man, the relief at hearing rescue at hand evident on his face.











Chapter Four


August 2049


 


At the barbecue, it was much later in the evening now. With
all the food devoured and the sun sinking towards the horizon in the west,
Charlie and the others were sitting around an oval wooden table on the patio.
The drink was flowing extremely well, when Jess jumped up and made an
announcement.


“I know this is Sophie’s party and everything, but the three
of us thought we might pop into town and meet a few friends.”


“Sounds great!” said Josh. “I wish I was coming with you.”
Noting the horrified looks on the faces of Pete and Sophie, he added: “Relax, I
was just kidding. But don’t think just because I’m over forty doesn’t mean I can’t
still party. I could if I wanted to!”


“Whatever you say, Josh,” said Pete, humouring him.


“I’ll call up an autocab,” said Jess.


“Are you sure you’ll be alright in town?” said Kaylee to
Sophie.


“I’m a big girl now, Mum,” she replied. “Besides, I’ve got
Pete and Jess to look after me. And it’s not like there’s any school in the
morning. I’ve never had to go to school on my birthday.”


“Such is the beauty of being born in August,” commented
Peter. “It’s always been my favourite month, ever since I took up teaching as a
profession. Apart from the wasps, obviously.”


It only took a few minutes for the autocab to arrive. With
the kids out of the way, the older generation continued drinking and laughing.
It was the first time the six of them had been together since the previous
Christmas, and it was a moment that Josh had been waiting for.


There had been a reason he’d been so keen to encourage
Jess’s suggestion of a trip into town. There were things he was itching to talk
about that were best kept among the six of them. Although Jess knew all about
the time bubbles, the others didn’t. Charlie and Kaylee had decided not to tell
them about them – there was no real need and the less people who knew, the
better.


Peter was enthusing about a restaurant they’d eaten at in
Sydney and the various different types of meat on offer. His enthusiasm for the
subject had been considerably exaggerated by the amount of drink he’d consumed.


When an anecdote about some emu meat he had eaten led to him
rambling on about Rod Hull, Josh decided it was time to step in and change the
subject. Peter often forgot that he was born decades before the rest of them,
none of whom had ever heard of Rod Hull and Emu.


“Listen everyone,” he began. “Now that the kids are gone,
there is something I really want to talk about.”


Peter, distracted from his reminiscences about the golden
era of light entertainment, suddenly perked up. He recognised the earnest tone
in Josh’s voice and correctly surmised that it could mean only one thing. “Have
you made a breakthrough on the time travel experiments?” he asked.


“I certainly have,” replied Josh. “Wait here a minute,” he
said. “I’m just going to get something out of the car. Alice can fill you in on
some of the details.” He jumped up and headed out of the side gate.


“Ooh, mysterious,” said Kaylee. “I’m all ears. But first,
does anyone want some more bubbly?”


“Yes please,” replied Hannah and Alice in unison.


“I’ve got a rather nice bottle of red in the house that I’ve
been saving,” said Charlie. “It’s a Châteauneuf-du-Pape, 2028 vintage. The last
decent one before the Black Winter screwed up the French wine trade. Fancy a
drop, Peter?”


“I certainly will,” he replied. Charlie’s penchant for red
wine was well-known. If he said it was a decent bottle, Peter knew it would be
exquisite.


By the time they had all got their drinks and sat back down
around the table, Josh had returned carrying a heavy-duty portable safe.


“What have you got in there?” asked Hannah. “You’ve not
taken to robbing banks, have you? If so, it’s just as well I’m retired from the
force.”


“Who robs banks these days?” replied Josh. “Though, now you
come to mention it, what I’ve got in here would come in very handy if I wanted
to take a little trip back to the early 21st century for a little recreational
criminal activity.”


“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” said Hannah. “Still, if
you robbed a bank round here back then, it would have given D.I. Kent something
useful to do.”


“Whatever happened to him, by the way?” asked Charlie,
remembering the red-faced, boozy copper who’d interrogated him many years ago.


“He went off to Cyprus just before the Black Winter and
never came back,” replied Hannah. “He’s still alive, as far as I know. The last
I heard, he and his wife were running a bar out there.”


Peter was getting impatient with the small talk diverting
activity from the matter in hand.


“Come on, Josh, open up the safe,” he said, impatiently.
“Don’t keep us all in suspense.”


“Not just yet,” teased Josh. “I need to tell you more about
it first. How much did Alice tell you while I was gone?”


“I didn’t get time to tell them anything,” remarked Alice.
“We were all too busy getting more drinks.”


“Priorities, and all that,” added Kaylee, sloshing her
champagne flute about and giggling.


“Typical,” replied Josh. “Well, now that I’ve got your
undivided attention, I’ll begin. As you know, Alice and I have been burning the
midnight oil for longer than we care to remember on this project. Tonight I am
pleased to announce we are finally at the point where we can not only create
our own time bubbles, but also control them.”


This didn’t come as a huge surprise to the assembled
gathering. They all knew that Josh had already met his future self in his own
past, so his discovery was inevitable one day. Even so, it was still exciting
to hear it had finally become a reality.


“How did you do it?” asked Peter. “I know when we talked
about this before you said you couldn’t find a way to generate enough power to
create the bubbles.”


“In the end it was remarkably simple,” replied Josh. “I
found a way to actually harness the kinetic energy created by the rotation of
the Earth. As you can imagine, that power is enormous, and you don’t even have
to plug it in.”


“That’s unbelievable,” said Peter. “Not that I’m doubting
you, of course, but I know some of the best scientists in the world have spent
decades looking into that and concluded that it’s impossible.”


“They used to say that about flying,” replied Josh.
“Nothing’s impossible.”


“Can you explain exactly how you did it?” asked Peter.


“Believe me, if I did that, we’d be here all night and I
don’t want to bore the others with all the details. Trust me, it works. Anyway,
what’s more important is not how it’s powered, but what it can do. And I can
demonstrate that for you right now.”


Josh typed in a combination on the safe, and removed a
slender wand-like device, with various coloured lights on the front. The handle
was made of solid, black metal and had a tiny LCD screen set into it with a
keypad next to it.


“This,” he proudly exclaimed, “is the tachyometer mark IV.”


Charlie groaned. “Really?” he asked. “Do you have to insist
on keep calling it that?”


“It’s just my little joke,” replied Josh, “and a homage to
all those cheesy time travel movies we used to watch when we were kids. In fact,
tachometer would have been a more technically correct term, but I liked the
idea of putting ‘tacky’ into it.”


“It isn’t even anything to do with tachyonics anymore, is
it?” asked Peter. “Didn’t you abandon that line of research years ago?”


“You’re right, I did,” replied Josh, “but the first device I
built to detect tachyon particles I named a tachyometer and the name sort of
stuck. Tell you what, if you can come up with a better name for it, I’ll change
it.”


Both of his detractors looked blank.


“The tachyometer it is then,” stated Josh triumphantly.


Alice decided to intervene. “When you’ve quite finished with
the trivia, boys, perhaps we could get to the point. I’m sure the others would
like to see it in action.”


“Yes, come on, show us how it works,” said Peter. “We’ll be
here all night at this rate.”


“Well, it was actually you that gave me the idea, Peter,”
commented Josh, “though you might not remember. It was back at school, over
thirty years ago.”


“It may be over thirty years for you, but it’s a lot less for
me,” replied Peter. “From my perspective, it’s less than a decade since I was
teaching you.”


“Well, back when we first discovered the time bubble,
Charlie and I asked you about whether you thought time travel was possible. You
then gave us a very clever demonstration using a plain piece of A4 paper. You
folded it over and said that, although it was 30cm from one end of the sheet to
the other, it was in fact no distance at all because the two ends were
touching. Well, this is effectively how this device works. It bends space/time
just like you bent that piece of paper so you cross that distance in the blink
of an eye.”


“And you say you can control this?” asked Peter. “Because
the biggest problem we had with the original bubble was that we had no power
over it. All we knew was that it doubled in length each time someone went
through.”


“Yes, it’s all to do with the amount of energy applied and
the direction in which it is applied. I took detailed readings of the bubble in
the tunnel and made my calculations using that. I wanted to measure the one in
Cornwall, too, but it’s no longer accessible. The sea is eroding the coastline,
and the cliffs have collapsed into the sea. There’s no way of getting anywhere
near it now. Incidentally, on the subject of the paper analogy, I’ve got one of
my own that explains the doubling.”


Josh grabbed a paper napkin from the table and folded it in
half four or five times until it was too small to fold any further.


“Each time someone went into the bubble, it lost exactly
half its energy. And it doubled in size like this.” He unfolded the napkin,
then again, and again.


“Did you ever come to discover how it came to be there in
the first place?” asked Peter.


“That remains a mystery, I’m afraid,” replied Josh, “and
possibly one we will never solve. I’ve always assumed that the bubbles were
naturally occurring phenomena. It is possible, however, that someone at some
point either in the future or in the past discovered how to create the bubbles
and for whatever reason left them where we found them.


“It could even have been you,” said Peter. “Now there is an
interesting theory to conjure with. Could it have been that you went back and
created the bubbles yourself? Perhaps so that you could discover them in your
own past, therefore inspiring you to unlock the secrets of time travel in order
to be able to go back and create them in the first place?”


Peter paused. “I think I’m going to have to stop there as
I’m starting to go round in circles.”


“I know I’m confused,” interjected Kaylee.


“I guess it’s possible,” replied Josh. “However, the bubbles
I am creating now don’t work in exactly the same way. They are temporary
structures, useful for one trip only, so that sort of blows that theory out of
the water. One thing is for certain: you wouldn’t want to get stranded anywhere
in time without the tachyometer.”


“Much as everyone is no doubt enthralled by all this
technical talk,” interrupted Alice, “I think what they’d all like to see is a
demonstration.”


“Amen to that,” added Charlie.


“I was coming onto that,” said Josh. “You’d better put the
patio lights on.” It had grown dark while they had been talking and the last
vestiges of daylight were fading from the sky.


With the patio lit up, insects began to buzz around the
yellow lights. The others watched as Josh took hold of the device and switched
it on. The different coloured LEDs in the handle flashed and lit up.
Fascinated, they gathered around to take a closer look.


“It’s pretty simple, really,” said Josh. “The device has a
tiny, inbuilt timing mechanism as accurate as any atomic clock. All you need to
do is type in the date and time you want to travel to and the device calculates
how much to bend time and in which direction, forward or back.”


“It’s very clever,” said Alice. “Maisie’s had all sorts of
adventures with it.”


“Who’s Maisie?” asked Hannah.


“Maisie is our time-travelling mouse,” replied Alice. “We
conducted all our trials using her. I’m pleased to say that she’s alive and
well and completely unaware that she’s the world’s first time-travelling
mouse.”


“Have you travelled in time using it yet, Josh?” asked
Charlie.


“I certainly have,” he replied. “And I’m going to show you
how right now. He checked his watch. “It’s 8.58pm and 22 seconds. I am going to
set it for exactly 9pm, here.” He typed the numbers into the keypad.


“Then I just point it in front of myself like this, and off
I go,” he said. He held out the device in front of him, pressed the button and
it beeped.


“Is that it?” said Charlie. “I was expecting something a
little more spectacular.”


“You can’t see the time bubbles it creates any more than we
could see the one in the tunnel. I’m sure if this was a Hollywood movie,
there’d be some hugely impressive CGI vortex glowing in front of me now, but
sadly not. It’s probably just as well, anyway. It would only draw unwarranted
attention.”


“Fair point,” conceded Charlie.


“Here I go then, see you in about 40 seconds,” said Josh.


He stepped forward and vanished.











Chapter Five


September 2063


 


Less than an hour after he’d entered his former home, Dan
found himself sitting in an interrogation room at the police station. He was
face-to-face with the stern demeanour of D.I. David Jones, the local head of
police.


Things had gone from bad to worse over the past hour. The
officers who had turned up in response to the call had not believed his claim
that it was his house. It hadn’t helped that he hadn’t had any form of
identification on him. He had left his wallet at home when he’d gone out to
Jess’s party the previous evening.


In contrast, the young couple were able to produce full
documentation identifying themselves as George and Laura Bailey, as well as a
rental agreement for the house with their names on it.


The final nail in the coffin was when various nosy
neighbours, attracted by the police sirens, came out to see what all the fuss
was about. They confirmed not only that the couple did indeed live there, but also
that they had never seen Dan before in their lives.


That was true enough. As far as Dan was concerned, he’d
never seen any of them before either. So that was another mystery to add to the
ever-growing list – the disappearance of his former neighbours.


After all that, his arrest was a mere formality and he soon
found himself being driven the mile or so to the police station. Sitting in the
back of the car, he had plenty of time to look around him. Familiar landmarks
all around were the same, yet different.


He saw what looked like some sort of single-seat helicopter
taking off from the site of what used to be a petrol station. The road was
still where it had always been, but many of the older properties alongside it
were gone, replaced by futuristic new constructions, made out of glass and
metal rather than traditional brick and stone.


He tried desperately to make sense of it all. Most people
would have worked out by now that they had travelled into the future, even if
they didn’t believe such a thing was possible. But in his exhausted physical
and mental state, Dan just couldn’t work it out.


It was 10am now and he hadn’t slept for over 24 hours, which
was taking its toll on his mind and his body. Technically, he hadn’t slept for
over 22 years.


It didn’t look like he was going to be getting any sleep
anytime soon either. D.I. Jones didn’t seem like a man to be trifled with and
he was firing questions at Dan at a rapid rate of knots. The initial round of
questions had gone badly, and now Jones was starting again.


“Look, just tell me your real name and date of birth,” said
Jones.


“I’ve already told you my name,” replied Dan. “It’s Daniel
Fisher and I was born on 3rd of January 2002.”


“Well, Dan,” replied Jones, adopting a sarcastic tone in his
strong Welsh accent, “I must say, you look remarkably well-preserved for your
age. You don’t look a day over forty.”


“I’m not a day over forty!” protested Dan. “I’m
thirty-nine.”


“I think you’re having trouble adding up,” replied Jones.
“Now, I didn’t become a detective inspector by being a mathematical genius, but
I’m pretty sure, by my calculations, if you were born in 2002 that makes you 61
years old.”


At last the penny was beginning to drop. Dan said nothing
for the moment, as Jones continued.


“And on the subject of being well-preserved, Daniel,” he
began, placing particular emphasis on the word Daniel in order to make
it clear that he didn’t believe that was his real name, “according to our
records you died over twenty years ago. I must say you look in remarkably good
health for a corpse.”


It looked to Dan as if Jones was enjoying all this
immensely. Was that how he got his kicks, belittling the suspects?


There was really only one possible question that Dan could
ask now. It was going to sound ridiculous and risked more sarcasm from Jones,
but there was no other way of confirming his rapidly forming suspicions.


“What year is this?” he asked.


Jones laughed. “Oh that’s a good one. Of course, I can see
it all now. You’re a time traveller.”


“Yes, that’s it,” replied Dan.


“Yes, it all makes sense now. You were travelling through
time and you accidentally landed your time machine in Mr and Mrs Bailey’s
house. It could have happened to anyone. Now if only you’d told us all this
before, we needn’t have gone through all this rigmarole.”


“You believe me then?” asked Dan, incredulously. It was too
good to be true, surely.


Jones’s demeanour changed from jovial to angry in a flash.
“Of course I don’t believe you,” he said, thumping his fist on the table in
frustration. “Now stop messing me around and tell me who you really are.”


“I’ll tell you who I really am, if you tell me the date.
That’s all I want to know. It’s not confidential, is it?”


Jones decided to humour him. “Fair enough, it’s September 3rd
2063. Right, I’ve done my bit, so now it’s time for you to keep your side of
the bargain. Tell me exactly who you are.”


Dan took a deep breath and began. “I am Daniel Fisher, I was
born in 2002 and when I got up yesterday morning it was 2041. Somehow I’ve been
transported through time, and that’s why I was in the house this morning. It
was my house in 2041. I owned it. Look it up. It can’t be that difficult to
find something like that out.”


Another thought occurred to him.


“And while you are about it, why don’t you check my DNA as
well, you must have that on record. I’ve been hauled in here enough times
before. Check that out, then you’ll see what I’m saying is true.”


“What you need is a psychological assessment. Time travel,
for God’s sake, I’ve never heard anything like it.”


Jones wasn’t the sort of man to indulge such flights of
fancy and was getting seriously irked.


Dan wasn’t getting anywhere with Jones, but there was someone
else who might be able to help.


“Why don’t you get D.I. Benson in here? She’ll tell you who
I am!”


“I don’t think she will,” replied Jones. “Superintendent
Benson retired years ago. And anyway, she’s dead.”


He had heard enough for the time being. He got up from the
table and stated, “Interview concluded at 10.39am. I’ll be back later, by which
time I expect you to be ready to tell the truth. I don’t want to hear any more
of this time travel bullshit.”


With that, he left the room in search of a strong cup of
coffee, while Dan put his head in his hands and wondered how on earth he was
going to talk his way out of this one.


There was no denying the truth of the situation. He had
travelled forward over two decades in time. The question was how?


He thought back to the strange events in the tunnel and his
encounters with Peter Grant and the others. They must have done this to him
deliberately. Whatever they had done definitely must have happened in the
tunnel: everything was normal before he went in.


He went back over all the events of the past day and slowly
it began to make sense. He had been tricked: that was certain. That little tart
Jess had stitched him up good and proper. She wasn’t interested in him. How
could he have been so naïve to think that she could have been?


He hadn’t had sex for nearly two years. He couldn’t even
pull the desperate old slappers that hung around in the town’s sole seedy
little nightclub at 3am on a Friday night. The last chance saloon they called
it. It was no chance saloon as far as he was concerned.


So what possible chance could he have had with a gorgeous,
21-year-old girl like Jess? None and he should have known it.


He had never understood why he was so unsuccessful with
women. The truth was that it wasn’t Dan’s looks that turned women off. He
wasn’t that bad-looking, even if he was packing a bit of extra weight, but his
obnoxious personality was enough to put any woman off. It had been the same
ever since he’d been a teenager.


Of course, he couldn’t see this and had consequently spent
decades blaming the women. As he’d grown older, his frustration grew stronger
year by year and his resentment towards women had grown increasingly bitter.


Even the fact that he’d been responsible for Lauren’s death
hadn’t curbed it. And now his anger was directed towards Jess. “Bitch,” he
muttered to himself. His attitude was always the same. It was the woman’s
fault. If they didn’t want to sleep with him, he labelled them as bitches. That
pretty much added up to 99.9% of the women in the town.


Jess hadn’t done this to him all by herself. They were all
in it together. He remembered how smug he’d felt at the party, believing not
only that he was going to get to shag Jess, but also with the added
satisfaction of knowing she was D.I. Benson’s daughter.


Hannah had been a constant thorn in his side over the years
and he really thought he’d got one over her this time. He had delighted in the
moment when he’d taunted her at the party, telling her how he was going to shag
her daughter. She had seemed remarkably cool about it and he’d wondered at the
time why she hadn’t reacted.


Now he knew why. She had known it wasn’t going to happen
because she was in on the plan. Well, at least he was getting some satisfaction
out of the fact that she was dead now, so that would serve the silly bitch
right. At least one good thing had come out of being cast into the future.


So who else was in on it? The teacher, obviously, though his
role in all of this wasn’t clear. Dan hadn’t seen him since school, and now
he’d seen him twice in one day.


He’d puzzled earlier over the fact that the first time he
had seen him he had been looking middle-aged, and then the second time he was
old. That all made sense now, it fitted in with the whole time travel theory,
but what was he doing there in both time zones?


And then there were Charlie and Josh. What were their roles
in all this? He knew they were friends with Hannah and her daughter, something
that had pissed him off for years. Once, long ago, they had been his friends,
back when they were all starting school together as four-year-olds. Somehow,
over the course of growing up, they’d dropped him.


Why had they done that? He had only ever wanted to be
friends with them. But they had rejected him and now they had gone and done
this, pushed him over in the tunnel which must have been when he jumped forward
in time. The same question kept replaying over and over in his mind: why?


Clearly the tunnel was the focus of all this. He would have
to get back there and try and find his way back through time.


If he couldn’t, he’d track down Charlie and Josh and force
them to help him get back. They knew what was going to happen in the tunnel,
they must have done, and they’d set the whole thing up.


Yes, they knew the secret alright. He had to make finding
them his priority.


But first he had to get out of the police station.


 











Chapter Six


August 2049


 


A few seconds after he’d vanished, Josh reappeared. “Pretty
neat trick, huh?” he ventured.


If he was expecting gasps of awe and excitement, he was
disappointed. But then, he was preaching to the converted. All of them apart
from Alice had been through a time bubble before and it was no surprise to her.
She had witnessed countless experiments with Maisie, not to mention Josh’s own
first tentative jumps.


“It is pretty neat,” concurred Peter. “But it also raises a
lot of questions. There are all manner of implications that I think we need to
discuss. I think it’s time we had an official meeting of the TTBT.”


They had taken to referring to themselves as that, short for
The Time Bubble Team.


“Well, there’s no time like the present, since we’re all
here,” remarked Hannah. “And to be honest, that’s pretty much what we are doing
already.”


“We’re not all here,” said Kaylee, a sombre look falling
across a face that had been happy moments before. “There’s somebody missing.”


The others all knew what she meant. There was a moment’s
silence before Josh uttered the name that was on all their lips. “Lauren. I did
want to talk about her, actually. In fact there are a lot of things that
happened in the past that I want to talk about.”


“Let’s get some more drinks first, then,” said Charlie. “And
I also need to take a leak.”


Five minutes later, with glasses replenished and bladders
emptied, the six of them sat back round the table to talk time travel.


“OK,” said Josh, taking control of the meeting. “The first
thing I want to talk about is travelling to the past.”


“That’s the thing that really concerns me,” interrupted
Peter. “We’ve never had the ability to do that before. It raises all sorts of
issues. I’m sure I don’t have to lecture you about the dangers of changing
history. You’ve seen enough films and TV shows on the subject. And Charlie,
you’ve even written books about it.”


His statement prompted a flurry of questions.


“Do we know if changing history is even possible?” asked
Hannah.


“Would we even notice if it was changed?” asked Alice.
“Would reality just change around us to reflect whatever had changed? Would it
become the new normality for us, our memories altering to reflect the new
reality?”


“These are all good questions, and like Peter says, they’ve
all been explored in countless time-travel movies,” said Charlie. “The truth is
we just don’t know, unless Josh has already gone back and changed something.”


He looked at Josh. “You haven’t, have you?”


“No, I haven’t,” replied Josh. “Or maybe I have, but not
yet. It all depends on how you look at it.”


“How do you mean?” asked Charlie. “Don’t start going all
cryptic on us.”


“Well, we already know that I have travelled back in time. I
have met my future self twice already. And on both of those occasions, you
could argue that my future self changed history.”


The team all knew about his trips back to meet himself.
Alice had been there during the first one, and the second one had been
instrumental in their decision to cast Dan into the time bubble. Josh took the
opportunity to remind them of this fact.


“You could say that I changed history when I came back to
tell myself that it was Dan who killed Lauren. I know we had our suspicions,
but if I hadn’t done that, we wouldn’t have known for certain. We’d have
believed it was Ryan who had killed her for evermore.”


“I wouldn’t have believed it,” said Hannah. “I said all
along that I didn’t think Ryan was responsible.”


“But that’s not changing history, is it?” argued Kaylee.
“That all already happened. I’m confused.”


“It only happened because I made it happen,” said Josh.


“Have you travelled back to tell yourself yet?” asked Peter.


“No, I’ve only done a few small trips, no more than a few
hours,” replied Josh. “I wanted to talk it all over with the rest of you before
I went any further. I’m as worried about the implications as you are.”


“Well, implications or not,” replied Peter, “I think you
have no choice but to make those trips. As far as we are concerned, they have
already happened, so they are set in stone.”


“You certainly do,” said Alice. “Because if you don’t, you
won’t be able to come and rescue me and I’ll end up dying in the snow twenty
years ago.”


“That’s not going to happen. I am going to be there,”
replied Josh. “It’s going to take a bit of organising, though. It’s not as if I
can fly a helicopter through a time bubble.”


“And it’s not like there were lots of spare helicopters just
lying around twenty years ago for you to hop in at your leisure,” said Charlie.


“That’s not an issue,” said Josh. “I already know where the
helicopter came from. Believe me, I’ve done nothing else but plan this in every
last detail. You don’t have to worry about it.”


He paused as he knew what he was going to say next was going
to be a sensitive subject.


“I’ll fill you in on some more of the details of what I’ve
got planned for the helicopter trip later, but I really want to talk about what
happened to Lauren first. I know it’s painful, but I am sure we will all feel a
little better if we knew exactly what happened to her. When my future self came
back to tell me, he didn’t go into much detail.”


“I don’t think I will feel better, regardless of what
happened,” said Kaylee. “I don’t think I’ll ever get over it.”


Josh continued, adding, “Since my future self didn’t give me
a great deal to go on, I’ve had to do a fair bit of research and I’ve found out
quite a lot.”


“Go on,” said Peter.


“Well, I thought the best thing to do was to track down Ryan
and get his side of the story. He’s moved to Bristol now and is doing quite well
for himself. He’s settled down with a guy who imports classic American cars for
a living and they’ve got married. Anyway, I managed to find him and
accidentally on purpose bumped into him in a pub. As you can imagine, he wasn’t
best pleased to see me. He’s keen to put the past behind him.”


“That’s understandable: who wouldn’t, in his situation?”
asked Peter.


“Well, eventually, after I’d bought him a few drinks and
assured him I only wanted to extend the hand of friendship, he opened up. He
told me pretty much not only where, but also almost exactly when Lauren died.”


“So that means you can go back and save her,” said Kaylee.


“No, it doesn’t,” replied Josh. “But it does mean I can go
back to 2029 and see exactly what happened. Then I can travel forward to 2041
and tell myself about it, therefore setting in process the chain of events that
led to us pushing Dan into the time bubble.”


“Wait a minute,” said Kaylee, sharply. “If you know the
exact place and time and you’re going back to see what happened, then there’s
no reason why you can’t stop Dan from killing her.”


“There’s every reason,” stated Peter, ever the voice of
reason. “As far as we are all concerned, all of this has already happened. If
Josh goes back and does as you suggest, then everything that’s happened since
will be changed. We’ll be changed. And who’s going to take my place in the
bubble: some poor sod just wandering through the tunnel? What about their
friends and family?”


“I don’t care about that,” replied Kaylee, a red flush
spreading across her cheeks as she felt the long, pent-up anger well up in her.
“She was my best friend and that evil, fat bastard killed her. I would do
anything to have her back here with us right now. Why can’t you go back right
now and rescue her? If everything changes like you say, she could reappear and
be with us right now, laughing, drinking and enjoying herself with her friends,
instead of rotting in a grave in the cemetery.”


The good mood had vanished from the group. Charlie was torn
by his wife’s outburst. He understood her pain. He’d held her when she’d broken
down, sobbing uncontrollably when they had learned of Lauren’s death.


But he also knew that everything Josh and Peter had said was
true. In the end it was Hannah who broke the uncomfortable silence.


“They’re right, Kaylee,” she said softly. “I’d like Lauren
to be here as much as any of us, but if we start going back in time trying to
change things, where would it end? No one should have that much power. Imagine
if it fell into the wrong hands and someone started seriously meddling with
history, altering key events. It doesn’t even bear thinking about.”


“I know they’re right, but it doesn’t make what happened to
her right.” In floods of tears, she got up and ran into the house.
Instinctively, Charlie got up and followed her in.


“Perhaps I should have thought about this before I mentioned
it,” remarked Josh.


“Perhaps you should,” said Alice. “But the subject couldn’t
be avoided forever and you can’t blame her for feeling the way she does. They
had been best friends since they were four.”


“It’s for the best that we got it all out into the open,”
agreed Peter. “Time travel isn’t to be undertaken lightly. We need to talk
about these things before we start blundering around in time doing goodness
knows what damage.”


“I’m not sure we should be doing anything at all,” remarked
Hannah. “The conversation we have just had is proof of how dangerous all of
this is. Everyone’s got something in their past they’d like to change. It might
not seem like a key event to us, like assassinating a world leader, but who is
to say what effect changing some small and seemingly significant event might
have?”


“I’m not planning to alter anything,” replied Josh. “I’m
going to go back on the night that Lauren died and witness the event with my
own eyes. This is something I know I did, because I’ve already told myself
about it.”


“How are you going to witness it without being seen?” asked
Peter.


“I know the exact location of the building: Ryan described
it. However, that in itself is problematical.”


“How come?” asked Peter.


“Because it’s not there anymore,” replied Josh. “It was on
the site of the old Army base which was demolished over ten years ago. There’s
a brand new housing estate there now.”


“Can’t you just go and stand in the middle of the housing
estate and make the jump back in time from there?” suggested Hannah.


“That’s extremely dangerous,” said Josh. “Who is to say I
wouldn’t materialise halfway inside a brick wall or in the path of a car? I
have to make the jump in open air, which means somewhere I am sure is in clear
space, both now and in 2029.”


“I hadn’t thought of that,” said Hannah. “Yet another reason
why your planned trips back in time are so risky and perhaps all the more
reason why you shouldn’t be doing it.”


“We could debate the rights and wrongs of it all night,”
remarked Josh. “But for the time being we know two things for a fact. We know
I’ve been back twice already and I have no choice but to fulfil that destiny.
That’s one of the reasons why I’ve been working towards getting my pilot’s
licence. I never had any intention of learning to fly, but when the future me
turned up in a helicopter, I knew that at some point between then and now I’d
have to learn.”


“I agree that you have to do those things,” said Peter. “It
seems logical.”


“But after that, don’t you think he ought to call a halt to
it?” asked Hannah. “In fact, perhaps it would be best if you destroyed that
device altogether.”


“You do realise what you’re asking?” said Josh. “You’re
asking me to throw away a life’s work, just like that! I can’t do it. Besides,
what if someone else has been carrying out similar research elsewhere in the
world? Are they going to be as responsible? And if they are not, who can
possibly stop them? It could be down to me. If I destroy the tachyometer, I’ll
be powerless.”


“I can see you now,” joked Alice. “Josh, the time-travelling
superhero, saves the world!” The others laughed. The mood was beginning to
lighten again.


As they laughed, Kaylee emerged from the house, smiling
again, with Charlie in tow. Whatever he had said to her had clearly helped.


“I’m sorry about before,” she said. “It’s just talking about
Lauren brought it all back. I do understand what you’re saying. I’ll be alright
now.”


Hannah reached out her arms and gave Kaylee a hug whilst
Charlie cracked open the last bottle of the Australian sparkling wine. Peter
had brought six bottles with him and they had gone down extremely well. With
the previous good atmosphere now restored, the discussions continued.


“You were saying about the helicopter,” said Peter. “So how
are you going to get hold of it? Or should I say, how did you get hold of it?
It’s difficult to know what tense to use when we’re talking about things that
are going to happen in both the future and the past.”


“Well, I’ve been working on this for a long time,” replied
Josh. “Like I said, the first hurdle to negotiate was to get the pilot’s
licence. One of the first things I did when things got back to normal after the
Black Winter was to start taking flying lessons. It took a few years, bearing
in mind all the time we were spending on the time travel experiments, but I got
there in the end. Once that was sorted out, it was just a case of working out
exactly how to get hold of the helicopter and getting it to the right place at
the right time.”


“Did you not think to ask yourself that at the time?” asked
Peter.


“It wasn’t exactly the first thing on my mind,” replied
Josh. “Picture the scene – there we were, freezing cold, trapped on the side of
a cliff face with Alice unable to move because she’d fallen and hurt her leg.
The next thing we know, this helicopter appears and out steps a future version
of me. As you can imagine, it was quite a shock. My first words certainly
weren’t ‘nice helicopter, where did you get it?’ that’s for sure.”


“I’m amazed you managed to get it there at all in the
blizzards,” said Charlie. “At the time you were flying about in your
helicopter, we were trying to get out of the country any way we could. Flying
was out of the question for us. There was no way that any planes could get off
the ground at Gatwick; the runways were completely covered in snowdrifts. It
was a pretty hairy time, I can tell you. We nearly didn’t make it out of the
country alive. Some of the people who’d been queuing for the ferries were found
months later, frozen solid in their cars. I’m so glad we decided to abandon
ours and make it on foot. Ours was the last ferry out of there, you know,
before the whole system ground to a halt.”


“I thought it was quite romantic,” said Kaylee, smiling as
she remembered the adventure they’d had. “It was just me, you, and bump,
fleeing south to France.”


“Well, it’s interesting you mention France,” said Josh.
“Because that’s where I got the helicopter from.”


“How did you find that out?” asked Charlie.


“He didn’t,” said Alice, “I did. As you know, the older Josh
took me away in the helicopter whilst my version of Josh went into the time
bubble in the cave. There was no way we could land back in England – the whole
country was blanketed in snow by then.


“He managed to land on the beach, though, didn’t he?”
questioned Charlie.


“Only because the tide had been in and washed the beach
clean of snow,” said Alice. “Once we got into the air, we flew directly south
to France. The snow wasn’t anything like as bad there, and he was able to land
on the roof of a hospital in Nantes. After that he gave me all the details I
needed to get me through the rest of the winter, as well as the name and
address of the private hire helicopter firm. It was just a few miles outside
Nantes and that’s where he’d got the helicopter from.”


“That was pretty smart of me, wasn’t it?” asked Josh. “You
see, I’m always thinking ahead. Or is it behind?”


“I’m not so sure about that,” said Peter. “It could be as a
direct result of this conversation we’re having now, that you remembered to
tell Alice all of that.”


“Such is the circular nature of time travel,” observed Josh.
“If you start thinking about it too much, you start to tie yourself in knots.”


“I know what you mean,” said Kaylee. “My brain hurts just
thinking about it.”


“That could also have something to do with the eight glasses
of wine you’ve had,” joked Hannah.


She had a fair point. They were all getting very drunk in
the way they always seemed to do when all six of them got together.


“So now I’m more or less ready to take the trip,” continued
Josh. “I know where I need to be and when I need to be there. But I’m going to
go back in time a few days in advance to ensure that I’ve got plenty of time to
prepare.


“Better safe than sorry, eh?” asked Peter.


“Exactly. I’m also going to travel to France before I make
the jump back in time. That way, I’ll avoid any unexpected travel problems,
bearing in mind the prevailing weather conditions. I need to be on a ferry long
before the snow arrives. Once I get to the right place, as long as I find a
nice, open field to make the jump in, I should come out in clear air.”


“It sounds like you’ve got it all mapped out,” said Charlie.


“Well there’s no real reason to worry,” added Peter. “We
already know that he turns up at the right place at the right time. It’s set in
stone. That’s the theory, anyway.”


“Let’s hope it’s that straightforward,” said Josh. “This
trip is the first real big test of travelling into the past that I’ve done. We
need to find out if it all works out as we expect it to.”


“And after that?” asked Peter.


“We’ll think about that when the time comes,” replied Josh.
“There is at least one other thing that I need to do in the past, but I’ll tell
you about that later.”


“Can we talk about something else now?” asked Kaylee. “In
fact, let’s forget the talking, I want to party!”


“There is just one thing,” commented Charlie. “Kaylee
already knows about it, but I wanted to just run it by the rest of you.”


“Quickly, then,” replied Kaylee, sloshing her wine glass
about. “All this talking’s getting boring. And it’s getting cold.”


She was right. It was getting quite late, and since darkness
had fallen the air had become noticeably chilly.


Charlie explained how he’d had an offer to have the book
he’d loosely based on the time bubble made into a film.


“I don’t really see a problem,” said Peter. “You changed
enough details, and besides, as far as everyone is concerned, it is just a
story.”


“That’s what I thought,” replied Charlie. “After all, it’s
not as if the FBI went round to check out the guy who wrote Back to the
Future to see if he had a time-travelling DeLorean, is it? I’ve sold
thousands of copies of the book, and not one person has asked me if it is based
on a true story.”


“Well, that’s settled, then,” said Kaylee. “Come on, let’s
get this party started.”


Kaylee jumped up and bounced back into the house, buoyed by
all the wine she’d drunk. A few seconds later, music began booming out: a
classic early 21st century dance tune.


“Come on, you guys,” she said, poking her head back through
the French windows. “Let’s dance!”


“Sounds good to me!” said Hannah. “This is my era.”


All talk of time travel forgotten for the time being, the
friends made their way indoors where Kaylee was already dancing on the kitchen
floor, her blonde hair flying around as she did so.


“Come on, Hannah, this is a classic!” she shouted, as she
grabbed hold of her friend.


When Jess and the others came back from town soon after,
they were amazed to find their parents acting like teenagers but soon joined in
the fun.


There were going to be some seriously sore heads in the
morning.











Chapter Seven


September 2063


 


Left alone in the interview room for over an hour, Dan had
been given plenty of time to weigh things up, and as far as he was concerned
he’d done nothing wrong. He didn’t belong in this time and the police had no
right to hold him like they had.


He couldn’t waste any more time hanging around in the
station: he needed to get out and start finding a way to return to his own
time.


He may have been 22 years in the future but it seemed very
little had changed in the layout of the police station during that time. There
had been no high-tech developments or modernisation as far as he could see,
just the same old furniture that had always been there.


In fact, he was pretty sure that the crappy plastic chair he
was sitting on was the same one he had been sitting on the last time he was
here.


The lack of development within the station was to Dan’s
advantage. Having been hauled in on several previous occasions in the interests
of “helping the police with their enquiries” was going to come in very handy.


The sleepy market town had never needed much policing and he
knew that there were never more than three or four people on-site at any one
time. So far he’d only seen D.I. Jones and two others – a male sergeant called
Kyle who’d originally arrested him, and a female officer, P.C. Pooley.


She had been present during the interview but hadn’t said
much. She was only young and seemed relatively inexperienced. Having clocked
her slender body and admired her rear view as she left the room, Dan figured
she wouldn’t put up much resistance against a man twice her size, even if she
was clearly much fitter than he was.


As for Jones, he was a more formidable prospect, in his
late-thirties and pretty solidly built. But Dan would have the element of
surprise on his side when it came to dealing with him. He was guessing that
people weren’t generally in the habit of breaking out of the station, so they
wouldn’t be prepared for what he had planned.


Would there be any consequences for what he was about to do?
He hoped not. With any luck, he’d be away before they knew what hit them. Then,
all he had to do was to make for the tunnel and find his way back to his own
time.


Once back there, he’d be safe from the arms of the law.
They’d hardly be able to follow him back to 2041. And then he would make sure
that Jess and the others would be sorry for what they had put him through.


When the door finally opened, Dan was ready for action.
Jones swaggered into the room, a smug look on his face, and said sarcastically,
“Oh are you still here? I thought you’d have popped off back through time by
now.”


Dan had no reservations whatsoever about wiping the grin off
his face. He leapt up, taking Jones completely by surprise. He barely saw the
fist that took him down. The slight frame of P.C. Pooley in the doorway offered
little resistance. At one time in the past he’d have had no compunction about
punching her as well: that was the sort of man Dan was.


Since Lauren’s death things had been different. Mindful of
how she had met her demise, he was far more careful. He simply elbowed his way
past the young officer.


“Are you alright, D.I. Jones?” he heard her say behind him.
She’d wisely chosen going to his aid over trying to stop Dan.


From the interview room it was a short dash down the
corridor to the double doors that led to the reception area. As Dan had
suspected, security was lax in the station and the doors were not locked.


“Hey!” exclaimed the desk sergeant, as Dan emerged, also
taken by surprise. Dan cast a brief glance in his direction, enough to register
that it was Sergeant Kyle who had arrested him earlier. That was good – it
meant that there couldn’t be more than three officers on duty.


Before Kyle could react, Dan was past him, across the
reception area and out through the front door.


“Well, don’t just stand there, Kyle,” said Jones, emerging
from the rear door clutching the bloody nose that Dan had given him. “Get after
him!”


“Yes, sir, sorry, sir,” replied Kyle. Jones grabbed a tissue
from the desk and dabbed his nose as the two of them headed for the door, but
Dan was already on the other side of the car park and heading for the main
road.


“What are you waiting for?” asked Jones. “Get a move on. You
can outrun that fat fucker, surely?”


Kyle shook his head. “I hurt my knee playing football at the
weekend, boss. First home game of the season, can you believe it? I can’t
really run at the moment. Shall we take the car?”


“Pathetic,” commented Jones, annoyed to see Dan already
running across the zebra crossing and onto the footpath that led towards the
town centre. “How can we follow him in the car through there?”


“He moves quite quickly for a fat bloke, doesn’t he, sir?”
remarked Kyle.


“Well faster than you, obviously,” replied Jones. Turning
back into the station, the harassed D.I. saw that P.C. Pooley had come through
the internal door.


Quickly he barked out his orders: “Pooley, stay here, get on
the phone and call for some backup. We’ve got a live one on the loose. Kyle,
you come with me, if you can keep up.”


Jones raced out into the car park, followed by the somewhat
slower-moving Kyle. They headed for the station’s only squad car, parked about
thirty yards away. Jones reached it well before Kyle and, using his hand print
to open the door, he hopped in and began to give the car instructions.


By this time, the bird had well and truly flown. Dan
couldn’t quite believe that he had got away so easily. He raced along the path
that ran through the centre of the small park that led towards the town centre.


Kids were playing on the swings in the play area to the
right-hand side of the path. To the left, owners were exercising their dogs in
the large, open field. It was a refreshingly normal scene and he was glad to
see that such ordinary activities carried on just as they had always done,
unchanged by the march of progress.


He was getting out of breath. The sprint across the road
from the station was taking its toll on him. He was fat, it was true, and he
was starting to feel his age.


Slowing to a jog, he looked and was pleasantly surprised to
see that no one seemed to be following him. He eased off to a fast walking
pace, aware that he needed to conserve energy for another sprint if they did
manage to track him down.


He reached the end of the park and crossed a small, stone
bridge across the narrow stream that flowed through the town. The park had been
refreshingly normal, but the sight in front of him was completely unexpected.


The old supermarket and cinema that had stood on the site in
front of where he now stood were gone, replaced by a giant, glass dome,
shimmering in the sunlight. It reminded Dan of the Eden Project in Cornwall
that he’d once visited as a child. Was this what the town centres of the future
looked like?


He had no time to stop and admire the view. Skirting around
the new building, he was relieved to discover that the main pedestrianised area
of the town centre was largely unchanged.


Casting a few nervous glances around him, he crossed the
main street and headed for the road that led towards the railway tunnel. He
felt fearful that everyone might be looking at him, knowing that he didn’t
belong there.


In reality, although there were plenty of people around,
none of them were taking much notice of him. He tried to pull himself together.
The lack of sleep and everything that had happened to him over the past few
hours was making him paranoid.


He tried to reassure himself, slowed his pace and took some
time to look around him. Things were reassuringly normal. He may have been 22
years in the future, but people hadn’t changed much. It was still the same mix
of people as it had always been: blokes in jeans and T-shirts, young mums with
pushchairs, and elderly people with tartan shopping trolleys.


He did notice that some of the pushchairs and trolleys
appeared to be moving of their own accord. If Dan hadn’t been in such a
desperate situation, he might have found it amusing seeing the tartan trolleys,
full of high-tech gadgetry, but with the same old pattern on the outside.


The trolleys may have been stuck in a time warp, but the
elderlies’ attire certainly wasn’t. For some reason, many of the pensioners
seemed to be wearing baseball caps. It seemed that flat caps had finally gone
out of fashion.


He moved on, joining the path that led to the tunnel,
passing the primary school on the right that he’d once attended when Charlie
and Josh had still been his friends.


Kids were playing out in the playground as he upped his pace,
hearing the wail of a police siren in the distance.


As a half-full HS2 train rushed overhead, Dan entered the
tunnel and walked to the far end, praying that he would find himself back in
2041 when he emerged. But as soon as he did, he could see that nothing had
changed. Perhaps he needed to go through in the opposite direction. That might
work.


So he made his way back to the other end, but still to no
avail. Realistically, had he really hoped that there would be? While he had
been walking up and down, several people had walked through the tunnel from
both directions. None of them had vanished, so why should he be any different?


Perhaps he needed to examine the walls of the tunnel more
closely. There might be a concealed switch embedded there. Ignoring the looks
of the passers-by who wondered what he was doing, he walked along very slowly,
examining every last brick.


The search proved fruitless. Frustrated, he walked back
towards the far end of the tunnel again, the end that led towards the housing
estate where he no longer lived. What was he to do next?


He couldn’t go back to the house, as that would bring the
police back down on him in no time. He knew they were probably still looking
for him, so he was going to have to keep a low profile.


He was also aware that he was still wearing the same clothes
he’d had on all day. If they put out a description of him, which was highly
likely, then a sensible move would be to get a change of clothes. This wasn’t
going to be easy.


He couldn’t risk going back into the town centre to find a
clothes shop. There would be CCTV everywhere and goodness knows how advanced it
might be these days. The days of trying to identify villains from grainy, old,
washed-out images were surely gone.


It suddenly struck him that he was ravenously hungry. He
reached into the pocket of his jeans. Although he had not got his wallet, he
usually kept his money loose in his trouser pockets.


Thankfully, he had a reasonable amount of cash on him, about
£80 in notes and another few quid in loose change. At least he could get
something to eat.


Then he’d need to start thinking about how he was going to
get out of this mess.











Chapter Eight


September 2063


 


Without knowing it, Dan was somewhat overestimating the
importance the police were placing on him. Back at the station, Jones had
called off the search for the time being. He was feeling extremely disgruntled
because the call he’d asked P.C. Pooley to put through for backup had been
refused.


HQ in Oxford were not willing to invest any time or people
into an expensive manhunt for a mystery man who had done nothing more serious
than break into somebody’s house. Had he been armed or physically attacked
someone, it might have been different. As far as they were concerned, Dan was
just a burglar who’d been caught red-handed, whom Jones and his team had been
lax enough to let escape.


Jones and Kyle had driven around town for a bit with the
siren wailing, but it was clear they had no chance of finding him. It hadn’t
occurred to either of them that the siren would be a warning to him that they
were looking for him. He was hardly likely to stroll along in plain view under
those circumstances. Jones liked having the siren on, though. It made him feel
important.


After Pooley radioed them to inform them that no backup was
coming, they headed back to the station. On the way they took a small detour to
the fast-food drive-thru at the edge of town, seeking solace in burgers and
fries for the dismal morning’s work.


Shortly after getting back, the holographic conference screen
in Jones’s office lit up, and the image of Superintendent Trafford from the
Oxford station appeared in the room. He did not look happy, and his expression
darkened further when he saw Jones lounging in his chair munching on a chicken
burger.


Trafford was in his mid-fifties, a strong and powerful
figure whom Jones found intimidating at the best of times. And this certainly
was not one of the best.


“What the fuck are you playing at, Jones?” he asked.


“We’ve got an escaped prisoner, sir. I asked P.C. Pooley to
call for backup.”


“I know,” said Trafford. “And I refused it.”


“May I ask why, sir?”


“You may,” replied Trafford. “Put yourself in my shoes. We
get a call from one of your officers saying you’ve got an escaped prisoner. So,
naturally, we ask for details. Who is this person and what have they done? The
usual sort of thing.”


Trafford paused and took a deep breath. Jones knew what this
meant. He’d seen it enough times before. He was filling his lungs to capacity,
ready for the rant to come.


“To start with, your officer isn’t even sure of the bloke’s
name. So we’ve no positive identity to work with, which means no microchip, no
implants to track, nothing. The description we’ve got is of a bloke, fortyish,
wearing jeans and a T-shirt. Hardly narrows the suspect list down much, does
it? And as for the heinous crime he’s committed, it seems he’s broken into
someone’s house and that’s it. No murder, no rape, no armed robbery. Basically,
Jones, you are wasting my time.”


After another pause, Trafford added, sarcastically, “Still,
I’m glad to see in all the apparent mayhem that you’ve managed to find time to
find yourself some lunch.”


“Sorry, sir,” replied Jones, lamely. “But the thing is
there’s something weird about him. He claims to be someone who as far as we can
tell died over twenty years ago. I looked up his records earlier, and the
person he claims to be has got a lot of form. Superintendent Benson who was
D.I. here before me tried to convict him once in a murder case, but she failed.
Someone else went down for it instead, but was later acquitted.”


“And you believe all this?” asked Trafford. “Did you DNA
test him to see if he was who he claimed to be?”


“Well, no, sir,” replied Jones, realising he was on the back
foot. “We were going to, but before we could, he sort of escaped.”


“And that’s another thing I’m not happy about,” continued
Trafford.


Although he wasn’t physically in the room, the latest
holographic images were very lifelike, and Jones was every bit as intimidated
as if he had been standing there in the flesh.


“You let a prisoner overpower you and escape from the
station. That would not have happened if you had been following proper security
procedures.”


“With all due respect, sir,” replied Jones. “We are very
short-staffed here. We’re expected to police an entire town of 50,000 people
with only three officers on duty at any one time. Perhaps if you could see your
way to letting us have some more staff…”


“Let me stop you, right there,” interrupted Trafford. “Quite
honestly, there is very little that any of you do there that couldn’t be
performed by the new breed of robotic officers. We are using them here in
Oxford and they are proving to be very efficient. One thing they certainly
don’t do is let prisoners escape.”


“There’s nothing a robot can do more efficiently than a
human,” protested Jones.


“An efficient human, I agree,” said Trafford. “But in your
case, I think my dog could run the station better than you. I feel I ought to
let you know that we are looking at trialling a fully automated station in one
of Oxford’s satellite towns. I was thinking of installing it in Witney, but
following today’s performance, I think your town might be a more appropriate
choice. Do you hear what I am saying, Jones?”


“Yes, sir,” replied Jones. “I do apologise for what’s
happened today. It won’t happen again.”


“I hope it won’t, Jones, because otherwise you’ll find
yourself out of a job. As for this mystery man, I suggest you forget about him
and focus on the things you should be doing, whatever they may be. Do I make myself
clear?”


“Yes, sir,” said Jones again.


“Good,” replied Trafford, curtly, and he vanished as he
terminated the transmission.


The conversation had left Jones feeling extremely annoyed.
This man, Daniel Fisher, if that really was his name, had made a fool out of
him and earned him a dressing down from his boss.


He had no intention of letting it go, whatever Trafford had
said. The old fool was out of touch and had no idea of the sorts of things he
had to deal with on a daily basis. His comment about doing what he should be
doing, whatever it may be, was proof enough that he had no idea what the
day-to-day job entailed.


Jones decided that he would track the man down, bring him in,
and get to the bottom of the matter. There was more to this than met the eye and
if he could solve it he’d be on for lots of Brownie points. Then they could
stick their automated robot police station in Witney and good luck to them.


His chips had gone cold now and he had lost his appetite. He
threw them in the bin, got up, and wandered over to the filter coffee machine.
He poured himself a strong one, and then sat back down to contemplate the day’s
events. He was not happy with the way things had gone and he wasn’t going to
let this Fisher character get away with this. He’d made Jones look like an
idiot and that was not acceptable. He would have to pay.


In fact, paying of a different kind was something that Dan
was about to experience considerable difficulty with. Coming to the conclusion
that it might be best if he got out of town for a while, he had sneaked into
the back garden of a house on his old estate and stolen some clothes off a
washing line.


He was now dressed in black jeans and a yellow and black,
striped rugby shirt which were satisfyingly different to what he’d been wearing
before.


It was well past lunchtime by now, and he didn’t want to
hang around any longer than he had to, so, ignoring the rumblings in his
stomach, he headed straight for the nearest bus stop. He figured he’d be a lot
safer in Oxford where he could be as anonymous as he liked in the crowds.


A bus soon arrived, a shiny, silent, silver model, far
superior to anything Dan had seen in his day. As the double doors slid smoothly
open, he quickly realised there was no driver. The area where the driver’s cab
used to be now housed a touch screen device. As he entered the bus, a robotic
female voice, identical to the one of the front door of his old house, enquired:
“Please state your destination”.


“Oxford, single,” replied Dan.


“That will be 15 euros, please,” replied the machine.


“Euros?” enquired Dan. “You’re joking. How much is it in
pounds?”


“That currency is no longer legal tender. Please pay 15
euros. Cash, card or palm print?”


“Look, I don’t have any euros,” said Dan. As someone who in
his youth had fiercely campaigned against continued EU membership, he was
incredibly angry to discover that apparently Britain was now in the eurozone.


There was a large, middle-aged woman, surrounded by shopping
bags, taking up the first two seats on the kerbside of the bus. “What’s the
hold-up?” she enquired.


“This bloody machine’s asking for euros. What’s happened to
the good old British pound?”


“Where have you been hiding, son?” replied the woman. “We
went over to the euro about fifteen years ago.”


“I’ve not been hiding anywhere,” shouted Dan in frustration.
“I’ve travelled here from the past.” He could feel his anger building.
Political opinions aside, he was now acutely aware that he was now not only
destitute, but penniless as well. The notes he was carrying with the image of
King Charles on the front were now worthless.


“Please pay 15 euros or exit the vehicle,” stated the
irritating robotic voice.


“If you haven’t got any money, you’ll have to get off,” said
the woman, fussily. This enraged Dan who hated being told what to do.


“Shut up!” he shouted, and he punched the touch screen in a
rage. An alarm began sounding. He looked down the bus. Apart from the woman,
the only other passengers were a group of teenagers sitting right at the back.
They were messing about making a fair amount of noise themselves, and were
oblivious to what was going on at the front.


This was no good. He couldn’t do much without money. What
was it that his grandfather used to say to him? May as well be hung for a sheep
as a lamb? Suddenly that seemed very appropriate. The woman had annoyed him
sufficiently for him to want to get his own back. He got right in her face and
shouted out “Give me your purse – now.”


Petrified by the sudden turn of events, the woman complied.
As she was reaching into her bag to retrieve her purse, one of the carrier bags
of shopping fell open and out fell a four pack of a brand of chocolate that Dan
recognised immediately.


The familiar-looking confectionery was the most reassuring
thing Dan had seen since he had arrived in this crazy future world. At least
some things were still sacred.


“Good girl,” he said, grabbing the purse. “And I’m taking
these as well,” he added, grabbing the chocolate. “I haven’t had any lunch
yet.” Then, leaving the woman screaming hysterically as the teenagers at last
looked up to see what was going on, he ran out through the doors and back along
the pavement.


His plan to get out of town had gone horribly wrong. He was
in serious need of a plan B, but how could he plan anything in a world where
the rules had changed and nothing could be taken for granted? He was a man out
of time, and a man who seriously needed to find some sanctuary.


The police would be on to him again now as soon as the woman
phoned them, which she was bound to do. He had to get away from the road; he
would be way too conspicuous there. The advantage that the change of clothes
had given him had also now been negated. The yellow and black team shirt of Wasps
RFC was extremely conspicuous.


He was close to the outskirts of town, and he remembered
that there used to be a small park just off the edge of the road he was walking
along. He desperately hoped it would still be there and it hadn’t been turned
into a spaceport or something. Thankfully, it was still there, complete with
the same old rusting swings and slide.


The sky had been clouding over for some time and, as he
walked through the gap in the wall that led into the park, it started to
drizzle. There were only two people there, a man in his early thirties pushing
a small boy on a swing. As the rain began to fall, the man picked up the child
and put him into his pushchair, pulling a rain cover over it.


The man quickly hurried away, as the rain began to pour down,
Dan walked across to the slide. Beneath the steps there was a small hut for
children to play in. Grateful to get out of the rain, Dan squeezed his ample
frame through the narrow doorway and sat down.


Safe for the time being at least, he ripped open the pack of
chocolate and devoured the lot in about two minutes flat. Chocolate had never
tasted so wonderful. Casting the empty wrappers onto the floor of the hut, he
got on to the more serious business of opening the woman’s purse. He was
pleased to see that there were over 300 euros inside.


That seemed a lot for her to be carrying around, not that he
was complaining. He wasn’t sure how much 300 euros was worth now, but it was
probably not as much as it was in his time, allowing for inflation. He knew
that the bus ride to Oxford was 15 euros, so it ought to be enough to at least
get him through the next day or so.


He thought back to the survival course he had gone on with
some of the other members of the Fascist political party he had once belonged
to. It had stood him in good stead when the Black Winter had descended, and as
far as he was concerned, he was in another survival situation now.


The first thing he had to do was meet his basic needs, the
most pressing of which was shelter. He may have been temporarily out of the
rain, but he couldn’t live in the hut underneath the slide. He needed to find
somewhere for the night and he needed to find it fast. He also desperately
needed a drink and to go to the toilet.


The second of those, he could deal with right now. With
great difficulty, in the cramped confines of the children’s hut, he managed to
pull out his member and urinate prolifically over the floor. He didn’t give a
thought for the kids, but that was Dan all over.


Having relieved his bladder, he looked through the remaining
contents of the woman’s purse. There was nothing further of use inside. Amusing
himself by discarding it in the puddle he’d left on the floor, he waited for
the rain to stop and then cautiously made his way out of the hut. It was time to
think about his next move.


He didn’t want to risk going near the main roads any more
than was absolutely necessary. Striking out across the field, away from the
direction of the bus stop from where he’d come, he headed for the edge of town,
where there used to be a travel tavern.


There weren’t many more anonymous places than those. If he
could get in, and they let him pay cash, he should be safe for the night. At
least he knew they still used money in the future, as the bus had given him the
option to pay by cash. If the cashless society that had so often been talked
about in his day had become a reality, he would have been seriously stuck.


Just as he reached the edge of the field, he stepped in a
dog turd. It just about summed up his day.


 











Chapter Nine


September 2049


 


Alice was feeding Maisie, the time-travelling mouse, in the
lab, when Josh triumphantly flung open the door and announced: “I’m back.”


She turned, the late afternoon sunshine pouring through the
gaps in the window blinds onto the various pieces of high-tech machinery
scattered around the room. “How did it go?” she asked.


“Is that all?” asked Josh. “Don’t I even get a hug? I
haven’t seen you for nearly two weeks!”


“You only left this morning,” replied Alice.


“Ah, that’s true,” replied Josh. “Perhaps I should have set
the timer to bring me back later, to reflect the actual amount of time I was
gone. I don’t want to end up looking old before my time.”


“Speaking of looking old,” replied Alice. “I don’t feel too
great myself today, bearing in mind you’ve been away in France playing with my
younger self.”


“Hey, I didn’t do anything with her,” protested Josh.


“Only because I didn’t let you, if I remember rightly. I’m
pretty sure you tried it on at the time – as if I’d even have considered it
with the state my leg was in.”


“I think your memory must be playing tricks on you,” replied
Josh, sheepishly. “It was twenty years ago, after all. Anyway, even if I did,
I’m pretty sure cheating on you with yourself doesn’t count as cheating – does
it?”


“That’s a whole can of worms I don’t want to get into,” said
Alice, smiling. “Just give me a kiss now to show me you still fancy this
version of the old bird.”


They hugged, and kissed deeply. After a few seconds, Josh
pulled away and remarked “Do you fancy going for a drink? I could certainly do
with one; it’s been quite an eventful couple of weeks.”


“Sure, why not?” she replied.


They walked out of the college, through the town centre and
into the narrow streets, steeped in history, that ran behind Oxford’s main High
Street.


They stopped when they reached The Bear, a pub which could
date its origins back to medieval times. Sitting outside on the wooden tables
enjoying a couple of pints of traditional real ale, Alice was keen to hear more
about Josh’s adventure back in time.


“So, fill me in on the details,” replied Alice. “Apart from
the bits I already know, of course.”


“Well, it was all pretty straightforward, really. After I
rang you from France, I…”


Alice interrupted him. “You didn’t ring me from France.”


“I did. It was the night I got there,” replied Josh. “Oh
hang on, that will be tonight, won’t it? It hasn’t happened yet. This is going
to get confusing. Hey, that means my other me is on my way to France right now.
Maybe I should ring and warn myself not to have that dodgy tuna sandwich on the
ferry. I’m sure that’s what made me sick.”


“Perhaps you’re just a poor sailor,” remarked Alice. “Do you
remember you ringing yourself?”


“No. That’s interesting. Let’s give it a go and see if it
works. Call it an experiment into whether we can alter history.”


He pulled out his phone and dialled his own number. “It’s
engaged,” he said.


“Well, it would be, wouldn’t it?” she said. “You’re trying
to ring your own number. Let me try.” She pulled out her phone and dialled
Josh’s number. Immediately his phone, the one he had with him, rang.


“Well, you’ve got through alright, but to this one, not the
identical one on its way to France. We’re not getting very far with this
experiment, are we?”


“I think you were right, you should have set the tachyometer
to bring you back in line with the amount of time you were away,” said Alice.
“We won’t know if you’re coming or going if you carry on like this.”


“Fair enough,” said Josh. “That’s a new rule then – make
sure time passes while I’m away travelling in time at the same rate it does
here. We are going to have to start writing down all these rules. Hey, I could
end up being as famous as Isaac Newton one day. Imagine it – Gardner’s First
Law of Time Travel.”


“I think you’re getting a bit carried away with all this
again,” said Alice. “Come on: let’s get back to the story. Tell me what
happened when you got to France. You can leave out the gory details about being
sick; I don’t need to know all of that.”


“OK. Well, I got as close as I could to where the helicopter
place was in 2029. Then I found a nice, open space out in the countryside and
made the jump. I set it to three days before I picked you up in the
helicopter.”


“Were the money and the cards OK?” asked Alice.


“Yes, that was good thinking on your part,” remarked Josh,
remembering how they’d researched the currency and discovered that new euro
notes had been issued during the two decades that had passed.


Getting hold of the out-of-date notes hadn’t been too
difficult. Forging a twenty-year-old credit card had been a little trickier,
but there were some very resourceful students at the university who had helped
with that one. Josh had passed it off as part of a project.


“So what did you do with your three days?” asked Alice.


“Well, the first night, I stopped at a little village close
to the helicopter place and found a guest house. It’s a lovely, traditional and
unspoilt area so I wandered into the village, found a bar, had something to eat
and enjoyed some red wine.”


“No wonder you went three days early,” said Alice, “You saw
an opportunity for a bit of a jolly. What then, soaking up the French
sunshine?”


“There wasn’t a lot of that. This was the start of the Black
Winter, remember. It was bloody freezing, but the snow had not arrived in
France at that point, thankfully. So, the next day I went off to the helicopter
place to hire the chopper. That all went reasonably smoothly, apart from one
worrying moment when I showed them my pilot’s licence and realised in horror
that it read: ‘Issued in 2048’. Fortunately they either didn’t notice or
assumed it was a misprint.”


“I can’t believe we overlooked such a basic error, not after
we thought we’d covered every possible detail,” said Alice.


“Well, luckily we got away with it. Perhaps we were destined
to. After that everything was pretty straightforward up until the point where I
landed on the beach and picked you up.”


“Agreed, like we’ve always said, we knew you’d get there
because it had already happened,” said Alice.


“We still don’t know that for certain, do we? Maybe we will
never know.”


“Well, when you tried to ring yourself just now to try and
warn yourself about the tuna sandwich, you couldn’t get through. Doesn’t that
prove things are predestined?” asked Alice.


“I’m still not convinced that everything is set in stone,”
said Josh. “I need to think of a way to properly test this out.”


“Well, the important thing for now is that everything seems
to have happened as we remembered, and you’re back safe and sound. We couldn’t
ask for any more than that.”


“We certainly couldn’t,” agreed Josh, draining his pint.
“I’ve certainly missed English beer while I’ve been in France, that’s for sure,
not to mention the sunny weather. Fancy another?”


“Absolutely,” replied Alice.


When Josh got back with the drinks he was full of enthusiasm.
“As soon as possible, I want to get started on my next project,” he said.


“Are we talking about going back to investigate Lauren’s
death?” asked Alice.


“Not just yet,” replied Josh. “There’s something else I want
to check out first. Do you remember I told you about that strange encounter I
had with that man at Cheltenham races years ago – the one who tipped me all the
winners?”


“Yeah, I do – the man who claimed to be living his life
backwards? I thought he sounded like a bit of a weirdo.”


“Well, maybe he did,” remarked Josh. “But if I went around
telling people that I just travelled back in time to twenty years ago they
would probably say the same thing about me.”


“That’s a fair point,” conceded Alice. “So what are you
planning this time?”


“Well, he gave me some details about himself, and also about
what happened to him in his own future. He claimed that he was going to die
from cancer in 2025 and that his wife had been killed in a traffic accident in
2017. Then he left me his address. So, a few weeks ago, I went to look him up.”


“How come you didn’t tell me any of this before?” asked
Alice.


“I was concentrating most of my efforts on the trip to
France and wanted to get that out of the way first,” replied Josh. “But one
day, I fancied taking a break from that and doing something different. So off I
went to North Oxford to check him out. And it turns out that both he and his
wife are still alive and living in the same house. They are both quite elderly
now, but still going strong.”


“So he was lying about the car crash and the cancer, then?”
asked Alice.


“Not necessarily. If what he was saying was true originally,
maybe he has managed to change history and we’ve all become a part of it.”


“We’re back to that again. I have to say it all sounds a bit
far-fetched to me,” replied Alice. “Even by our standards.”


“Maybe it is,” said Josh. “But there’s an easy way to find
out.” He reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out his wallet. He popped
open the button on a small pocket that Alice had never seen him open before and
pulled out a faded piece of paper.


Looking more closely, Alice could see that it looked like
some sort of old-fashioned betting slip. It was the sort she remembered seeing
when she was a kid. Her grandfather used to leave them on the arm of the sofa
when he was watching the races on Saturday afternoons.


“What’s that?” she enquired. “Are you using your newfound
gambling skills to defraud the bookies now?”


“Hardly,” he replied. “Though perhaps we should try that
sometime. This did in fact come from a betting shop, though. It was from the
betting shop on Cheltenham Racecourse where I met him, nearly thirty years ago.
Take a look.”


Josh passed the note across to Alice and she read:


Thomas Scott. 6th August 1990, 5pm, Radcliffe
Camera.


“Mysterious, huh?” asked Josh. “He said that if I ever
discovered the secret of time travel, I should travel back in time to that
specific place and time. He would be travelling back in time through his own
life, one day at a time, until that day when he’d make sure that he was there
at that time. He said he was trying to make some changes to his life and he
wanted me to find out if they had made a difference. In particular, he wanted
to know if he’d avoided dying of cancer. If it’s all true, this is our best
chance of finding out if the future can be changed. What I’ve seen so far
certainly seems to suggest it can, but I won’t know for sure unless I go back.”


“So, that’s what you’re planning to do then. Go back and
tell him?”


“Oh, I’m going to do much more than that,” replied Josh.
“I’ve got two working tachyometers. I am going to take him to see his own
future.”


“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” asked Alice. “You’ve
barely got the hang of travelling through time yourself, and now you’re
bringing passengers on-board?”


“Trust me,” grinned Josh. “I owe this guy. If it hadn’t been
for the inspiration he gave me all those years ago, I might never have done any
of this in the first place.”


“Next stop 1990, then,” said Alice.


“Absolutely,” replied Josh.











Chapter Ten


August 1990


 


Three weeks later, Josh was standing close to the river bank
on one side of Christ Church Meadow. It was after dark and there were few
people around.


This was his favourite place for time-travelling in Oxford.
It was a timeless location that had barely changed in decades. He could
guarantee that wherever he was travelling in time, forwards or backwards, he
would arrive safely in the same spot.


What he couldn’t guarantee was that he wouldn’t appear out
of the blue in plain view of someone. This had already happened a couple of
times. Fortunately, people were usually so taken aback by the experience that
he could be away and gone before they’d had a chance to react. He wasn’t too
worried about them telling anyone about it. Who would believe them?


Today was to be one of those occasions. Josh had set the
tachyometer to take him all the way back to August 1990, in the hope of finding
the mysterious Thomas Scott.


The contrast between the conditions at his departure point
and his arrival couldn’t have been greater. From a wet, windy night in the
early autumn of 2049, he found himself arriving in the middle of a heatwave,
sun blazing down, during the hottest part of a summer afternoon.


Unfortunately, he’d arrived right on top of a tartan picnic
blanket in the middle of a young couple who were lying on the blanket sharing a
romantic kiss.


He tripped right over the woman, sprawling to the ground,
knocking over a bottle of champagne and two plastic glasses in the process. One
of these spilled directly onto her light, white summer dress.


The young man, wearing a Blues Brothers T-shirt and light
blue jeans, leapt up shouting, “Oi, mate, what’s your game? Are you some sort
of perv?”


There was something vaguely familiar about the man, but Josh
couldn’t place it. Whoever he was, he didn’t have the time for getting into an
argument with him. He mumbled a feeble “Sorry” and ran, reflecting that he was
going to have to get into better physical shape. Time-travelling could clearly
be hazardous and having the ability to sprint a good couple of hundred yards
quickly could come in quite handy – never more so than now.


“Come back here!” shouted the man. “What about our
champagne?” As Josh ran, he looked back and realised he could be in trouble.
The man was getting up to pursue him. Luckily for Josh, the girl called him
back.


“Leave it, George,” she called. “It’s not worth it.”


Josh ran through the heavy, black iron gates that led out of
the meadows and along the short road that led to the High Street. He was very
relieved to see that George had not followed him any further.


He had at least an hour before he was due to meet Thomas,
and took the opportunity to have a good look around him.


He loved going back into history: it filled him with
nostalgia. This was the furthest back he had ever gone. 1990 was over a decade
before his birth.


As he walked up the High Street he marvelled at how many
things in Oxford were the same, and yet so different. The basic architecture
never changed, but all the things that filled it did. He couldn’t believe how
much hair everybody had, especially the men.


He chuckled at one young man’s hairstyle. He had bleached
blond hair that was short at the front and sides but huge at the back, trailing
down over his shoulders. He had seen something similar in old pop videos from
the time by some Australian actor whose name he couldn’t recall. He didn’t know
what the hairstyle was called either, but his father would instantly have
recognised it as a mullet.


The thing that most marked the time period was the cars. As
he turned into the High Street he was delighted to see an old yellow Citroën
2CV. He had never seen one of these in the flesh before; only in an old Bond
movie.


The small car was packed with six teenagers inside, all
girls, with the window down and a classic Bon Jovi tune blaring out. Two of the
girls were practically hanging out of the back windows. It seemed that they
didn’t bother with seat belts much in this time.


Josh also noticed that hardly any of the many cyclists
around were wearing helmets. By the 2040s, they were compulsory. Clearly the
20th century was a far less health and safety-conscious time. Dangerous, yes,
but there was a refreshing sense of freedom about it all.


The 2CV was followed by three red double-decker buses, all
bearing the same number and destination “2A Barton”. They moved in convoy over
Magdalen Bridge, all belching out exhaust fumes, making Josh cough as he
breathed in the smell of leaded petrol. The air quality was really bad in the
city compared to 21st century standards.


Quite why three buses needed to be going to Barton all at
the same time with only about three people on each, Josh had no idea. They
probably didn’t have sophisticated, computer-controlled traffic management in
this time period, he figured.


He decided to wander up to the pub where he and Alice had
been drinking three weeks ago and 59 years in his future. He was delighted to
discover that it was virtually unchanged from that day.


Reaching into his pocket for the clunky 1990 currency he’d
brought along with him, he went in and ordered a pint. It cost him the princely
sum of £1.30, which he paid for with two pound coins. He was handed back a
fifty pence piece and two tens, which were much larger than the ones he had
grown up with. Now this was real money, he thought. It felt worth something.


Enjoying his pint in the sunshine, he noticed how much
everyone else around him seemed to be enjoying themselves. The hot weather
probably helped, but, that aside, people of all ages were gathered around the
tables, chatting and laughing.


There was a refreshing lack of technology present: no
implants, no mobile phones, in fact no devices of any kind as far as he could
see, just the simple pleasures of beer, sunshine and friendship.


Perhaps he’d have to come back here for a time travel
holiday at some point. When he’d been growing up he’d laughed at older people
going on about the good old days. Now he had to concede that maybe they’d had a
point.


Anxious not to lose track of time, he finished his pint and
headed off up to the Radcliffe Camera with a good ten minutes or so to spare.
The circular stone monument looked exactly as it had in his time, as was true
of most of Oxford’s famous landmarks, only the railings surrounding it were
missing.


He was getting quite excited about what potentially lay in
store. Was he really going to meet a man travelling back from the future, or
was it indeed all the delusions of a madman? As five o’clock came and went he
was beginning to have serious doubts about the whole thing.


He stopped close to a young, blonde girl and her boyfriend
who were sitting on the steps of the monument, sharing a bottle of wine in the
sunshine. That would never have been allowed in Josh’s time. They didn’t look
more than about 17, but he noticed a passing policeman barely gave them a
second glance.


He surreptitiously pulled out the tachyometer and scanned
for readings. Just then he heard a tentative voice behind him. “Josh?”


He turned, and standing before him was a young man, barely
more than a boy, looking quizzically at him. Josh examined his face, trying to
match it to the hazy memory of the middle-aged man he had met so many years
ago. Looking more closely, he could see that it was indeed him, fresh-faced,
smiling and clearly delighted to see him.


Once they had exchanged greetings, they went for a coffee
and a catch-up which gave Thomas a chance to explain more about the strange
life he had lived.


He left Josh in no doubt that he was telling the truth when
he casually dropped the names of Barack Obama and David Cameron into the
conversation.


No one in 1990 could have known that they would become
future world leaders. Satisfied that Thomas was the genuine article, and with
the help of the second tachyometer, Josh took him to the future to see himself
in his later years.


They travelled to his house in Oxford many years after he
believed he had originally died, where he saw himself alive and well, with his
wife, children and grandchildren all around him.


Thomas had been filled with both joy and sadness, seeing
once again the loved ones he had left behind in his backwards travel through
time.


While they were there, Josh took a photo and after returning
Thomas to his own time, he jumped back to 1973 and left it for Thomas to find.
At least now he would have something to remember his family by.


Josh was satisfied that the endless debate over whether or
not time was set in stone had been answered. The version of the future that he
had shown Thomas differed from the one that Thomas had originally lived. His
actions as he had travelled backwards through time had altered not only his
future, but also that of those around him. Of this there could be no doubt.


It was clear that Josh was going to have to tread very
carefully if he made any further trips back into time. He thought back to the
barbecue earlier in the year and the concerns Peter had raised. They were now
very real.


Before he could make any hard and fast decisions about
future use of the tachyometers, there was still one trip that he had to make.
He’d left it until last, as it wasn’t going to be a pleasant task, but he had
to find out exactly what had happened to Lauren.


Returning to his laboratory, he began to make preparations.











Chapter Eleven


September 2063


 


It had been a tough couple of years for Jess. She’d lost her
mother to an illness that even the advanced medical science of the mid-21st
century could not cure.


Despite Josh’s offer to travel to the future to try and find
a solution, none could be found. Eventually Hannah had grown to accept the fate
that had claimed her at just seventy years of age. She knew she’d had a good
life with a husband and a daughter she adored.


When the end came it was very quick. She didn’t suffer a
long, lingering death, which was a comfort to her in her final moments. She
wanted Jess and Peter to remember her as she had always been, vibrant and full
of life right up until the end.


Not long after her mother’s death, Jess had split up with
her boyfriend of ten years. He had ended the relationship out of the blue with
the announcement he’d met someone else. Further digging revealed that he had
been shagging Jess’s best friend, Charlotte, for over three years. The break-up
was short and acrimonious, but it at least it was clean, ending with him asking
her to move out of his flat.


There was little other baggage involved. They had never got
round to having children and the flat was owned solely by him. All she had to
do was pack her bags and walk out of the door, writing off an entire decade of
her life in the process.


As an added humiliation, when she went back the next day to
pick up her last few things, Charlotte opened the door to her.


She had lost her boyfriend, her home, and her best friend in
one devastating turn of events. With nowhere else to go, and her father
grieving for her recently deceased mother, the sensible solution for both of
them was for her to move back home.


Peter was delighted to have his daughter back with him, and
together they gradually came to terms with Hannah’s loss. Disillusioned by her
relationship break-up and seeing no reason to get involved in another one, Jess
was quite happy to stay and spend time with her father.


They found themselves spending more time together than ever
before. It was a chance to make up for all those years he was absent when she
was growing up. It was very handy for work, too. The school where she worked as
a primary schoolteacher was only a stone’s throw away from the family home.


After a year or two, Jess felt happy and settled again, but
it was not to last. In a further cruel twist, Peter discovered that the
leukaemia that had necessitated his absence from her childhood had returned.
This time the illness was much further advanced, and he was a lot older than he
had been the first time around.


The prognosis was bleak and no future advances in medical
science could help him this time. He had broken the news to Jess as gently as
he could, but she had understandably been devastated.


All of this had come to light just over a month before Dan
was due to emerge from the time bubble, an event about which the team had been
in a quandary. What could they do with him this time? Shove him back in again?
It wasn’t going to solve the long-term problem.


Josh had experimented with the possibility of shutting the
whole thing down, but unlike the bubbles he created himself, the original
stubbornly refused to be controlled. It seemed set in time, destined to go on
doubling forever. He hadn’t given up, and knew he would find the solution
eventually, but he wasn’t going to have the answer in time for Dan’s impending
emergence.


The issue remained unresolved when Peter found out that he
was ill again. Thinking about his future and what little of it there was left,
it occurred to him that perhaps he could solve the problem of the time bubble
once and for all.


He could ensure nobody would ever fall innocently into it
again, as well as giving himself the adventure of a lifetime into the bargain.
He’d always wanted to see the future and now he had his chance. Josh had
recently told him that he’d discovered that the tachyometers had their limits.
The further he jumped forwards or backwards in time, the greater the energy
demands.


The furthest Josh had managed to travel in time was about
200 years in either direction. Peter had a plan in mind that would blow that
out of the water. Josh may have been the time travel guru, but Peter’s idea had
the potential to take him all the way to the end of time.


He would enter the time bubble again and jump through it
over and over again, spending his final days travelling to Earth’s distant
future. He wouldn’t live to tell the tale, and he wasn’t sure if there would
even be anybody in the future left to tell it to, but what an amazing journey
it would be!


Once he’d come up with the idea, he broached it with Josh
first before speaking to Jess. It was a sound plan as far as Josh was
concerned. He had done all manner of calculations on the nature of the time
bubble and was able to present Peter with an accurate list of the jump dates.
These escalated rapidly with the doubling nature of the bubble.


After eight jumps he would pass the year 10,000. Another
seven jumps after that and he would be over a million years in the future. It
was both an exciting and a daunting prospect, with the very real possibility of
instant death at any point should he emerge into a hostile environment.


It was pretty scary stuff, but compared to dying from cancer
in a hospital bed? There was no contest. He just hoped that Jess would see it
the same way. He broke the news to her over breakfast, the morning after his
conversation with Josh. She was understandably distraught, but eventually came
to accept the situation and his reasons for doing what he intended to do.


On the morning he left, she had wanted to go with him to the
tunnel, but he had advised against it. Dan would be emerging from the time
bubble just before Peter jumped, and the last thing he wanted was for Jess to
be there. She needed to be safely out of harm’s way. So, after a final meal
together the night before, they shared an emotional farewell at home early the
following morning.


He almost couldn’t bring himself to go, leaving her as he
did in floods of tears at the front door, but he had no choice. It would be
better this way than have her watch him die from the cancer. He couldn’t put
her through that again, not after what had happened to her mother. He knew that
she would not be lonely. Charlie and Kaylee had promised him they would take
care of her.


With tears welling up in his own eyes he pulled away from a
long and lingering final hug to set off on his final journey.


Heartbroken and unable to face the world, Jess had retreated
into the house for the rest of the day after he left. Charlie and Kaylee had
offered to come over and keep her company, and she had appreciated their
kindness but politely declined. She just wanted to be alone.


That was the previous day. Now, as she awoke, she felt ready
to face the world again. Still living in the same house that her father had
bought almost fifty years ago, she got up and thought about the rest of her
life. She was now an orphan, at the age of 43, with not even any siblings for
comfort. As far as family went, she was now alone.


But she wasn’t completely alone. Kaylee, Charlie and their
children had always felt like a second family to her and she knew she would
always have them. When it came to romance, her past relationships may not have
worked out, but there was no need for her to feel disheartened. 43 was no age
at all these days and she felt like she had her whole life stretching out
before her.


School would be starting again the following week and she
would be able to throw herself into her work. She loved teaching and the kids
loved her. Her father had been an excellent teacher, and she was doing an
excellent job of carrying on the family profession.


She hadn’t given up on the hope of having kids herself at
some point. It wasn’t unusual at all for the women of her generation to delay
starting a family until they were in their forties, or even fifties in some
cases. But she wasn’t going to bust a gut trying to find “Mr Right”. If he came
along, then all well and good; if not, well she didn’t need a man to complete
herself.


Determined to focus on the positives and banishing all
thoughts of self-pity, she dragged herself out of bed.


“Radio,” she stated, and the house was instantly filled with
the sound of the local station, the one she’d grown up listening to when Kaylee
used to read out the weather. With speakers in every wall, she went into the
bathroom just as the hourly news bulletin was starting.


Unlike film and TV which had been subject to one innovation
after another, radio hadn’t changed a great deal over the decades. It still
followed pretty much the same format as it always had, a mix of pop hits,
present and past, a bit of idle chat, and news and weather on the hour, every
hour.


At first she didn’t pay a huge amount of attention to the
news. It was just background noise, while her mind was occupied with thoughts
of the day ahead.


Most of the stories were about Oxford, but when she heard
her home town mentioned, it caught her notice.


“Police are on the lookout for a man who broke into a house
in St Margaret’s Close yesterday morning and later evaded custody. He is
believed to be the same man who robbed a 49-year-old woman of her purse later
the same day on a local bus. The man is described as late-thirties, heavily
built, with shortly cropped hair. He was last seen wearing a yellow and black-striped
rugby shirt. Members of the public are advised not to approach him if they
suspect they may have seen him, but to contact police to inform them of his
whereabouts.


Finally, in sport, Oxford United have sacked their manager
following another poor start to the season…”


Jess switched off the radio. She had a pretty strong hunch
that it was Dan who they were talking about. It all added up. Not only did he
fit the description, but she also knew that he used to live in St Margaret’s
Close.


It couldn’t just be a coincidence. The time bubble team had
already discussed this in detail, imagining possible scenarios of what might
happen to Dan after he came out of the tunnel.


This was one of the reasons Charlie and Kaylee had offered
to stay with her the previous night. They had been concerned for her safety,
just in case Dan tried to come back to the house. It was, after all, the last
place he had been 22 years ago, and it was possible he might try to retrace his
steps.


Hearing the report on the radio had made her feel quite
vulnerable. She knew all about Dan’s past, and if he was going around breaking
into houses and mugging people, who knows what he might do next in his state of
desperation?


With thoughts of what happened to Lauren in her head, she
decided that perhaps she ought to call Charlie and Kaylee and ask them to come
over after all.











Chapter Twelve


September 2063


 


Fully rested after a good night’s sleep, Dan felt ready to
face the world again. The previous evening he had been so relieved to reach the
safety of the hotel room that he had fallen asleep almost immediately, thankful
that the immediate nightmare was over.


Now, awake and sitting in bed, he could at last think
clearly about the situation.


The layout of the hotel room was reassuringly familiar. It
seemed to Dan that such rooms had not changed much with the passing of the
years. Then again, this hotel had been on the site for as long as Dan could
remember. This room had probably been built decades ago and never upgraded. It
was certainly a cheap and cheerful place.


The shape of the room was exactly the same as many he had
encountered in the past. When he had entered the room, he had found that the
bathroom was on the left in a short passage just beyond the door. The room then
opened out beyond the end of the wall which contained the bathroom. The bed was
on the left-hand side of the room with the window directly in front of him,
opposite the door.


On the right was a wooden desk, and built into the wall was
a touch screen television. On the desk was a familiar-looking tray containing
sachets of coffee, tea bags, and various accompaniments. There had also been
some individually wrapped packs of biscuits, but Dan had devoured them when he
had got in the previous night.


Next to the tray was a cheap, white, plastic, kettle of the
type many retailers offered in their budget ranges. It was all very plain and
ordinary, but plain and ordinary was what Dan needed right now.


When he’d woken up he’d checked the clock to discover he’d
slept for twelve hours solid. This had left him with an urgent need to empty
his bladder.


After that, he’d eventually managed to make a cup of tea
after waiting for what seemed like about half an hour for the kettle to boil.
Now he was sitting back in bed beneath a cheap print of a vase with some
daffodils in it, drinking his cheap and vile tea. It was made from a brand of
tea bag he had never heard of, UHT milk and, of course, his customary three
sugars.


It was clear the only way he was going to get some answers
about what had happened to him was to track down the perpetrators. He could not
see any other way he was going to be able to get out of this predicament.


Mulling it over in his mind, he’d narrowed the suspects down
to a shortlist of five. This effectively became four, if, as Jones had told
him, Hannah was dead. Of those four, he didn’t fancy his chances of finding
Peter again. His vanishing act in the tunnel, along with his changing
appearance, suggested he had probably also travelled to a different time.


He wasn’t going to waste any time trying to work out where
or when that was: it would be pure speculation.


That left Jess, Charlie and Josh. He had no idea how to go
about finding the latter two. He had barely seen either of them in the last few
years before his leap through time.


Finding out where they lived or worked wasn’t going to be
easy with his current lack of resources. Although the hotel offered internet
access via the touch screen, he had no idea of how to even begin operating it.
The inevitable advances in technology since his time had rendered him
completely unfamiliar with the interface. He suspected it was probably voice-operated.
His experiences with such technology since arriving in the future had been
unhappy ones. He decided to leave it well alone for now.


Without a home, little money and no way of identifying
himself, things were not looking particularly promising. He also had the
additional worry that the police were probably still looking for him,
particularly after he’d robbed the woman on the bus.


That meant he could not risk trying to get into any of his
old bank accounts or email addresses, in the unlikely event that they even
still existed after all this time. The police would be bound to be watching. As
for social media, if it even still existed in any recognisable form, that was
off-limits, too. Anything he did was bound to leave a trace. No, he would have
to forget about looking for Josh and Charlie for the time being.


So that left Jess as his only realistic lead. At least he
had a starting point for her. He could go back to the house where the party had
been held and find out if she still lived there. Even if she didn’t, he might
be able to get a forwarding address. It wasn’t a great deal to go on, but it
was a start.


Finishing his cheap and nasty cup of tea, he realised that
he was ravenously hungry. This wasn’t an unusual feeling for Dan. He loved food
but today he was exceptionally hungry. All he’d had the previous day was
chocolate and biscuits, and that wasn’t enough. He needed meat.


Fortunately, his room rate included the buffet breakfast
downstairs. Flicking through the hotel welcome guide in his room, he discovered
that breakfast was served from 7am to 10am. It was 8.15am, which gave him
plenty of time to indulge himself.


He took a shower, got dressed, scraped the last of the dog
mess off his shoes, and headed on down to the restaurant.


He stopped at the entrance by a sign that said, “Please wait
to be seated” and cast his eyes around the restaurant. Apart from a few
business types, it wasn’t busy at all. It was very quiet, the only sounds being
the clinking of spoons on cups and the radio playing in the background, an old
pop hit that he recognised from the 2020s.


He realised that, although Jones had told him the date, he
had no idea what day of the week it was. He guessed it must be a weekday, but
which one?


He looked around to see if there were any newspapers in the
room but he couldn’t see any. He would have to ask.


The waitress approached, a slim, short, middle aged-woman
with grey hair tied up in a bun. She was dressed in the all-black uniform of
the hotel chain. She smiled and asked him for his room number.


As she led him to the table, Dan asked, “Do you have any
newspapers?”


“Do you mean printed newspapers?” she replied, looking at
him with a faint look of amusement. “No, we haven’t had them for years.”


“Never mind,” said Dan. The way she’d looked at him, he may
as well have asked for a wax tablet.


“Would you like tea or coffee?” she asked.


“Oh coffee, definitely,” he replied. It would take away the
taste of the foul tea he had drunk earlier.


“All your cereals are over there,” she said, “and help
yourself to the hot buffet as soon as you are ready,” she said.


“I will,” said Dan, “thank you.” And he certainly intended
to. He was going to load himself up with as much food as he could lay his hands
on. The hotel room had cost him most of the cash he’d stolen the previous day,
and he had no idea when he might eat again.


With everything laid out on trays, he could be as greedy as
he liked. Dan had always had a gluttonous streak and any sort of “Eat as much
as you like” buffet always brought out the worst in him.


By the time he sat back down, he was eagerly ready to devour
what lay in front of him: four sausages, five rashers of bacon, three fried
eggs, three slices of black pudding, beans, mushrooms, and four slices of
toast. A breakfast fit for a king, Dan thought to himself.


It didn’t take long to wolf it all down, and he still found
room for a pain-au-chocolat and a Danish pastry for dessert. When the waitress
wasn’t looking, he also slipped a banana into his pocket for later. He ignored
the notice that read: “Please may we respectfully ask guests not to remove food
from the restaurant”.


He would have liked to have taken more, but unfortunately
there wasn’t much you could smuggle out in a pair of jeans that had been a
waist size too small for him when he’d entered the restaurant, which now felt
more like two.


As he was finishing his pastry, the news came onto the radio:
the same bulletin that Jess was listening to on the other side of town.


Nervously he looked around him, and then down at the Wasps
shirt he was wearing. No one seemed to be taking much notice. He reassured
himself by thinking, why would they? A travelling businessman sitting in a
hotel hearing a news story about some local escaped prisoner was hardly likely
to be expecting to encounter him over his cornflakes.


The waitress was also busying herself taking orders and was
apparently taking no notice of the news on the radio.


Reassured, and fully loaded up with food, Dan felt ready to
face the world. Those that had conspired against him were about to find out
they had messed with the wrong man.


Checkout was swift and efficient, and by 10am he was on his
way, heading back into town on foot with only one destination in mind: the
house where the party had taken place 22 years ago. That was where all his
troubles had started.


Now he was intending to bring them to an end.











Chapter Thirteen


September 2063


 


When the doorbell rang, Jess jumped up eagerly from the
kitchen table where she’d been drinking her coffee and reading the morning’s
“newspaper”. Like most people in the mid-21st century, she read hers
through the built-in touchpad in the kitchen table. It was still possible to
get a few paper copies in specialist outlets, but they were disappearing fast.


It was no wonder that Dan’s request for a paper in the
restaurant had been met with such bemusement.


Fearful that Dan might try to track her down after what she
had heard on the radio, she had rung Charlie and Kaylee straightaway. Kaylee
was in a holographic conference with her weather control project team in
Australia, but Charlie had promised to come over right away.


“That was quick,” she thought to herself, not expecting him
to arrive so soon. Without thinking, she flung open the front door, only to be
confronted by the aggressive and intimidating figure of Dan on the doorstep.


Horrified, she tried to slam the door in his face, but it
was too late: he was already pushing his way in.


“Oh no you don’t,” he said, looking closely at her face as
she retreated away from him towards the stairs. “We’ve got some unfinished
business.”


He had recognised her instantly, but couldn’t help noticing
the difference 22 years had made. Her face was showing unmistakeable signs of
aging, with lines in places where before there had only been smooth, youthful
skin.


“You’ve let yourself go, you wrinkly bitch,” he remarked
cruelly.


“And you’re still an ugly, fat twat,” she responded.


Jess may have been terrified, but she was full of the gutsy
spirit she’d inherited from her mother.


Dan grabbed her tightly by her wrists and wheeled her
around. They were at the foot of the stairs, directly behind the front door and
he was keen to get her out of sight. Letting go of one arm briefly, he slammed
the door, then taking hold of her again, he pushed her through the open doorway
that led into the living room.


“Get in there!” he shouted. “You’ve got some explaining to
do. Now sit down and start talking.” He pushed her backwards onto the sofa.


Jess thought quickly. Charlie was on his way, she knew that.
She also knew what Dan was capable of. He might be stronger than her, but she
knew that she had one big advantage over him. It was all a matter of time and
she had a 22-year head start over him. She was confident that he would have no
idea about the latest implants that had more or less taken the place of mobile
phones.


Silently, without there being any way of him knowing, she
activated the emergency call button directly from her brainwaves. She was now
connected to the emergency services and he wouldn’t have the slightest inkling
that they’d be listening in to every word. It was a far more effective form of
defence than the old rape alarms that women had carried in the past.


Help would certainly be coming from some quarter. Who would
get there first, Charlie or the police, she didn’t know. All she knew was that
now she had to play for time.


She did her best to recover her composure and asked him,
“What…what do you want to know?” deliberately stammering over the first word to
create the appearance that she was more nervous than she actually was.


Her line of reasoning was that if he thought she was in his
power and no threat to him, he’d be lulled into a false sense of security and
would be less likely to harm her.


“You set me up,” accused Dan. “You and the others who were
at that party tricked me into coming down to that tunnel with you and then
somehow you sent me forward 22 years in time.”


Jess thought about how best to reply. In front of her retina
she could see a red light blinking. The emergency services were listening in.
She had to play this very carefully. She couldn’t admit to knowing anything
about time travel: her best bet was to deny everything and make them believe
she was dealing with some sort of madman.


“I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about,” she
replied. “Are you seriously suggesting that you’ve somehow travelled through
time?”


“Look at me,” he said. “When did you last see me? 22 years
ago. Do I look any older?”


She gave a deliberately vague answer. “Some people age
faster than others,” she said. “I can’t really remember what you looked like
before, to be honest, or how long ago it was since I last saw you. It’s been
donkey’s years.


She paused and then added “In fact, come to think of it, I’m
pretty sure I heard somewhere that you were dead.”


This wasn’t a lie. His mysterious disappearance all those
years ago hadn’t gone unnoticed. She’d heard it mentioned a few times
afterwards in general gossip around the town. A few years later her mother had
told her that he’d been declared officially dead.


“Don’t give me that bullshit,” replied Dan. “You know
exactly what’s going on here and I want to know the truth. You had better start
talking, because you’re not going anywhere until you do.”


“I don’t know anything, I’ve told you. What do you expect me
to say? You barge into my house with some crazy tale about being a time traveller,
and now you’re taking me hostage. Have you gone completely mad?”


That ought to be enough to get the police despatched to her
location, thought Jess, remembering the radio report from earlier. This would
be the second time in two days he’d forced his way into somebody’s house.
Hopefully they would keep a tighter hold on him this time.


“You do know something, you were all in it together,”
replied Dan. “You, that teacher, Charlie and Josh. And you are going to tell
me, or else,” he added.


“Or else what?” she replied. “You’ll kill me, like you did
Lauren?”


That was really hitting below the belt but it was effective.
She could see the shock in his face as it hit home. Perhaps she had gone too
far.


Dan felt the guilt that had haunted him for so long over Lauren’s
death come flooding back. It didn’t make him merely remorseful this time,
though, it also made him very angry. How dare she?


“Why, you little slag,” he said, moving towards her. She
shrank back on the sofa. Gutsy she may have been, but now she was beginning to
fear for her life. Fortunately at that moment, the doorbell rang.


Stopping abruptly, just as he was about to grab her, he
hissed, “Who’s that?”


“I have no idea,” she said. “Probably just a drone making a
delivery. I’m waiting in for an order.”


“Answer it,” he said. “And if it’s not a delivery, get rid
of whoever it is. And don’t try anything silly. I’ll be right behind you.”


She got up, walked back through the doorway into the
hallway, and opened the front door. Standing in front of her was Charlie.


“Hi, Jess,” said Charlie. “Is everything OK?”


“Don’t come in!” she shouted. “He’s found me!”


“You stupid cow,” shouted Dan, rushing into the hallway, now
brandishing a kitchen knife. He pushed Jess back onto the stairs behind him,
and held the knife out threateningly towards Charlie who was standing in front
of him.


“Well, what a surprise, fancy you turning up as well, and
looking so old,” remarked Dan, sarcastically. “Get in here. I want to talk to
you.”


Charlie held his ground on the doorstep.


“Calm down, Dan,” he said. “Clearly you’re very confused
about something. Now why don’t you put the knife down and tell me what’s been
going on?”


“You know full well what’s been going on!” he shouted,
seemingly becoming increasingly deranged. “You and your mates tricked me into
travelling in time and now I’m stuck here in the future with no home and no
money and I want to go back. And if you don’t help me, I’ll kill the pair of
you.”


That was the trigger the police needed. They had arrived at
the same time as Charlie. Together they had agreed that they would remain out
of sight while Charlie checked out what was happening.


Unseen by Dan, they were listening on the pavement, crouched
down below the four foot-high hedge that ran along the front of the garden.


“Get down, Charlie,” shouted Jones. He hadn’t taken any
chances this time and had come prepared. There was no way Dan was going to
evade him again.


Before Dan could react, Charlie ducked out of the way. Jones
stepped into view and fired the latest hi-tech Taser device directly into Dan’s
chest. The weapon was incredibly accurate, guided by the latest tracking
technology developed by the military. Even Jones, a notoriously bad darts
player, couldn’t miss.


Dan’s body jerked several times with the high voltage passing
through it, before he collapsed to the ground, completely incapacitated.


“He’s all yours, boys,” said Jones, as two men in paramedic
uniforms wheeled a stretcher down the path, and strapped Dan securely to it.


Jones had arranged for him to be detailed in a high-security
psychiatric unit until he could work out what to do with him. Whether or not
he’d be prosecuted for his crimes, Jones wasn’t sure yet, but there was one
thing he was quite sure of. The man was clearly deranged.


In an ideal world, he’d have preferred a traditional
“collar”, but with all that had happened he knew that any solicitor getting
involved in the case would invariably plead insanity.


“Are you two alright?” he asked Charlie and Jess. They
seemed none the worse for their ordeal, but then that didn’t surprise him in
Jess’s case. He knew her well from the days when he’d worked with her mother.
It would have taken more than something like this to faze Superintendent
Benson. Jess was clearly a chip off the old block.


“We’ll be fine,” said Charlie, playing along with the
scenario. “This poor guy’s clearly lost the plot. Get him the best help you
can, won’t you?”


“He certainly needs it,” said Jones. “I’ll need to come back
and get a statement off you later, Jess,” he added.


“That’s no problem,” replied Jess. “I’ll be at home all day.
Call round anytime.”


Charlie and Jess went back into the house and the ambulance
pulled away, taking a heavily restrained Dan with it.


In the back of the ambulance he sank into the depths of
despair, knowing that he was further away than ever from any hope of finding
his way back to the past.











Chapter Fourteen


October 2049


 


“You know, we still haven’t really answered the question
about whether or not history can be changed,” remarked Josh, as he and Alice
sat in the lab eating their lunch.


They had been extremely busy all morning making plans for
Josh’s trip back to the day of Lauren’s death. It had gone 1pm before they knew
it, and having skimped on breakfast in order to get started, they were both
extremely hungry.


Rather than eat in the cafeteria, they were keen to press on
with the work, so Josh had nipped out to the shop across the road to buy a couple
of sandwiches, crisps and some drinks.


“Maybe we ought to try some small experiments with changing
things and see what happens,” suggested Alice, in-between mouthfuls of her tuna
and mayonnaise baguette.


“That’s pretty risky,” replied Josh. “We’ve no idea how much
effect even a small amount of tinkering might have. Remember the butterfly
effect we talked about?”


“I do,” replied Alice. They had discussed chaos theory at
length a few weeks earlier, the gist of which was that even a seemingly tiny
event such as a butterfly flapping its wings could ultimately trigger a
hurricane.


“So far, on my trips back through time I’ve been incredibly
careful,” continued Josh. “As far as we know, nothing’s changed, but even by
being there, in theory I was having a potential effect on the future. Just
walking along the street in Oxford, who knows what differences I might have
made? I may have stood on an insect that would otherwise have laid thousands of
eggs. By pressing the button to stop the traffic at a pedestrian crossing, I
might have delayed a car that was going to run somebody over. There is just no
way of knowing.”


“I can’t see anything you did being that big a deal,”
replied Alice. “I completely get the whole concept of chaos theory, but I do
think that the idea that a single butterfly flapping its wings could cause a
hurricane is far-fetched. As for your fictional insect you may have stepped on,
well, there are millions of them. Could one of them dying really have a
long-term effect on the world?”


“Well, you say that,” replied Josh, “but what if I went back
in time a million years and squashed a bug that was going to lay eggs. How many
millions of its descendants would not be born? How might that affect
evolution?”


“It’s only a bug, though,” replied Alice. “It’s not as if
they are particularly important. They all behave pretty similarly, don’t they?
It’s not as if you went back in time and killed a human, someone whom millions
of us who are descended from.”


Josh considered this for a moment before replying.


“The insects may all look the same,” he said, “but
everything has its place. What if that insect was going to be lunch for a
larger insect that instead starved to death, depriving the next animal up the
food chain of its next meal? Before you know it, some ancient human might have
died of starvation because of the death of one single insect. That human could
have been your distant ancestor, along with half the current human race.
Suddenly you’ve altered the DNA of the entire species.”


“I think that’s a pretty fanciful scenario,” replied Alice.
“Besides, you said yourself that you couldn’t go back more than about 200
years. So this is all academic, really.”


“I was just trying to illustrate a point,” replied Josh.
“And the point is we are playing with fire. I do wonder if, after this latest
mission is complete, we ought to restrict our travels to the future only.
That’s a lot safer.”


“There must be some sort of controlled experiment we can do
to find out if things really can be changed or not without bringing about the
destruction of planet Earth as we know it,” remarked Alice, as she finished her
sandwich. She reached over to the desk and picked up the packet of Smoky Bacon
crisps that Josh had brought back from the shop for her.


As he watched her open the packet, he was suddenly struck
with an idea.


“Maybe there is something we can do,” he said. “Wait here a
minute.” He grabbed the tachyometer and headed for the door.


“What are you up to?” she asked.


“You’ll see,” he said. “I’ll be back in a minute.”


Out in the corridor, there was no one about. He set the
tachyometer for exactly one hour ago, created the vortex and stepped through.


Relieved to discover that there was still no one around at
the other end, he made his way out of the building and across the road to the
small supermarket where he’d bought lunch earlier. By his reckoning, he’d have
about ten minutes to wait until his earlier self arrived.


He hadn’t remembered seeing himself earlier. Whether that
was because it hadn’t happened yet, or because he’d managed to conceal himself,
he couldn’t say. Either way, it was important that he stayed out of sight.


He walked into the store, picked up a basket and then
followed the exact same route around the store as he had previously.


A large area near the front of the store was given over to
sandwiches and snacks in order to attract the passing lunchtime trade. He went
over to the section that held the crisps and picked out a packet of Ready
Salted flavour. He then moved back out of sight, positioning himself so he could
see the front of the store, but in a place where his other self would be
unlikely to spot him. He was now at the end of the household goods aisle,
somewhere he hadn’t gone anywhere near earlier.


He wasn’t sure if there was anyone watching the security
cameras. Hopefully if anyone did clock that there were two of him in the store,
they would just assume they were twins. It was unlikely that anyone watching
would care anyway. He was pretty sure nobody had ever been detained in a
supermarket for looking like someone else.


A few minutes later, he spotted his earlier self making his
way into the shop. He’d been in a rush earlier, and had tripped slightly on his
way through the front door.


“What an idiot,” Josh murmured, well aware of the irony that
he was laughing at himself.


His earlier self had grabbed a basket and gone straight to
the chiller cabinet to get the sandwiches. The supermarket was offering one of
its ever-enduring meal deals – a sandwich, a packet of crisps and a drink for 8
euros.


He watched as his younger self tutted at a fat woman who was
blocking his access to the crisps. That had been a bit harsh, he reflected. It
probably wasn’t the woman’s fault she was overweight. She might have some sort
of genetic condition. Then again, clocking the fact that she’d picked up three
packets of crisps to add to the other junk food in her basket, perhaps not.


Josh waited until his other self had selected all his items
and was heading towards the till. He then emerged from his covert position and
prepared to make his move.


It was crowded in the shop, which made his plan just that
little bit easier to carry out. There was a single queue for the automated
checkouts, populated by a mix of Oxford undergraduates, office workers and
parents with pushchairs.


Josh made sure that he got right in behind himself in the
queue and then kept his fingers crossed he wouldn’t turn around. He was still
clutching his packet of Ready Salted crisps. They were crucial to his plan.


Then he remembered something from earlier. When he had been
in the queue, his attention had been drawn to a couple in front of one of the
tills. They were having some sort of domestic and very public dispute over
money.


“I thought you said you were paying,” said the young woman,
who seemed to have come out dressed in her pyjamas.


“I told you, I don’t get my benefits until tomorrow,”
replied the man, a rough-looking type who looked as hard as nails. He was the
sort Josh certainly wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of.


They had done him a favour today, though. As his earlier
self’s attention was temporarily drawn to the argument away to his left, his
later persona deftly reached into the basket he was holding in his right hand
and switched the two bags of crisps.


Not wanting to hang around for fear of being spotted, he
instantly turned around and abandoned his spot in the queue. He replaced the
packet of Smoky Bacon crisps he had swapped out of the basket back onto the
shelves, and headed for the exit.


Once he was outside he looked back through the window to see
that his earlier self was now right at the front of the queue. Now all he had
to do was make his way back to the college and check out the results of his
experiment.


Once he was back in the building, he headed for the toilets
at the end of the corridor from where he’d made his original jump. Then he
waited in the cubicle to allow time for events to play out as they had before.


He’d made careful note of the time he’d jumped and made sure
that he emerged back into the corridor just afterwards. There was no one about
as before, so he made his way back to the lab, eager to find out if his attempt
to change history had been successful.


When he got there, Alice was sitting on her stool, just
finishing off her crisps. Josh was delighted to see that the packet she was
eating from was no longer maroon in colour, but a far lighter shade of red. It
had worked!


“What happened?” she asked. “You were only gone a couple of
minutes.”


He could see the difference, but would she? “I’ll tell you
in a minute,” he said. “Did you enjoy your crisps?”


“They were OK,” she said. “I still wish you had got me Smoky
Bacon, though, like I asked for.”


“Have they always been Ready Salted?” asked Josh. “Since I
first came back?”


“What a peculiar question,” replied Alice. “What’s the
obsession with my crisps all of a sudden?”


“Your crisps have just been the subject of a very
interesting time travel experiment,” replied Josh. And he took her through the
details of what he’d done.


By the time they had finished talking it over, they had
reached some very interesting conclusions. As far as Alice was concerned, he
had come back from the shop with the Ready Salted crisps. There had never been
any Smoky Bacon in the room. To her, it seemed like nothing had changed. Yet
Josh still clearly remembered the original timeline when he had brought the
Smoky Bacon crisps back.


It seemed that Josh’s memory of the original timeline was
somehow protected by his travelling through time and being the actual
instrument of change. Alice, on the other hand, was now subject to the altered
timeline.


They decided not to make any more trips until they had
consulted the rest of the team. A few days later, Josh and Alice met up with
Hannah, Peter, Charlie and Kaylee at Browns, one of Oxford’s longest
established restaurants.


Josh was eager to discuss his experiment further, and as
soon as they’d placed their orders electronically through the interactive
menus, he described in detail what he’d done.


When he’d finished, both Hannah and Peter were adamant that
Josh needed to stop the time travel experiments, at least into the past.


“But it was only a packet of crisps,” was Josh’s answer to
their arguments. “It’s hardly going to start World War 3, is it?”


“But the point is, we now have conclusive proof that things
can be changed,” replied Peter. “Your intentions may be honourable, but one
slip-up and the consequences could be catastrophic.”


“He’s right,” said Hannah. “We all want you to stop.”


“Even you, Alice?” enquired Josh, looking his long-term
partner in the eye. She would support him, wouldn’t she?


“I’m sorry, I agree with the others,” replied Alice. “I know
we’ve dedicated half of our lives to this, but isn’t the satisfaction of
knowing we achieved what we set out to do reward enough?”


Reluctantly Josh conceded that they were right and backed
down. In the end, they agreed that he wouldn’t destroy the technology, but he
would put it into storage and use it sparingly for trips into the future only.
Travel into the past could only be permitted in the event of an extreme
emergency.


Quite what form such an emergency might take they were not
entirely sure, but, as Josh pointed out, if they ever got wind that someone
else was tampering with time, they might need to take action. At this point
Peter questioned whether they would even know if someone else changed
something. After all, Alice hadn’t.


Reluctantly, they did agree that it was time for Josh to
take the one final trip he had been putting off for too long.


It was time to go back to the fateful night when Lauren had
lost her life.











Chapter Fifteen


October 2029


 


Three weeks later, with all preparations made, Josh was
ready to travel back in time to the Black Winter.


He wasn’t taking any chances with the weather. He would be
travelling back to October 2029, almost twenty years ago to the day and he knew
it was going to be nothing like the October he was leaving behind.


He remembered only too well from his trek across the snowy
wastes of Cornwall how bitterly cold it was going to be. Just thinking about it
brought a chill to his bones.


As he walked along St Giles’ the golden autumn sunshine
shone clearly through the gaps in the trees left by the leaves that had already
fallen. Crisp and brown, they rustled around him as he walked along, making a
pleasing crunching sound underfoot. He was heading towards the train station,
having decided that would be the best way to get to where he wanted to go.


The trains ran directly to the market town in the north of
Oxfordshire where he had grown up. There was no point making the jump in Oxford:
he would end up having to fight his way through fifteen miles of snowdrifts. He
needed to get as close as possible to his destination before he activated the
tachyometer.


Oxford railway station had undergone a recent refurbishment,
and Josh was impressed at how clean and modern everything now looked. Some
traditional elements had been maintained, however – you could still buy a paper
ticket at the machine if you hadn’t got a railcard, which Josh hadn’t. It had
been some time since he had been on a train.


The train itself was also a pleasant surprise. Making his
way to platform 3, he boarded a very smart-looking, silver train with
“Cambridge” displayed on the front. He would be getting off at his home town,
the first stop on the line.


He remembered travelling up and down the line in his youth
when his mother had taken him shopping in Oxford. Back then it only went to
Oxford and back, chugging along at a leisurely speed in the antiquated trains
of the era. Now the line had been upgraded to link all the way across to the
east coast.


Not only were the new trains comfortable, they were also
very fast. It seemed to Josh that he had barely settled into his extremely
plush chair before the automated voice system was announcing their imminent
arrival at his destination.


The train was crowded with foreign tourists, travelling up
from London for the day to visit the large shopping village that bordered the
town. They moved en masse along the platform, excitedly in search of bargains.
Josh let them get on with it and held back. He wasn’t in any hurry.


At the exit to the station, the tourists headed in one
direction, whilst Josh headed in the other. It was quieter now and he was
relieved to be away from the crowds. His appearance had attracted a few looks
since he’d set out from Oxford, especially on the train, which was hardly
surprising. The solitary platform attendant at Oxford station had cheerily
greeted him with: “Where are you off to then, mate? An Arctic expedition?”


If only he knew, thought Josh. It was true that he must have
looked a little odd. He was dressed in gloves, scarf, several layers of
clothing, and an incredibly thick, parka-style winter coat. The appearance was
topped off with a rucksack which contained his survival kit. He wasn’t taking
any chances going back to the Black Winter. He knew that energy supplies and
food had been scarce for several months.


At the time, it hadn’t been a problem for him, as he’d
escaped most of it inside the Cornish time bubble. But if anything went wrong,
anything at all, the last thing he wanted was to be stranded in the middle of
it with no food and no equipment.


Fortunately, it was getting quite late in the afternoon by
now and decidedly chilly, which rendered his appearance slightly less
conspicuous. Thank goodness he hadn’t decided to do this in the middle of
summer, he reflected. Not only would that have looked extremely odd, he’d also probably
have keeled over with heat exhaustion.


After about half a mile he crossed the ring road and headed
onto the new housing estate that had been built on the site of the old Army
base. Like almost all new property built in the past few decades, these were
eco homes, with the now standard solar panels adorning the roofs.


He had already been up to the site the previous weekend to
have a good scout round and find a suitable place to jump. He had managed to
get hold of an old aerial photograph of the Army base, as well as the latest
satellite views of the estate which were available in great detail on the
internet.


Even so, it wasn’t the easiest task overlaying one onto the
other, in the lack of any clearly obvious landmark to refer to on both maps. If
there had been a river running through the middle of it, that would have been
ideal, but there wasn’t.


Using his best judgement, with only the edge of the ring
road to go on, he was pretty sure that he’d found a spot where it was
reasonably safe to jump. There was still an element of risk, but he took that
every time he made a jump.


Space was no longer at such a premium as it had been during
housebuilding earlier in the century. Consequently, unlike some of the estates
built then where the builders had crammed as many little boxes in as possible,
the new estate had been designed with plenty of open spaces and decent-sized
gardens.


Josh had worked out that the best place to jump from was the
middle of the football pitch in the newly built primary school. All he had to
do was get into the school.


It was nearly 5pm by the time he reached the gates, and he
was pleased to see that they were still open. He was less pleased to see a
football match in progress on the field. No matter, he would just have to
conceal himself in the school grounds somewhere and wait for the match to
finish and everyone to go home.


He would need a good hiding place. He knew CCTV cameras came
as standard now in all schools, but hopefully no one would be looking at them
at this time of day. He really didn’t want to get caught loitering on school
grounds. He might be accused of being some sort of paedophile, and that didn’t
bear thinking about.


As long as he stayed well clear of the pitch and the
changing rooms, he ought to be safe. From the front gates, the sports field was
to the right of the main building, so he headed to the left. There was a small,
separate area of the playground on that side of the school which was gated off
from the rest. It contained sandpits, small go-karts and a Wendy house.


Josh guessed this must be the separate area allocated to the
four-year-olds in reception class. The Wendy house was just what he was looking
for. It would provide the perfect hiding place until everyone had left.


He made his way carefully inside, taking his rucksack off
first so that he could squeeze through the door. He looked back towards the
school for a sign that anyone had seen him, but it looked as if he was in the
clear. This was just as well. It would look very bad indeed if he was caught in
here.


He sat down against the back of the hut and waited. Dusk was
approaching and it was starting to get quite cold, but that wasn’t a problem
for Josh in his current attire. It was probably a good thing, in fact. It would
help him acclimatise.


The cheering from the football pitch on the far side of the
school stopped soon after Josh had settled in the Wendy house, signalling that
the match must be over. He decided to stay where he was for the time being. It
would take some time for the kids to get changed and their parents to collect
them. He decided that it was best if he waited until it was completely dark.


When he thought he’d waited long enough and hadn’t heard the
sound of any cars in the car park for at least a quarter of an hour, he checked
his watch. He saw that it was almost exactly 6pm and the final light was
draining rapidly from the autumn sky.


Emerging nervously from the hut, he looked left and right to
check there was no one about. To the left, beyond the fence at the edge of the
school, there was a faint, red glow lingering between some oak trees where the
sun had recently set.


To the right, the moon, almost full, was rising in the clear,
dark blue sky. There didn’t seem to be anyone about. Josh decided it would be
safe enough now to make his way round to the football pitch.


Progressing cautiously at first, his confidence grew when he
rounded the side of the building to see that not only was the car park devoid
of cars, but also that the gates were securely bolted. That meant the caretaker
had locked up and gone home. Technically, this meant that Josh was trapped, but
that didn’t matter if you had a tachyometer to hand.


Making his way onto the football pitch, he headed straight
over to the centre circle. By his best estimate, this was the safest place to
jump. He only hoped he had got his calculations right. He was still not
entirely sure what would happen if he ever tried to materialise inside a solid
object, but he couldn’t imagine it would be a very pleasant.


He hadn’t wanted to risk experimenting to find out, but
materialising halfway through a brick wall might well prove fatal if it were
even possible. He wasn’t even sure what would happen if two lots of solid atoms
were to try and occupy the same space at the same time.


Nothing had happened when he’d materialised in thin air: presumably
the air had just moved around him, like someone diving into the sea displacing
the water. But how do you displace a brick wall? Maybe he wouldn’t die from
jumping into the middle of a brick wall, but he would be unlikely to emerge
unscathed if he ended up demolishing the building in the process.


This was yet another question mark over the regular use of
time travel which he had been unable to resolve. He had toyed with the idea of
trying to find out using Maisie, but dismissed it. He’d grown highly fond of
his little time-travelling mouse, and saw no reason why she should be
sacrificed in the interests of furthering his research. And besides, Alice
would never have allowed it.


No, he would just have to continue being careful. Perhaps
the others were right and he would have to make this his last trip. He would
make a final decision when he returned.


He took the tachyometer out of his backpack, held it out in
front of him and prepared to make the jump. He’d already programmed the date
and time into the device, which meant he only had to turn it on and press the
recall button to bring up the time and date of his destination.


31-10-29 / 5.45pm was showing on the device’s small screen.
He had not given himself a great deal of time to spare, but then he didn’t want
to be hanging around in the cold for hours and hours. What was going to happen
was going to happen about 6pm, according to Ryan. A quarter of an hour ought to
be quite sufficient for him to get into position to see what he needed to see.
And even if it wasn’t, he could always jump back again to the correct time.


If he was being honest about the whole thing, he was
dreading it, but his future self had told him that he had done this, so he felt
he had no choice but to go through with it. Feeling more nervous than he had
done on any of his previous trips, he pressed the button to create the bubble
and stepped through.


His fears of materialising in the wrong place were
unfounded. He’d appeared almost exactly where he thought he would. He was in
the centre of the large square that had been used for parades and marches on
the disused Army base. He was very exposed, not only to being spotted, but also
to the elements.


Night had already fallen and the sheer force of the cold
easterly wind through the blizzard tore through him in an instant. Despite
having been exposed to it before during his journey down to Cornwall, time had
dulled his memory to the extent that he had forgotten just how brutal it had
been. Even with the heavy garments he was wearing, he began to shiver.


There was a large building resembling a warehouse to his
right. It was in complete darkness, but over to the left there was a collection
of smaller buildings where there were clear signs of habitation. Lights were
pouring through the windows of one long, low hut, which Josh took to be the
mess hall. There was also light coming from a smaller building beyond it.


His attention was drawn by the sound of what he assumed to
be an Army vehicle approaching, in accordance with the information Ryan had
given him. At the far corner of the square there was a large gap for vehicles
to enter. Despite the snowdrifts piled up everywhere, he could see that the way
in had been recently cleared. He had to get out of view fast.


Making his way as quickly as he could in the conditions, he
just about managed to reach the gap between the mess hall and the other
building before the headlights of the approaching jeep cast their way into the
square.


If what Ryan had told him was accurate, this jeep was going
to stop exactly where Josh was now standing, in-between the two buildings. With
this in mind, he walked on to the corner of the building, fighting his way
through the bitingly cold wind which was now right in his face, and concealed
himself around the corner where they wouldn’t spot him.


Sure enough, the jeep pulled up right outside the door and
two men got out. They were heavily clad in Army gear and it was difficult to
make them out through the swirling blizzard, but he knew that one of them would
be Ryan.


When they went round to the back of the truck and opened it
up, there was no mistaking the girl they took out. He heard her before he saw
her, swearing and cursing at the two men. Yes, that was Lauren alright.


He leaned further forward around the side of the hut, keen
to get a better view. The two men were manhandling Lauren roughly into the hut,
and she was spitting venom at them as she went.


Josh felt a confusing mix of emotions wash over him. There
was joy at seeing his former girlfriend again, full of life and as feisty as he
remembered her. There was sadness, too, knowing that she’d been dead for twenty
years, a death that was to occur in only a few minutes’ time. And worst of all,
an overwhelming sense of guilt that he was here and able to intervene, yet
intended to do nothing.


What did it matter what Peter and the others had said? He
was here, it was now. Why couldn’t he save her, as Kaylee had begged him to at
the barbecue? Who would know he had done it anyway? Alice hadn’t known about
the packet of crisps until he’d told her, so why should this be any different?


He had to pull himself together. He’d come here on a mission
and he had to see it through. He couldn’t let emotions cloud his judgement.


Fighting the temptation to rush in through the door and
rescue her, instead he made his way round to the other side of the hut where
Ryan had told him there was a window. From there he should be able to see
directly into Dan’s office.


He was dreading the thought of what he was about to see, and
when he did look through the window, it was to witness an extremely unpleasant
scene. Feeling as helpless as if he was watching a movie, he could see Dan and
Lauren in the full throes of a bitter argument.


It was hard to hear exactly what was being said over the
howling wind outside, but she was clearly screaming blue murder at him.


Josh winced as he saw Dan advance on her and hit her on the
side of the face, making her fall back. Then a full-on fight developed. Lauren
was every bit as gutsy as he remembered and gave Dan as good as she got, but
then he saw her fall back, hit her head on the desk and sink to the floor.
Blood began pouring from a wound on the side of her head.


It had been a horrific scene to witness. Josh could barely
bring himself to watch any more, but forced himself to. He needed to know what
was going to happen next.


Looking closely, he could see that Dan was crouched over
Lauren’s body. His face was partly turned towards the window and Josh could see
that, far from seeming triumphant in what he had done, he looked mortified. In
fact, as he looked more closely, he could see that he was crying.


This wasn’t what Josh had expected to see at all. When Dan
moved to one side, Josh could see that a large pool of blood had accumulated
beneath her head on the floor.


So, that was how it had happened. It wasn’t quite the evil
deed he had expected. Yes, he had attacked her, and they had been fighting, but
it wasn’t exactly premeditated murder. Not that he was making any excuses on
Dan’s behalf. Lauren was dead and he had caused her death, even if he hadn’t
intended to. He had seen enough.


Just as he was about to look away from the window, Dan
looked up from Lauren’s body, and looked him straight in the eye. He stared at
Josh, for no more than a split second with a look of confusion on his face.
Josh couldn’t hang around.


He pulled back from the window, walked back around to the
square, pulled out the tachyometer and jumped back to his own time.


Arriving back in the school playing field, Josh had plenty
to think about. He felt extremely upset by what he’d just witnessed. He had
always known it wasn’t going to be pleasant, but even so, witnessing the death
of someone who had once been not only one of his best friends, but also his
lover had completely traumatised him.


The relief at being back, and the stress of what he’d been
through overwhelmed him, and he vomited right in the middle of the centre
circle of the football pitch.


It didn’t make him feel any better. All he wanted to do
right now was get home to Alice. As for time-travelling, he was done with it
for the time being. The others were right: it was time to lock the tachyometer
away.


He made his way out of the school, having to climb over a
fence to do so, and made his way back towards the station.


Only when he saw the bright lights of Oxford as the train
approached his destination did he begin to feel human again.











Chapter Sixteen


March 2064


 


“Come in and take a seat, Amelia.”


Doctor Amelia Spencer closed the office door behind her and
sat down facing her manager across the desk. This was to be one of their
regular meetings to review the status of one of the patients under her care.


The two women were experienced healthcare professionals,
both in their late-forties. Amelia was a petite woman with long, straight, dark
hair who had graduated with a medical degree from Cambridge. She had since
built a successful career in psychiatric care.


Her manager, Evelyn, was a much taller and larger woman with
curly blonde hair. She had built her career up in management within the NHS.
This had culminated in her heading up the psychiatric unit just outside Oxford
where the pair now worked.


The unit was under intense pressure to allocate an ever-dwindling
amount of resources effectively. There were only so many patients that could be
effectively cared for, not only in their unit, but in the country as a whole.


For patients who weren’t considered a danger to themselves
or to others, supported living within the community was considered to be the
best way to ease the pressure on resources.


The decisions about which patients must remain in the secure
unit and which could be released under supervision were not taken lightly.


It was a part of Amelia’s job that she took very seriously
indeed. After a high-profile case a year or two before, where a patient
released under licence had killed three people and himself, she had to tread
very carefully indeed when recommending people for release.


Most of the cases she dealt with were, by their very nature,
extremely complex, but the case she had come in to discuss today was one of the
most perplexing she had ever encountered.


For the past six months she had been Dan’s key counsellor,
working with him on a daily basis since his arrival at the centre. Now the time
had come to discuss his possible release with her manager. It certainly wasn’t
going to be a straightforward conversation.


Evelyn already had the file open on her desk when Amelia
came in, so was clearly familiar with the case. Nonetheless, she wanted to hear
what Amelia’s latest thoughts were.


“So, tell me more about your time-travelling man,” she
began. “Have you come to any recommendations about what we should do with him
yet?”


“Well, it’s not exactly straightforward,” replied Amelia.


“Few cases in this place ever are,” said Evelyn. “I remember
the last conversation we had about him three months ago and I’ve just been
through the file again. Still, could you just run through it all again with me,
and bring me up to date with the latest developments?”


“Of course,” replied Amelia, taking a deep breath as she
began. “As you know when we brought him in here six months ago, he was in a bit
of a state, ranting and raving about not belonging in this time.”


“I remember,” said Evelyn. “And is he still sticking to this
story?”


“He is not,” said Amelia. “For the first four months he was
in here, he was adamant that he had time-travelled here from 22 years in the
past. He gave me details of his previous life in great detail. He told me who
he was, where he’d grown up, places he’d lived, and so on. He stuck to his
story that he was indeed the same Daniel Fisher who had been declared legally
dead years ago and never deviated from it. I had to give him credit at the time:
at least he was consistent.”


“And he’s not saying that anymore?” asked Evelyn.


“No, he isn’t. A few weeks ago he began to change his story.
He now claims that he was confused and he lost his memory. He still can’t
account for exactly where he was during those 22 years, but he does insist that
he is who he says he is.”


“So, where does that leave us?” said Evelyn. “Is he telling
the truth now or not?”


“That’s the thing. I decided to investigate his past in more
detail. I looked up his birth certificate, school records, and his police
record, which made for some interesting reading, to say the least. It’s fair to
say he’s had a bit of a chequered past. I also managed to find a lot of archive
material on him from the old social networking sites that were popular years
ago.”


“So what did you discover?” asked Evelyn, keen to know more.


“Well, there’s the funny thing,” continued Amelia.
“Everything I have found checks out. The final piece of the jigsaw was a DNA
test which was an exact match. Unless he’d found a way to falsify each and
every one of those things, there is no doubt that he is who he says he is. And
the thing is, even if he did have the ability to fake all of that, what would
be the motivation?”


Evelyn paused for a moment, thinking over the information,
and decided to pursue a different direction. “What about his psychological profiling?”
she asked.


“It’s not flagging anything untoward,” replied Amelia.
“Despite the fact that he has some rather disturbing dreams – you wouldn’t
believe what he told me the other day, we’ve run every possible test we can on
him and they are all telling us the same story. This man is as sane as you and
me. And every lie detector test we’ve done on him has come up negative –
whatever he’s told us right from the start, including the time travel stuff, at
least from his point of view, is the truth.”


“What did he tell you the other day?” asked Evelyn.


“I’m not sure you want to hear it,” replied Amelia. “It’s
rather unsavoury.”


“Oh believe me, I’ve heard it all in this job,” replied
Evelyn.


“Here goes then,” began Amelia. “Do you remember those wire
things we used to get at school fêtes when we were kids? The ones where you
used to have to pass a ring on the end of a stick along a twisty wire, and if
you touched the wire it made a buzzer go off?”


“I do,” replied Evelyn. “I used to love the school fête.”


“Well, Dan said he dreamt that he was back at school and he
had one wired up to his testicles – one end attached to each. All of his old
school friends were having a go on it and deliberately touching the wire which
gave him an electric shock.”


Evelyn burst out laughing. “Oh my God, that is hilarious.
Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh, it’s unprofessional, but still it’s only a dream.
I’ve had some pretty weird ones myself.”


“It could have some meaning, though,” said Amelia. “He did
tell me that his old friends had disowned him over the years. It could be some
deep-seated anxiety over that.”


“Or it could just be a sign of sexual frustration, with a
secret fetish for masochism. And lots of us have got that.”


Evelyn paused and then added. “Basically, other than the
dreams, there’s nothing whatsoever to suggest that this man is suffering from
any mental illness whatsoever. We know that he made wild claims about being a
time traveller, but he’s now retracted that. In short, we’ve got no real reason
to keep him here.”


“No, we haven’t,” agreed Amelia. “But there is one final
piece of evidence I’ve gathered that really does put the cat among the pigeons.
As you know, the latest genetic testing methods can measure the age of a person
incredibly accurately, almost to the day.”


“Did you run the test on him?” asked Evelyn.


“I certainly did,” replied Amelia. “And it clearly showed
that he was just 40 years old, which is the age he looks. Yet all the other
evidence I’ve gathered puts him at 63 years old.”


“Which makes him exactly 23 years younger than he should
be,” concluded Evelyn, fascinated by what she was hearing. “So what are we
saying here? That we have a man who really has travelled from the past? Or is
it just one enormous and elaborate practical joke?”


“Why would anyone want to go to such extraordinary lengths
for a practical joke?” asked Amelia. “Besides which, it’s hardly worth the
inconvenience of being put inside here for months or possibly years on end, is
it?”


“Have you confronted him with all of this?” asked Evelyn.


“I’ve tried,” replied Amelia. “But he’s just playing dumb.
Like I said, he’s claiming he can’t remember anything.”


“Well, regardless of whatever the truth is, we need to get
back to the heart of the matter. What are we going to do with him? If he’s
completely sane as all the evidence suggests and not a danger to the community,
then he can’t stay here. I see from the records that it was the police who
originally sent him to us. Can we send him back to them?”


“I’ve looked into that,” said Amelia. “Although he did go on
a bit of a crime spree before he came in, the police have said that they don’t
want him back. They don’t have enough on him to get a custodial sentence, and
none of his victims have expressed a desire to press charges. They still want
to charge him for the theft from the woman on the bus, but it seems like a
heavy fine or probation would be the most likely outcome. He didn’t actually
commit any physical harm to anyone, and you know what it’s like with the
prisons these days: you practically have to kill someone to be put inside.”


“So, we just let him go, then?” said Evelyn.


“Not exactly,” replied Amelia. “I think we should release
him on licence, provide him with some sheltered accommodation in Oxford and
keep him under observation. It’s such an unusual case, I think there could be
more to it than meets the eye. I recommend we keep him under supervision for a
year and with your permission, I’d like to remain his key-worker.”


“Are you absolutely sure that he’s not going to be any
danger to anybody?” asked Evelyn. “Because, he’ll be your responsibility – if
anything goes wrong, remember that he will have been released under your
recommendation.”


“I’m happy to take the risk,” replied Amelia. Secretly, she
was fascinated by Dan’s story, more than any other case she had undertaken in
her twenty-year career. She wanted to find out more.


“OK then, I’ll authorise it,” replied Evelyn. “But I will
have to pass the full report on to the police. If they want to go ahead and
prosecute him, we can’t stand in their way.”


“Agreed,” replied Amelia.











Chapter Seventeen


April 2064


 


Four weeks later, Amelia was helping Dan to move into his
new flat in a sheltered accommodation block just off the Abingdon Road area of
Oxford.


The low, brick building contained a number of single-occupancy
units with a warden on-site at all times. These so-called halfway houses had
become more and more popular as the century had developed, as part of the
increasing move towards care within the community.


It didn’t take a great deal of time to move Dan in, as he
had relatively few possessions. He had come into the world of 2063 with more or
less only the clothes he was wearing. He didn’t even have them anymore after
his raid on the washing line the day of his return. He still had the yellow and
black rugby shirt, though. If that crime had ever been reported, it had never
been traced back to him. He’d been wearing it the day he’d been taken into the
psychiatric unit, and he was wearing it again now on the day he walked out.


In the unit they had fed him, clothed him, and provided him
with reading material in the form of old-fashioned paperback books. What they
hadn’t allowed him was access to the wider world via the internet, something he
was hoping to catch up on now that he was being released. Internet access was
as standard as running water and electricity by this time, and the hostel was
no exception.


He had been advised that all activity from his flat would be
monitored, but that didn’t bother him. He would be able to find out the things
that he needed to know without doing anything that might be construed as dodgy.


Dan’s attitude to life had changed considerably during his
incarceration. Initially angry and hostile to all attempts at communication,
the long periods he had spent alone had given him time to reflect at length on
his situation.


He hadn’t liked Amelia at all at first. He was resentful of
her intrusion into his life, convinced that she, too, was part of the
conspiracy against him. His attitude towards her had softened as time had gone
on, and he had found himself actually starting to enjoy the time he spent
talking to her. Liking people was a trait that the old Dan hadn’t really had.


Over time he’d come to realise that anger and frustration were
not going to get him anywhere and he’d made a conscious effort to modify his
behaviour as a result. His one unswerving goal was still to find a way back to
the past, and he wasn’t going to have any chance of doing that while he was
locked up in the unit.


Over time, without consciously realising it, the need to
modify his behaviour became less and less. He had actually begun to enjoy his
new, more agreeable persona. All of the things that had made him so angry and
frustrated before no longer seemed to matter that much.


Being confined in the unit was possibly the best thing that
could ever have happened to him. Over the six months he had been there, he had
attended counselling sessions, got involved in group activities, and begun to
read books. That was something he hadn’t done since he’d left school. The fact
that he wasn’t allowed an e-reader did not bother him. The unit had a library
full of old paperbacks which he found quite nostalgic and comforting, given his
circumstances.


It was just as well that he had decided to avail himself of
the library, because one wet Wednesday afternoon, one book in particular caught
his eye. It was a faded paperback that had clearly been there for a long time,
neglected and unread. It was the name of the author on the spine, Charlie
Adams, which had first caught his attention.


He had picked up the book and examined it more closely: “The
Time Tunnel” by Charlie Adams. It couldn’t be the same Charlie, could it? A
brief look inside had confirmed that it was. A perusal of the synopsis on the
back confirmed that it was a novel about time travel.


“How very interesting,” Dan had remarked at the time. He had
taken the book back to his room and read it from cover to cover that night.


He read all about the tale of the two teenage boys who’d
discovered a time portal in the tunnel that transported people forward in time.
It was quite evident to Dan that the two boys in the story, Jacob and Max, were
based on Charlie and Josh.


It was also blatantly obvious that their fat, obnoxious,
schoolboy friend called Dylan was based on himself.


The time portal described in the story was located in a
tunnel, no doubt the very one where Dan had taken his trip forward in time. The
book explained how it doubled in length with each trip. There was no point in
him trying to track Peter down, then. If it indeed worked as described in the
book, he wouldn’t be reappearing for another forty-six years.


It was impossible to tell how much of the story was true,
because the book ended with the resolution of the portal being deactivated by
Max in the mid-2020s so that no one could ever be trapped in it again.


Clearly that hadn’t happened in real life, because the real
one had still been there in 2041 when Dan had entered it. It was difficult to
know which bits were true and which bits Charlie had changed when he wrote the
book. There were all sorts of similarities, but with names and places changed.
For example, it wasn’t set in Oxfordshire, but in a town near Cambridge.


What Dan did find very interesting was the summary of what
happened to the characters at the end of the book. Jacob married his childhood
sweetheart, Kacey, whom he assumed to be Kaylee, and Max became a time travel
expert at the University of Cambridge, capable of travelling through time at
will.


It was this last bit that interested Dan the most. Although
he hadn’t kept in touch with Charlie and Josh much after school, he knew that
Josh had gone on to great things at the University of Oxford.


Could it be that this part of the book was true? Had Josh
really discovered the secret of time travel, just like Max had in the book?


If so, Josh had just become Dan’s best hope of getting a
one-way ticket back to his own time. But this time, he had to play things very
carefully.


Storming around like a bull in a china shop was not going to
get him anywhere other than back inside the unit, or worse still, prison. He
wasn’t like he was when he’d first arrived in 2063, confused, panicked and
desperate. Now he had time to plan things carefully and wait for the right
moment. He had no reason to hurry. In fact he was quite enjoying life at the
moment.


It took him all of five minutes to move into his new flat.
He had a small suitcase full of clothes that he had acquired in the psychiatric
unit, and a cardboard box filled with a few books and toiletries. This was
currently the sum total of his life’s possessions.


Placing the box on the floor, he had a good look round his
new home. The front door opened into a small hallway in the right-hand corner
of the flat. Turning left on entering, the hallway opened out into the main
area of the open-plan flat.


Half of the space was given over to a kitchen area, and the
other half to a small lounge. The area between the two was divided by a
breakfast bar. A sofa ran along the partition below the breakfast bar, facing
the far corner of the flat which contained a screen built into the wall. He was
pleased to see that the breakfast bar also contained a built-in interactive
screen. This would come in very useful for the research he had planned.


On the right-hand wall of the flat were two doors. He walked
over to one to find a small bedroom containing a single bed. Dumping his
suitcase on the floor, he walked back into the flat, just as Amelia walked in
carrying two supermarket carrier bags. These were filled up with a few
essentials they’d picked up on their way over.


“Fancy a cup of tea?” she asked, as she plonked the bags
down on top of the breakfast bar.


“I’d love one,” he replied. He was very grateful to Amelia
for all the help she had given him, and was glad she was still going to be
around helping him.


Amelia pulled a box of tea bags, a pint of milk and some
sugar out of one of the bags. She then grabbed the silver stainless steel
kettle from the breakfast bar and filled it up with water.


While she was doing that, Dan checked out the other door
which contained, unsurprisingly, the bathroom. He closed the door to use the
toilet, and then went back into the kitchen, from where he could hear the
comforting sound of a teaspoon being stirred in a cup.


“I got some Viennese Whirls to go with these,” said Amelia.


“Fantastic,” replied Dan. “I love them.”


They sat on the sofa, drank their tea and chatted. Amelia
was so easy to talk to and it wasn’t just because she was a trained
psychologist. He just liked talking to her.


After the tea and whirls, it was time for Amelia to get back
to work.


“Are you sure you’re going to be OK?” she asked. “I’ll come
back and see you tomorrow. Remember that if you want to go off site for
anything, you need to clear it with the warden first.”


“I’ll be fine,” he replied. “Don’t worry. I’m not planning
on going anywhere tonight.”


She bid him farewell, giving him a chance to have a proper
poke around the flat to see what mod cons he’d been provided with.


He was more than happy with his new place. It had everything
he needed. Although he had very little in the way of resources, his flat was
fully furnished and he wasn’t required to pay any rent, so he had no financial
worries. As a patient who was still under supervision from the Mental Health Act,
he would also be paid a small but adequate sum of benefits each week that would
be more than enough to live on.


This would give him ample time to decide what he was going
to do for the long term. Part of him wondered whether he even wanted to go back
to the past. Was that really what he wanted? The old Dan hadn’t been a very
nice person, he could see that now. But if he did find a way back to 2041 he
didn’t have to go back to being that person. Perhaps he could turn over a new
leaf?


But what about all those people back there who hated him?
What about Lauren and what he’d done? Perhaps he needed to go back further in
time. Could he undo what he had done to her?


“If only I could turn back the clock,” he said to himself.


If there was a way, he was determined to find it.











Chapter Eighteen


June 2064


 


After his traumatic experience witnessing Lauren’s death,
Josh had been true to his word and had stopped making journeys back into time.


There was nothing else that he was obliged to do in the
past. All appearances of his future self in his past timeline were accounted
for. The experiment he’d carried out with Alice’s crisps had been proof enough
that events could be altered. That alone was reason enough not to go tinkering
about in the past.


One thing he was adamant about was that he wasn’t about to
destroy the technology. All of his notes, equipment and the two tachyometers
were safely locked away, ready to be brought out again if required. He now
liked to think of himself as Earth’s own personal guardian of time, protecting
the secrets he had discovered. He would be ready to spring into action at a
moment’s notice if the need arose to stamp out anyone else’s unlicensed time
travel.


He continued to lecture in mathematics at the university, but
began to spend a lot less time in the lab than before. He and Alice both felt
that they needed to strike a better work/life balance. They vowed to restrict
their time at the university to term-time, and started to make the most of the
lengthy breaks in-between to take holidays.


They travelled all over the world, including a three-month
sabbatical in the mid-2050s when they visited Charlie and Kaylee in Australia.


Kaylee had indeed decided to take up the Australians on
their offer to head up their climate management project, so for most of the
2050s she and Charlie lived in Uluru City.


By the end of the decade the project was complete, and the
Australians had complete control over their climate. They could make it rain
when and where they wanted to. Uluru City had become a shining example to the
rest of the world of a potential utopian future.


Despite the opportunity to stay on in the fabulous,
futuristic city when the project was completed, Charlie and Kaylee decided to
come home. She agreed to stay on remotely, as an advisor, but they were nearing
retirement age now and missed their old home and their children.


Pete and Sophie had been at university when their parents
headed down under. By the time they returned, they’d formed highly successful
careers of their own and settled into stable relationships. When Sophie called
her mother to tell her she was pregnant a couple of months before the end of
the project, Kaylee knew for sure that she wanted to go home.


They had been renting their old home out through an agent
whilst they had been in Australia, but fortunately the most recent tenants had
decided to move on shortly before Kaylee and Charlie were ready to come home.


By Christmas 2059 they were back in their own house enjoying
the festive season with their family all around them, including a heavily
pregnant Sophie.


With Charlie and Kaylee settled back in the UK, the aging
members of the team were back together once more. They regularly got together
socially as the 2060s dawned, but a dark cloud lay on the horizon.


In the autumn of 2060, Hannah discovered that she had
advanced bowel cancer. Cruelly, she had experienced no symptoms until it was
way too late for any treatment, even by the medical standards of 2060.


Cancer treatments and screenings had advanced tremendously
by this time. Early diagnosis had made survival rates virtually 100% for many
types. Unfortunately, two of the most deadly, lung and bowel cancer, continued
to claim millions of lives worldwide every year, particularly in less developed
countries where healthcare facilities still lagged behind those of the
wealthier nations.


The news had come as a complete shock to Hannah, who had
lived a healthy life. She was devastated when the doctors gave her just three
months to live. Breaking the news to Peter, he suggested speaking to Josh.
Mindful of how he had once been cured of leukaemia using the time bubble, they
asked Josh if he could use the tachyometer to jump forward in time to look for
a cure.


Josh was more than happy to bring the tachyometer out of
retirement for such a worthy cause, but his quest yielded no joy. He travelled
forward to the limits of the tachyometer’s ability, right into the 23rd
century, but it was all to no avail.


He discovered that no cure had ever been discovered for
cancer in the advanced state that Hannah found herself in. Medical attention in
the future had become focused on prevention rather than cure.


Incredibly advanced full body screening for all illnesses
had been developed. Such screenings were routinely carried out for everyone
every three months, and were as much a part of daily life as a check-up at the
dentist was back in Josh’s century.


The technology instantly detected any cancerous growths and
destroyed them using advanced nanotechnology while they were still microscopic,
long before they could cause the body any harm.


So there was nothing that could be done for someone in
Hannah’s condition, because no one ever got that ill in the future.


Sadly, Josh was forced to return home and break the bad news
to Hannah, Peter and Jess.


Hannah died in the spring of 2061. With the time rapidly
approaching for Dan to return from the time bubble, the surviving members of
the team had got together again after the funeral to discuss how to handle his
emergence.


The best suggestion at the time had been to push him back
in, but it wasn’t solving the long-term problem. None of them would be around
in another forty-odd years, and they still felt morally obliged to ensure that
no innocent passer-by should fall into the tunnel in the future and disappear.


With no obvious solution in mind, Josh had once again
resumed his time travel experiments. He had returned to the tunnel to measure
the bubble in every way possible. His plan was to try and find a way to disable
it so that it would no longer be a danger to the public.


In laboratory conditions he had successfully managed to
achieve this with a small bubble. He had managed to create a bubble in the maze
and then freeze it in time in such a way that anything passing through it would
be unaffected. He then tried it out on Milly the mouse.


Milly was Maisie’s great-great-granddaughter, the latest in
the long-running dynasty of time-travelling mice.


This had worked perfectly. However, experiments with larger,
human-sized bubbles had not been so successful. He couldn’t generate enough
energy to create the same effect with any degree of stability.


In the end, his experiments proved unnecessary. Peter took
the problem out of his hands with his shock revelation that his own cancer had
returned and his subsequent plan to journey to the end of time.


It had solved the immediate problem, but Josh was still
determined to finish the project. He hated leaving any problem once he’d
started working on it until he’d found the solution. He had come this far and
there was no way he was going to admit defeat.


Eventually, in the summer following Peter’s departure to the
future, he made the breakthrough he needed. He could now create and disable a
full-sized bubble in the lab. Once he’d succeeded in doing this, it was a
relatively simple task to do the process in reverse. He could also reactivate a
bubble after it had previous been disabled.


Now he had achieved his goal in laboratory conditions, he
just needed to find out if he could do the same to the original time bubble.


He couldn’t risk doing this while Peter was still inside. He
had no way of knowing what effect it might have upon him. It might cause him to
emerge there and then but there were a number of more unpleasant possibilities.
It might trap him there forever like a fly in amber or, even worse, kill him.


He thought about trying it out in the lab on Milly, but
Alice had made it quite clear that no mice were to be harmed in the pursuit of
his experiments. Besides, even if Milly did emerge safely, there was no way to
guarantee that the same would happen with Peter. He had to work out another way
to try it out.


He made two visits to the tunnel in the summer of 2064 to
take measurements using the tachyometer before finalising his plan. He would
jump forward in time to the point, early in the next century, when Peter would
be emerging from the bubble. Then they could test it out together while there
was no one inside.


As during his earlier visit when he’d travelled back to
witness Lauren’s death, Josh had taken the train. He generally stuck to
carrying out his measurements in the evening when he knew there wouldn’t be
many people around. No one ever seemed to take much notice of what he was
doing, so by the time he was ready to make the jump forward in time, he’d become
a little lax on the security front.


Despite the precautions he always took when conducting
experiments in public, he had no reason to suspect that anyone might be
observing him and was pretty relaxed as he headed off to the station for the
third time, all ready to meet Peter in the future.


He had not the slightest inkling that he was being watched.











Chapter Nineteen


June 2064


 


In contrast with the way he’d conducted a lot of his past
affairs, Dan had wised up. Rather than reacting to problems without thinking
and getting into trouble as a result, now he took his time and planned things
carefully.


He knew that he could not afford to make a single mistake if
he had any hope of returning to his own time. If Josh got wind of the fact that
Dan was on to him, he’d probably lose his chance forever.


The new cool and calculating Dan’s strategy had been to play
the dutiful recovering patient, cooperating fully with the terms he’d been
released on. He ensured he was in his accommodation after 8pm at night as required,
and that he attended all the outpatient appointments on time.


He was also sweetness and light with Amelia at all times,
but that was something he didn’t really have to try at. His relationship with
her had enabled him to experience a genuine new feeling that he’d never had in
his life before: respect for a woman.


In the meantime, he got on with the serious business of
tracking Josh down. It didn’t take him very long. Virtually everyone conducted
their lives online by the mid-21st century so there was no shortage
of information to be found on him. From social media, to press quotes and
details of conferences he’d attended, Josh’s life was there for all to see.


Finding which college he worked at was easy. All he then had
to do was keep watch outside for him to enter or leave. Dan was cool about this:
he was in no hurry. If it meant being patient and waiting for days on end in
the pouring rain for Josh to appear, then so be it. He wasn’t going to blow his
cover by going into the place or by making enquiries. He certainly couldn’t
risk being seen.


The entrance to the college Josh worked at was close to the
city centre, opposite a small park where Dan could sit at a safe distance and
observe. Fortunately the weather was being kind and the park was a very pleasant
place to be in the English summer sunshine.


He took to going there on a daily basis, taking his lunch
and buying the daily disposable epapers that along with the online editions had
almost completely replaced the old paper versions.


He marvelled at how modern technology had made such things
so cheap. For less than the price you once would have paid for a paper
newspaper, you now got the disposable electronic version. They were printed to
order in the shop in under a second, on a piece of incredibly strong silicon
less than a millimetre thick, yet flexible.


They looked a little like an ultra-slim line, old-fashioned
10” tablet at first glance, but you could bend and fold them just like an
old-fashioned paper. The text was crystal-clear, and the pictures and videos
could be projected in front of you to bring the stories to life.


When you were done, you just slotted it into one of the many
recycling bins that lined the streets. It seemed there was a bin for everything
in 2064. Almost everything could be reused in one form or another.


The only thing that hadn’t changed about the paper was the
content. The modern technology made no difference to what was written inside.
Most of the leading titles were more or less the same as they had been a
century earlier.


The one Dan had always bought was still going strong. The
front page still had its traditional red top, sensationalist stories and
celebrity gossip. Even the problem pages were still going strong.


“My robot’s cheating on me,” screamed out the headline from
the problem page, with a picture of the latest men’s toy, an incredibly
realistic-looking, full-size robot doll, scantily clad in black stockings and
suspenders.


“Ridiculous,” muttered Dan, though he secretly fancied
having a go on one of the dolls. He’d more or less given up on the idea of ever
finding a willing human partner. Perhaps one of the “sexbots”, as they were
known, might be the answer. He couldn’t afford to buy one on his benefits, but
he had heard that you could rent one by the hour. Robot prostitutes were having
a huge impact, it seemed, judging by another story he read about traditional
prostitutes who were up in arms about the impact all of this was having on
their trade.


Perhaps when all this was over, he might investigate.
Meanwhile he turned to the sports pages, where there was a debate going on
about introducing robot referees. The football European Championships were
currently taking place in Scandinavia. The previous evening, England had been
knocked out in the quarter-finals following a controversial refereeing decision
that had awarded Germany a penalty.


A robot would never have made such an obvious blunder,
argued one pundit. Another countered that a robot could never appreciate the
subtle nuances of the game.


Dan wasn’t particular bothered about all of this. The days
when he’d have punched someone or smashed up a pub because England had lost at
football were long gone. Such things just didn’t seem important anymore.


He enjoyed being in the park. The agreeable summer weather
made it a very pleasant place to spend an afternoon. He was beginning to
appreciate simple things he had never noticed before, like birdsong and
flowers.


Most days he would arrive about lunchtime, stop off at the
supermarket opposite Josh’s college to buy a sandwich and the paper, and then
settle down on his favourite bench. Directly facing the college, he was able to
glance up frequently to keep an eye on the entrance.


What he didn’t realise was that while he was watching the
college, he himself was being watched. Keeping track of him via the microchip
that had been embedded in him as a condition of his release, Amelia was aware
that he was making frequent trips to the park. What she didn’t know was why.


She was still quite sure there was more to Dan than met the
eye. She still hadn’t quite been able to shake off the feeling that there might
be some element of truth in the time travel story. She’d looked at his internet
activity to see what he’d been doing, but hadn’t come to any conclusions. She
certainly hadn’t made the connection to Josh.


Dan had been very careful on that score. He knew that his
internet was being monitored, so he made sure that he looked up as many of his
old school friends as he could. By diluting his activity in this way, he
figured it might not look quite so obvious that he was seeking out information
on one particular person. It would just look as if he was innocently looking up
old friends.


She’d followed him to the park a couple of times and
observed him, but couldn’t really see that he was doing anything out of the
ordinary. He just seemed to be having lunch and reading the paper.


The only thing he was doing that could be perceived as wrong
was feeding a few crumbs to the pigeons. There were signs in the park asking
people not to do so. But Amelia couldn’t fault him for that. She saw it as a
sign of his growing humanity. Anyone who had seen the greedy, fat version of
Dan from the past, stuffing his face with food at every opportunity without
ever offering to share, would never have believed it.


Amelia was there the day that Dan first caught sight of
Josh. He had been feasting his eyes over the holographic Page 3 girl dancing
around above his epaper in her bikini. He’d have preferred her topless like in
the “good old days”, but they were long in the past. Scantily clad was still
acceptable, but nipples were not – even on robots. Apparently they had rights,
too.


As he glanced up from the dancing model, described as
Sophie, 24, from Cheshunt, he saw a man walk out of the imposing, black,
wrought-iron gates about a hundred yards in front of him. It was unmistakeably
Josh. Dan had studied enough photographs of him online to recognise this older
version of him straightaway.


Dan wasn’t really expecting anything enthralling to happen,
and it didn’t. Josh had come out of the college, headed across the road to the
shop, and then returned clutching a sandwich and a drink.


Dan stayed where he was throughout and didn’t attempt to
follow him in any way, which was probably just as well. Amelia, observing him
from afar, had come to the conclusion that Dan wasn’t doing anything other than
enjoying a summer’s day in the fresh air. She decided she was happy to let him
spend his days there unobserved, and went back to the secure unit to deal with
more pressing cases.


The next day followed a similar pattern. Josh came out, went
to buy his lunch, and went back into the college. This wasn’t really getting
Dan any further forward. He began to toy with the idea of trying to follow Josh
inside the college to find out exactly where he worked. Perhaps there would be
some clues there.


He mulled this over but ultimately rejected it, for the time
being at least. It was just too risky. There was way too much danger of getting
caught. Maybe he should follow him home instead. That wouldn’t be as dangerous.
He decided that he would try this the following day.


Fortunately, he didn’t have to because the next day things
took an altogether more interesting turn. Having failed to appear at lunchtime,
Josh didn’t emerge until late afternoon, just as Dan was about to give up and
go home. This time, rather than heading over towards the shop, he turned right
towards the city centre.


Dan observed him closely as he walked along the street. He
was dressed in a red and white, chequered, short-sleeve shirt, denim shorts,
sunglasses and a baseball cap. What did he think he looked like? thought Dan.
The guy was over sixty years old: didn’t he look a bit ridiculous dressed like
that? Josh had always been a bit of a poser at school, and clearly it was still
the case now.


In fact, Josh’s attire wasn’t that unusual by 2064
standards. Dress codes at work had become a lot more relaxed as the century had
progressed, and people tended to wear the clothes they felt most comfortable
in. This had long been the case at the university where, other than the gowns
required for formal occasions, people pretty much wore what they wanted.


As people aged, their fashions aged with them. Unlike
previous generations, people didn’t reach a certain age when they suddenly
started dressing in beige. These days, pensioners everywhere were sporting the
same sort of outfits they’d worn when they’d been skateboarding as teenagers
back in the noughties.


The baseball cap was now as much a symbol of the current
generation of pensioners as their grandfather’s flat caps had once been. This
was one of many changes that had taken place that Dan was gradually beginning
to take note of.


Dan was interested to see that Josh was wearing a large
backpack which looked pretty full. He looked as if he was about to head off on
a mountaineering expedition, which was completely at odds with his attire. It
seemed an odd combination.


“I wonder what he’s got in there, then,” he said to himself.
Clearly Josh wasn’t just popping out to the shops. Following at a discreet
distance, Dan was determined to find out.


Unaware that he was being followed, Josh turned out of St
Giles’ and into Beaumont Street, walking alongside the Randolph Hotel and past
the Playhouse. Dan stayed on the opposite side of the road next to the
Ashmolean Museum, about 200 yards behind. He was pretty confident Josh wouldn’t
recognise him at this distance, even if he turned around.


By the time Josh had crossed the canal along Hythe Bridge
Street, Dan guessed he must be heading for the railway station. He was right,
and as they approached the station, he realised he was going to have to plan
his moves carefully.


If Josh was catching a train, how would Dan know which one?
He had no way of knowing unless he followed him directly onto the platform, and
you couldn’t get onto the platform without buying a ticket. At least you didn’t
used to be able to – maybe it was all done differently now: everything else
was.


As he entered the concourse he could see that, although the
place was a lot more clean and modern than it used to be, not everything had
changed. It was still necessary to pay at a machine to buy a ticket and then
insert it into a slot to pass through a gate to get onto the platforms.


He waited by the coffee shop for Josh to buy his ticket, and
then watched him pass through the gates and turn right. Quickly he dashed to
the nearest machine and pressed the touch screen to bring up the ticket
options. As was usually the case, he didn’t have a lot of cash on him, so he
bought the cheapest ticket he could. It was a single to his home town, just
fifteen miles to the north. But even that was 45 euros, which was three days’
food money for Dan. It was a lot considering he was on benefits.


“Bloody rip-off,” he commented to a young man at the next
machine. “And I bet they still don’t run on time.”


Bemused, the young man was lost for words, which was just as
well, as Dan didn’t have time to stay and chat. He grabbed his ticket as soon
as it was dispensed, ran across to the gates, scanned it, and passed through
onto the platforms. This didn’t pose any sort of challenge as the machines were
exactly the same ones that Dan had been using all his life.


In this futuristic world where there was so little he had
had to learn again from scratch, it was always reassuring when he came across
something that hadn’t changed.


As he turned right, he trod carefully. He couldn’t see Josh,
but there was only one train on the platform in the direction that Josh had
taken. It was on platform 3, bound for Cambridge. A quick glance at the
departure board showed Dan it was due to leave in less than two minutes.


Walking as closely as possible to the edge of the platform,
to minimise the view of him from the train’s windows, he walked to the first
door of the first carriage and pressed the button to open it. Entering, he saw
that the carriage was only half-full. There was no sign of Josh. That was a
relief from the point of view that he hadn’t blown his cover. On the downside, not
only could he not be certain that Josh was actually on this train, he also had
no idea of when or where he would be getting off.


He’d just have to sit by the window and watch at each
station to see if he got off. At least his ticket was good for the train he was
on, as least as far as the first stop. Perhaps that was where Josh was going:
he did come from the town after all.


The swift, modern train covered the journey to his town in
just 12 minutes. He sank a little lower in his seat as he watched the passengers
streaming off the train, a mix of locals and shoppers, drawn to the ever-popular
shopping outlet. Just as he was beginning to think he must have lost Josh, he
caught sight of him towards the back of the crowd, heading for the exit from
the station.


He jumped up and got off the train just in time. Seconds
after he alighted, the doors swooshed closed and the train began to depart. He
was only about five yards behind Josh. It was risky being so close, but better
than getting stuck on the train.


As they approached the gates, he hung back, waiting until
Josh got a safe distance ahead. Once they were both out of the station he could
resume stalking his prey.


He followed Josh along the main road, through the town
centre and out the other side. As they headed along the path that led towards
the HS2 railway line, it became quite apparent where they were going. Josh was
heading directly for the tunnel where all the trouble had started.


This couldn’t just be a coincidence. Whatever Josh was doing
there, it had to be in some way connected to what had happened to Dan. This
could be his big chance to find out how to get back to his own time.


There were not many people around, so Dan kept his distance.
To be spotted now after getting so close to finding the answers he craved would
be devastating.


As Josh reached the tunnel entrance, he paused and looked
around him. Dan quickly darted to the side of the path, about two hundred yards
behind, and ducked behind one of the horse chestnut trees. He waited a couple
of seconds and then risked peering around the side of the tree.


Josh wasn’t giving any indication that he had seen Dan. He
had taken his backpack off and was now reaching inside. Dan noticed that he was
looking around the whole time, glancing first one way and then the other.
Clearly whatever he was doing, he didn’t want to be seen. What did he have to
hide?


From his position behind the tree, Dan was ideally placed to
see what Josh was doing. His whole body was obscured by the huge trunk, and he
was far enough away, with various bushes and brambles blowing around in the
wind between as to be practically invisible, as he continued to observe.


He watched as Josh pulled the tachyometer from his pocket.
Dan had no idea what it was, of course. To him it just looked like some sort of
long, metal stick. Whatever it was, it was clearly something important, judging
by the attention Josh was paying to it.


Fascinated, Dan watched as Josh held the device out in front
of him. What on earth was he doing? A few seconds later he had his answer. With
a last look around him to check he wasn’t being watched, Josh did what he had
done so many times before. He stepped forward and vanished.


“So that’s how…” uttered Dan.


There was no doubt whatsoever in his mind about what he had
just witnessed. He’d seen Peter vanish in the same way.


Josh was travelling in time, just as Peter had, and just as
he had. It had to be something to do with the strange metal device he’d been
holding. That was the key.


Now all Dan had to do was get his hands on it.











Chapter Twenty


July 2108


 


When Peter emerged from the bubble, it was all quiet in the
tunnel. When he had departed there had been an HS2 train roaring overhead, but
it was all quiet now.


It was early in the morning but it wasn’t cold in the
tunnel. He checked the list of dates that Josh had given him. It was the 13th
July 2108.


It was a relief that there was no one around. It meant he
didn’t have to jump back into the bubble straightaway. He would have a chance
to look around, as long as he didn’t stray too far away.


The tunnel itself was crumbling and in a state of disrepair.
The once smart brickwork was dirty, faded and cracked. Nothing had been done to
it for years. The lights alongside the tunnel were still the same fluorescent
yellow strips that had been there when the tunnel had first been built, almost
a century ago. Hardly any of them were working now. An aura of neglect hung in
the air.


He was keen to take a look outside. What would have changed
in the 45 years since he’d been gone? Could he risk leaving the tunnel and the
bubble unattended? It didn’t look as if anyone much came down here.


He walked up to the end of the tunnel leading to the housing
estate. When he got there, he marvelled at what he saw.


Most of the old, red-brick buildings were gone, replaced by
new space age-looking dwellings made out of a material that Peter couldn’t
immediately identify. It resembled some sort of silver plastic. The houses
themselves had no corners, no straight edges, and as far as he could tell, no
doors or windows either. Were they even human dwellings at all, or had the
robots taken over?


A few yards from the tunnel, he noticed that the fencing
that used to prevent people from climbing on the railway line had gone. He
climbed up the embankment to take a look.


In contrast to the space age houses, all he found up there
were rusting, decaying tracks. It was clear no trains had run along here for a
long time.


As he scrambled back down, he noticed something
extraordinary happen to the end house. A door-sized panel opened in the base of
a wall that had previously been smooth, and a man and a woman emerged. So that
was how people got in and out. They walked along the path and towards the
tunnel entrance.


The man looked about 70; as for the woman, she was much
younger and impossibly beautiful. As they approached Peter, he looked at her
more closely. Her eyes were clear blue, her clothing immaculate. She looked
almost too well groomed to be true. Suddenly the realisation dawned. She was
not a human at all, but an incredibly lifelike robot.


He decided to engage them in conversation. What harm could
it do?


“Morning!” he said to them both.


“Oh, good morning,” said the man. “It looks like it’s going
to be another scorcher! I always get good weather for my birthday.”


“He is 98 today,” said the robot. “I am taking him out for a
treat.” She spoke in a perfectly normal human voice, not with the stilted,
computer-like voices that he’d heard from the robots of the 2060s.


“I bet you are,” remarked Peter, marvelling at how young the
man looked for 98. “Sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”


“It’s Jamie,” said the man. “And this is my wife, Annie.”


So, robot marriage was now legal, thought Peter, remembering
how he and the others had once joked about Charlie marrying his barbecue.
Whatever next?


“It’s very nice to meet you both. I’m Peter. I must say, you
look fantastic for your age. What’s the secret?”


“Really?” replied Jamie. “I thought I was looking a bit old.
Still, you should see my dad. He’s still going strong and he’s 138!”


“Wow!” replied Peter. “So how long are people living now?”


“You mean you don’t know?” asked Jamie. “I thought everyone
knew that. There was a piece about it on this morning’s retina cast, actually.
Apparently the oldest man in the world has just celebrated his 160th
birthday. He lives in Japan. They reckon with the current genetic coding
techniques, we’ll all be able to live forever soon.”


He turned to the robot. “I’ll probably even outlive you,
Annie.”


“You can always download me into a new botbod when I wear
out,” said Annie.


“I’m sure you’ll wear me out first,” said Jamie, giving her
a knowing smile. “So, what were you doing up on the railway line, Peter? I saw
you climbing down a minute ago.”


“I was just wondering where all the trains had gone,”
replied Peter.


“Trains?” asked Jamie, incredulously, looking at Peter as if
he’d just asked where the horse-drawn carriages were. “You are joking me,
right? There haven’t been any trains on that line for over twenty years. Where
have you been hiding?”


“Oh here and there,” replied Peter. “It’s a hobby of mine,
actually. I’m an amateur historian, doing some research for a book I’m
writing.”


“You should meet my dad,” replied Jamie. “He’s an author. He
published his first book when I was only two years old, can you believe? I keep
thinking he’ll run out of ideas, but he keeps coming up with new ones. Anyway,
we must be going. Annie’s buying me a milkshake at Neptune’s Diner.”


“Nice to meet you,” replied Peter. He watched as they turned
and walked down the tunnel. Once they were a few yards away he heard Jamie
exclaim “Trains!” again, and both he and Annie burst out laughing.


He watched them go down the tunnel. Fortunately they were
heading toward town, which meant they wouldn’t fall into the bubble. He
couldn’t hang around much longer, though, in case someone came up from the
other direction.


Or could he? Just as Jamie and Annie reached the far end of
the tunnel, Peter was startled as, right in front of him, Josh appeared out of
nowhere.


“Bet that surprised you!” said Josh. “I’m glad I caught you,
I was worried you might have jumped through already.


“Yes, you did surprise me,” replied Peter. “I wasn’t
expecting to see you again quite so soon.”


“What do you mean, quite so soon?” joked Josh. “I haven’t
seen you for 45 years!”


“That old chestnut!” replied Peter, laughing. “How many
times have you pulled variations of that joke?”


“Ha, well there are not many people in the world that can,
are there? And it never gets old, unlike us.”


“Fair point,” replied Peter. “So what brings you here? I’m
guessing you wouldn’t have come without good reason.”


“Quite right,” said Josh. “I bring good news. I’ve worked
out a way to switch off the time bubble temporarily. Come and see.”


He walked up to the exact location of the time bubble and
pulled the tachyometer out of his backpack. “OK, watch carefully,” he said, and
he demonstrated to Peter the exact procedure to follow.


He finished by pressing the red button on the tachyometer,
whilst pointing it at the centre of the bubble. “Right, that should do it. Try
it now.”


Peter walked round to the other side of the bubble, turned
around, and walked tentatively through, as if he was ready to jump. As Josh had
promised, nothing happened.


“I’m impressed,” said Peter. “But I knew you’d do it
eventually. I was half-expecting you to turn up at some point.”


“The good thing is that now the bubble’s safe, you don’t
have to jump over and over again straightaway. It gives you time to explore
some of the future worlds you’ll be visiting. I have to say, I’m envious, I
really wish I could come with you, but the tachyometer won’t take me that far.”


“Well since you’re here now, and we’re not in any hurry, how
about exploring this one? You wouldn’t believe the houses they are living in
now. I want to find out what they’re made out of.”


“Sounds like a plan,” replied Josh. “There is one thing,
though. I could really do with a coffee.”


“Me, too,” replied Peter. “But how are we going to pay for
it? I doubt whether these euros will be any good now.”


“Well, let’s go into town and find out,” said Josh. “I’d
love to see what the town centre looks like now.”


“I’ve heard that Neptune’s Diner does a good milkshake,”
said Peter. “I made friends with a guy earlier who was heading down there.
Perhaps if you use your legendary charms to chat up his robot wife, she might
buy us a drink.”


“Good idea,” said Josh. “I think I’m going to like the
future.” Together they walked down the tunnel to explore the town.


It was late in the afternoon when Peter and Josh returned to
the tunnel after a truly fascinating day. Although still clearly recognisable
as the old town they’d known and loved, there were all manner of changes, of
which the most striking was the architecture.


Traditional old brick and stone listed buildings still
survived, but sat side-by-side with the latest buildings, made of a
revolutionary type of living plastic, which could be remodelled and moulded at
will by the occupant. That was how Jamie had managed to create a door out of
what was seemingly a blank wall.


They had once again met up with Jamie and Annie, and had
gratefully taken up their offer of a coffee. Over an hour or two they learned
all about how the world had changed over the past forty years.


“Now we’re back,” began Josh, “let me show you how to
restart the bubble. Then you can jump on to 2198 and I’ll come and join you
there.”


The operation to restart the bubble went as planned, and
Peter disappeared as expected. Josh set the tachyometer for the time he was due
to reappear and created his own bubble, arriving at the end of the century at
almost the same time as Peter.


“Wow! Look at this!” remarked Peter enthusiastically, as
Josh appeared beside him.


The tunnel was gone, as was the railway line. They were now
standing in an open area between incredibly sophisticated-looking buildings.
Sleek, silver vehicles, with no obvious wings or wheels, flew swiftly and
silently overhead. This was the first time Peter had seen this, but it didn’t
come as such a shock to Josh. He had travelled to this time period before.


“I’ve seen it before,” replied Josh. “When I came to…” He
paused, not wanting to say what was in his mind in front of Peter.


“I know,” replied Peter. “It was when you came to the future
to look for a cure for Hannah. It’s OK.”


“I was in Oxford then, rather than here. You should have
seen it. Remember all those horrific traffic jams in the city centre? That’s
all very firmly in the past. These things were flying up and down St Giles’ at
terrifying speed, but they never hit each other or anyone in the street. The AI
that controls them is incredible. Apparently there’s not been a fatal accident
involving one of them anywhere on the planet for over fifty years.”


“I’m amazed to see all this open space. I’d have thought it
would have been all concreted over by now,” said Peter. “With what we found out
about the human lifespan last time, the world population must be enormous by
now.”


“I never got the chance to find all that out last time I was
here,” replied Josh. “We’ve got a chance to find all that out now. Shall we go
and see?”


“Lead on,” said Peter. Despite suffering from cancer, the
excitement of the adventure was giving him an adrenaline rush that was keeping
the illness at bay, for now. He may not have long left, but he was determined
to find out every single thing he could about the future before his time was
up. His was a unique opportunity.


“Take careful note of where we are,” said Josh. “With the
tunnel gone, we don’t want to lose where the bubble is.”


He deactivated the bubble, and they went off exploring
together once more.


It was late in the evening by the time they returned, amazed
at what they’d seen.


The future was a true utopia. Death and famine had been all
but eliminated. Humans and robots were now almost indistinguishable, with the
majority of the population now consisting of hybrids of the two. It was even
possible now for the female robots to conceive and carry a child to full term.


The world population had risen to over 35 billion, including
the robots, but there was no shortage of space to live. Mars and the moon were
fully colonised, as were several asteroids and moons of the outer planets. It
had all been made possible by incredible terraforming techniques. There was no
need to live under a dome – the colonised worlds had perfectly breathable
atmospheres and controlled climates.


Exploration beyond the solar system was well underway, too,
with the first pioneering colonies soon expected to be formed around
neighbouring stars.


Josh and Peter had become aware just how anachronistic they
must have looked to the inhabitants of the future world. They looked as out of
place as if they’d turned up in their own time wearing Viking costumes.
Fortunately no one questioned why they looked the way they did, and they even
managed to have a few conversations with people in the park.


Money no longer existed, but lacking any implants to pay for
things, they contented themselves with sitting in a park eating the sandwiches
and drinking the drinks that Josh had brought with him in his backpack. This,
too, must have looked odd to the inhabitants who doubtless wondered why they
were drinking cans of a soft drink from the last century.


Josh said if anyone asked they would just say they were
making a historical movie. Peter had replied by pointing out that perhaps
movies no longer existed either. Since no one asked, it never became a problem.


Back at the entrance to the time bubble, it was time for
Josh to take his leave of Peter for the last time.


“Well, this is where I have to get off,” he said. “I’m
approaching the limits of where the tachyometer can take me. I guess this
really is goodbye.”


“We’ve come a long way since that day in class when you
asked me about time travel, haven’t we?” said Peter. “Back then I thought I had
only a few months to live. Yet here we are, nearly two hundred years later.”


“It’s been awesome,” replied Josh. “A lifelong adventure. I
wouldn’t change a thing.”


He took off his backpack and reached inside. “Oh, you’ll
need this, by the way, so you can stop the bubble again as and when you need
to. What we’ve seen today has been incredible, but I can’t even begin to
imagine what else lies in store. This will help you make the most of it.”


He handed Peter the spare tachyometer.


“Thank you. I guess this is it, then,” said Peter. “I’m off
to the end of the world. Give my love to the others, and look after Jess for
me, won’t you?”


“We all will. You had better go now, before you make me
cry,” said Josh. “That would be distinctly uncool.”


The two men shook hands, swallowed their reticence, and had
a big manly hug.


“Here I go, then,” said Peter. “Farewell”. He stepped into
the bubble to continue his adventure into the future.


Left alone, Josh realised he was extremely tired. It had
been a very long day, and all he wanted to do now was get home to the cosy and
familiar 21st century. He took hold of his one remaining tachyometer
and set the time coordinates for five minutes after he’d left, making sure he
stood in exactly the right spot to materialise safely in the tunnel.


He had no idea that Dan was lying in wait for him.











Chapter Twenty-One


June 2064


 


In the minutes that followed Josh’s disappearance from the
tunnel, Dan stayed where he was, leaning against the tree, contemplating what
to do.


It was clear that the device Josh had been holding in his
hands was the key that enabled him to travel through time. How it worked and
where or when he had gone, Dan had no idea. He couldn’t follow him, but maybe
he wouldn’t need to. If Josh was travelling in time, he might return to the
same place. Was it worth hanging around in the hope that he did?


Dan decided that he may as well. If Josh did return, there
would never be a better time than the present to get his hands on the device.


If he didn’t come back, well, that wasn’t the end of it. He
had learned a great deal this evening and he still knew where Josh worked and
where he lived. Tracking him down again wouldn’t be too difficult and he knew
what he was looking for now.


Fortunately, tracking him down again wasn’t going to be
necessary. After barely five minutes mulling it over, he was delighted to see
Josh reappear, still holding the device, more or less in the same place he’d
vanished from.


After carefully tucking the tachyometer into his backpack,
Josh began walking along the path directly towards the tree where Dan was still
concealed.


Dan knew he would be unlikely to get a better opportunity
than this. It really was now or never. He remembered how Josh and Charlie had
bundled into him, knocking him over, all those months ago. It seemed somehow
fitting that he should do the same to Josh.


The element of surprise could never be underestimated. Dan
slunk further around the tree as Josh approached, keeping himself out of view
the whole time. As his target passed, Dan moved completely around the tree
until he’d come full circle, leaving him behind Josh. There was nobody anywhere
in sight. Steeling himself for the fight that was to come, he launched himself
at Josh and rugby-tackled him to the ground.


As he fell, his chin hit the ground with a crunch and he
instantly felt blood in his mouth. He was stunned by the shock of the attack,
but was determined not to be overwhelmed by his assailant. He tried to turn,
but was quickly felled by a punch to the head.


He then felt his assailant pulling at his backpack. It had
only been loosely slung over Josh’s shoulders, and it came away easily as Dan
wrenched at it.


Josh felt sick, dizzy and unable to move. All sorts of
thoughts went through his dazed mind. Why? Who? Despite his condition, his
first thought was for the tachyometer. Was this the moment he’d always feared?
A rival time traveller, come to strip him of his power?


The old Dan would have derived a real sense of satisfaction
from overwhelming Josh in this way. Back at school, Josh had been the fitter
and stronger of the two. He had made it quite clear on more than one occasion
that he’d be quite happy to lay Dan out if he stepped out of line.


Dan, a bully but a coward at heart, had always backed down.
But now he had Josh where he wanted him. Strangely, he took no pleasure from
it.


Josh was struggling to turn around and fight back but Dan
had such a commanding advantage that he had little chance of doing so. If Dan
had wanted to, he could easily have knocked Josh into unconsciousness, or even
worse, but he had no desire to hurt him any more than was absolutely necessary.
He’d done enough damage in the past on that front and didn’t want any more
blood on his hands. All he wanted was the tachyometer.


Should he allow Josh to see who had attacked him? Was that a
good idea? He searched inside himself to try and understand his motivation. Did
he want to show him that after all he’d been through, he’d emerged triumphant?
He didn’t really feel like that. All he wanted was the opportunity to go home.


But if he did knock Josh unconscious he would never get the
answers that he so desperately needed, and the one burning question that still
consumed him over all of this was “Why?”


So he sat astride Josh to keep him from getting up, but allowed
him to turn so he could see who’d attacked him.


“You!” shouted Josh, in a surprisingly strong voice
considering his current situation. “How did you find me?” He was looking
incredulously at Dan, as if he couldn’t believe that his old schoolmate could
have had the intelligence to track him down.


“I’m not as stupid as you think I am,” replied Dan. “Thanks
to you and your friends leaving me banged up in a mental institution, I’ve had
plenty of time to work things out. You deliberately pushed me forward in time.
Now I want to know why.”


“You asked for it,” replied Josh defiantly. “We all knew you
killed Lauren, yet you got off scot-free. We needed to plug a gap in the tunnel
and you were a convenient solution.”


“Do you have any idea what I’ve been through since I’ve been
here?” asked Dan. “It’s been a living hell. I got arrested for breaking into my
own house, for fuck’s sake.”


“So, what are you going to do now, big man?” taunted Josh.
“Crush me to death? Though I see you’re not as fat as you used to be. Struggling
to pay for your kebabs now, are you? My heart bleeds!”


“You know, if I was still the person you think I am, I’d
probably kill you for saying that,” replied Dan. “But the fact is I’m not, at
least I’m not anymore. All I want is this.”


He reached over and opened the backpack, taking out the
tachyometer.


“Please don’t take that,” pleaded Josh, the arrogance
vanishing from his voice as he feared what might happen if Dan got his hands on
it.


“Look, it’s quite simple,” replied Dan. “I want to go home.
I’m pretty sure this device can show me how. Now you can either tell me how it
works, or I will figure it out for myself. But either way, I’m going back to
2041. Now are you going to show me how it works or not?”


“Over my dead body,” replied Josh.


“Well thankfully, whatever you might think of me, it’s not
going to come to that.”


He looked more closely at the grey-haired man beneath him.
“How old are you now, by the way? No, hang on: I can answer that one for you.
It’s 2064, so you must be 63 years old. You see, I can even add up.”


“Well, clever you,” replied Josh. “And I remember you being
crap at maths at school.”


“Well, since you can do the math,” replied Dan, using the
American expression oft heard in the movies, “consider this. Not only am I not
as fat as I used to be, but I’m still only 40 years old. So I’m going to take
this and run off now. Do you think you’re going to be able to catch up with me,
old man?”


“I can still catch you, you sad bastard,” replied Josh.


Dan sighed and looked up. 200 yards away, a young couple
were walking down the path towards them. It was time for him to make himself
scarce.


“You don’t make this easy on yourself, do you? I said I
wasn’t planning to hurt you, but I’m sorry, I need to get home.”


He took the tachyometer from the backpack, then as hard as
he dared, punched Josh in the face one last time. He winced as he did so. Why
did his life always have to revolve around violence?


He vowed to himself, there and then, that this would be the
last time he would hurt so much as a fly. Then he ran.


The punch didn’t knock Josh out, but it was enough to stun
him sufficiently to allow Dan to get away. By the time he managed to pull
himself together and sit up, Dan was already halfway down the tunnel.


Still disorientated, he reached into the backpack to confirm
what he already knew. Dan had taken the tachyometer.


“Are you alright, mate?” a voice said from behind him.


The young couple had walked up the path, and were
understandably concerned at witnessing what looked like a mugging.


There was no point involving them, thought Josh. “Yes, I’m
fine. Just a little disagreement, you understand. Family feud and all that,
I’ll be OK in a minute.”


The young couple accepted this and walked on.


But Josh realised that he wouldn’t be alright. He’d lost the
tachyometer and, if Dan figured out how to use it, all hell could break loose.
To make matters worse, he’d given his only working spare to Peter who was now
hundreds, if not thousands, of years in the future. There was no way to get
that back now.


He had well and truly screwed things up.











Chapter Twenty-Two


June 2064


 


Dan sprinted up the tunnel as fast as he possibly could. It
was vital he put distance between himself and Josh.


It was late in the evening by now and the sun was low in the
sky. Rays of sunlight were interspersed with the long shadows from the trunks
of the horse chestnut trees as he ran past them and into the estate. Once he
was there, he took several random turns, turning left and right through alleys
into different streets until he was certain he’d shaken off any pursuit.


Only then, having run about a quarter of a mile and gasping
for breath, did he allow himself the luxury of a look behind him. There was no
sign of Josh.


Confident that he was safe for the moment, he slowed to a
walking pace and continued on. He needed to find a safe place to examine Josh’s
device and figure out how to use it, preferably before darkness fell.


He thought about going back home to Oxford, but it was too
risky. For all he knew, Josh could have reported him to the police and they
wouldn’t need much excuse to come knocking at his door, especially if D.I.
Jones got wind of it.


At the edge of the estate was a small wooded area where kids
often played and people walked their dogs. It didn’t seem too busy now, however.
He could only see one dog walker and a couple of teenagers messing about on
their bikes.


He checked his watch to see it was 9.15pm. He had about half
an hour of useable daylight left. He walked into the wood and through to the
centre where there were a few picnic tables. There was nobody there, despite
the warm evening. Clearly there had been, as he could see that the various
recycling bins were full, but they had all gone home now. It was perfect for
his needs.


He sat down at the table and examined the device. It was a
metallic tube, about 9 inches in length. It had four coloured buttons, and a
small LCD screen with a tiny number keypad set into the side. It reminded him a
little bit of the wireless microphones that they used to use for karaoke at his
old local, the Red Lion, years ago, just slightly bigger.


He tentatively pressed the green button at the top, the
closest one to the LCD screen. The screen at once lit up and the message “ENTER
DATE” appeared.


This was a promising start. Dan had feared that the device
would be beyond him, but even he could work out how to enter a date. He had
feared that it might be protected by some sort of password protection but
clearly that wasn’t the case. Josh had been very careless on that front.


Despite the ease of gaining access, he couldn’t discount the
fact that Josh may have some way of tracking the whereabouts of the device. He
might even have the ability to track it remotely. They were both real
possibilities that meant he couldn’t risk hanging about. He needed to get on
and do what he needed to do.


The date he’d departed from the past was etched upon his
brain. He began to punch the numbers into the screen. As soon as he entered the
first digit the screen changed for him to fill in the remaining digits. Josh
couldn’t have made it any more straightforward.


He typed in the numbers 30/03/2041.


As soon as he’d entered the date the message “ENTER TIME”
appeared on the screen.


Dan thought back to the day when he had left. It had been
early in the morning. His first thought was that he should go back to before
that time and make sure he was there in the tunnel to prevent his earlier self
from being pushed through.


When he thought about it, he came to the conclusion that the
plan did not make sense. If he did manage to succeed, what would happen to the
person he was now? All of the past nine months would never have happened. If he
succeeded, he would never have been pushed through, which would mean his
current persona would cease to exist, along with all the knowledge he had
gained.


There was also nothing then to stop Josh and the others from
planning some other fate for him. So in the end, he decided to just set the
timer for lunchtime on that day. They would then think that they had succeeded
in their plan and would therefore not be looking for him. All he had to do then
was go home to his old house and lay low for a while.


He set the timer for 13.00. As soon as he’d entered the
time, another message appeared: “OPEN BUBBLE”. The yellow button on the device
was now flashing.


He held the device out in front of him as he had seen Josh
do, and pressed the yellow button. “ENTER BUBBLE” appeared.


Josh couldn’t have made this any easier for him if he’d
provided him with an instruction manual. He paused momentarily, wondering if
this was too good to be true and it was all some convoluted trap, but there was
only one way to find out. He held his breath and stepped forward.


Instantly, he knew that he’d been successful. The daylight
had been fading from the sky when he stepped into the bubble, now suddenly the
sun was overhead.


He also noticed the trees around him were not in the full
leaf of summer that they had been a few moments ago, but covered in blossom
instead.


In the past, Dan would never have noticed something like
that. But things had changed over the past nine months. He’d learned to slow
down, to look around and appreciate the world around him. And what he was
seeing now was all very promising.


He walked out of the woods and back into the housing estate.
The more he looked around him, the more his confidence grew that he was indeed
home. The cars looked right for the time, as did the houses. Even the rusty old
camper van was reassuringly back where it should be. He’d never been so glad to
see it. As he reached the main road he was also pleased to see that the old
estate pub had also been restored to its former glory. A large, scrolling
banner outside read “Live Premiership Football here: Arsenal vs Chelsea,
12.45pm, Sat 30th March”. He could hear cheering coming from inside the pub as
the drinkers enjoyed the holographic game.


Just to make doubly sure, he headed into the newsagent’s and
picked up a copy of The Sun. It felt wonderful to pick up a copy of a
real printed newspaper again. He looked at the date on the top: “Saturday 30th
March 2041”. That was all the confirmation he needed. He was definitely home.


He walked up to the counter and handed the paper to the
middle-aged man behind the till who scanned it.


As he reached into his pocket, the man said, “One twenty
please.” Without thinking, he handed over a 2-euro coin.


“What’s this?” the cashier asked. “Have you just got back
from holiday or something?”


“Sorry,” said Dan, realising his mistake. “Can you take
euros?”


“Do we look like the sort of shop that takes euros,” replied
the clearly irritated man. “Come back later when you’ve got some proper money.”


“Sorry, mate,” replied Dan. It didn’t matter. If all was as
it should be, his wallet would be waiting for him at home on the coffee table.


It was a short stroll from the shop back to St Margaret’s
Close where he was delighted to see that his front door was back as it should
have been.


He wasn’t so delighted to see a car parked over the end of
his drive, one he recognised as belonging to one of his neighbours. Never mind,
thought Dan, live and let live. He was so pleased to be home, a little thing
like that wasn’t going to bother him.


There was a slight setback when he reached the front door
and remembered he no longer had his keys. They were in his flat in Oxford, 23
years in the future. Then he remembered he’d set aside contingency plans for
just such an emergency after an incident a few years ago when he’d drunkenly
locked himself out.


He opened the gate at the side of the house and walked down
past the kitchen door to where he kept the wheelie bins. Next to the bins was a
large ceramic pot, which was full of weeds. He crouched down, lifted it
slightly off the ground and pulled out the spare key from underneath.


He walked back to the kitchen door and let himself in. As
soon as he was through the door he turned and locked it behind him, breathing a
sigh of relief. He was safe at last.


He looked around the kitchen. It was home, but it didn’t
feel like home. In contrast to his clean and tidy flat where he had become
quite house-proud, the place was an absolute mess.


The walls were faded and dirty, and a couple of tiles had
fallen off the wall. Above a deep fat fryer there was an unsightly yellow stain
spreading up the wall. The kitchen surfaces were littered with takeaway boxes
and dirty crockery. Had he really left the place in this state?


He walked through to the lounge. There were a couple of
pizza boxes on the floor and empty lager cans all over the coffee table. At
least his wallet was there. He picked it up and looked inside, reassured to see
some good old-fashioned twenty-pound notes inside.


The place was a tip and he was a slob. He sat down for a
moment to think things over. His relief at being home was tempered by the signs
everywhere of the person that he used to be. Had he really wanted to come back
here after all this time? He couldn’t deny that things had worked out a lot
better for him in the future.


Admittedly, it hadn’t started out too well, what with being
arrested and incarcerated in the psychiatric unit, but as time had gone on,
he’d grown to enjoy his life in 2064. The people he had got to know there
actually seemed to like him. It wasn’t just Amelia, but the other people in the
flats, and the warden as well. For the first time in his life, he had felt as
if he belonged somewhere.


What did he have here? A bunch of former school friends who
despised him and a town that knew all about his reputation and what he’d done
during the Black Winter. People in this time zone crossed the street to avoid
him. And what would those former friends do when they discovered that he was
still here, and not two decades in the future. Would they come after him and do
something even worse to him? Suddenly he began to feel not so safe after all.


The more he thought about everything, the more he began to
wonder why he had bothered to come back. It had been a quest, yes, maybe even
an obsession, to right a wrong and get back to his former life.


But now he was here, he just didn’t want it anymore.


He looked down at the coffee table where he’d put down the
tachyometer. At least he still had that. Could he make life more pleasant for
himself using it? In theory, he could have anything he wanted.


When he’d left home in 2064 this morning, he hadn’t known he’d
be coming home, but what if he’d come back armed with details of the winners of
every major horse race of the next twenty years? He could be wealthy beyond his
wildest dreams. He’d love to see the look on Nobby the Professor’s face in The
Red Lion. After years of listening to his duff tips and bullshit about being a
professional punter, wouldn’t it be amazing to waltz in waving a huge wad and
ordering drinks all round?


He could easily do this if he nipped back forwards in time
to get the information. But even this idea didn’t really appeal. What was the
point of having money here if everyone hated him? Sure, they would take his
drinks off him, but they would still despise him. Would he really get pleasure
from living that sort of life? The old Dan would have done, but he wasn’t the
old Dan anymore.


As he looked at the tachyometer, he realised that there was
only one thing he could do, one great wrong that he had to put right. Until
that was done, there was no amount of money or anything else that could ease
his troubled soul. He had to go back.


Picking up the tachyometer, he pressed the green button and
began to enter a date:


31/10/2029











Chapter Twenty-Three


October 2029


 


Dan had set the tachyometer for midday when he’d jumped back
in time, and had arrived back in the living room of his home once again. Once
again, the house did not belong to him. The décor was unfamiliar just as it had
been when he’d arrived there in the future.


This time he’d arrived at a time before he’d lived there. He
was instantly struck by the cold. He may have been indoors, but the heating was
clearly off. Of the occupants there was no sign: they had probably fled the
area as many had during the Black Winter.


Hunting through the wardrobes, he kitted himself out and
made plans for his trip to the Army base. Wrapped up in a thick coat, with a
hood and a scarf disguising many of his features, he was fairly confident that
he’d be able to get in.


It was important that he would be recognisable enough for
the guards on the gate to let him in, but covered up sufficiently for them to
not notice the age difference. He was around 13 years older, physically, than
his younger self who would already be in the base, but they’d only really see
his face, and that hadn’t changed too much.


Just to make sure, he rubbed lots of moisturising cream on
his face that he found in one of the bathroom cabinets. That was what women did
to make themselves look younger, wasn’t it? There was no harm in giving it a
try.


He thought about having a shave, too, but there was no hot
water and he didn’t really fancy ripping his face to pieces with the only razor
he could find in the bathroom, a cheap, disposable one.


Everything went without a hitch. He reached the perimeter of
the base just as it was starting to get dark, which left him plenty of time to
carry out his plan. He had the tachyometer tucked safely into his pocket. He
would do what he needed to do and then get out of there as quickly as possible.
If all went according to plan, he was about to change history for the better.
Then, hopefully, his life would be better, too.


Dan hadn’t really thought through all the possible paradoxes
of what he was attempting to do might cause. It hadn’t crossed his mind to
think that if he carried out his plan successfully, the chain of events that
had led him to be here right now in the first place might not then take place.


These were topics that Josh, Peter and the rest of the team
had spent hours debating and had come to various conclusions about based on
their experiences, such as Josh’s experiment with the packet of crisps. Dan,
however, was not privy to any of that knowledge. He realised that changing
things could have consequences; hence his earlier decision not to go back to
the tunnel. This time, though, he was clear-cut and focused in his mind. There
was just one single goal in his mind: carry out his mission, go home, and
everything would be well with the world again.


Getting into the base was easy. The guard on the gate seemed
surprised to see him when he turned up, remarking that he thought he was in his
office, but he didn’t question him any further on it. He didn’t dare. Like most
of the people in the base, he was afraid of Dan.


Once safely inside, he positioned himself in the store shed,
which was across the square from his office. By his reckoning, he couldn’t have
long to wait until the truck containing Lauren drove in.


Sure enough, he heard it approach long before he saw it, but
just as he did, there was an unexpected and unwelcome development. There was a
man whom Dan didn’t recognise crossing the square, just in front of him. Dan
couldn’t identify the man through the prevailing blizzard, especially in the
heavily clad outfit that he was wearing, but what he was holding in his hand
was unmistakeable.


It was another tachyometer.


It was Josh, it had to be. What was here doing here? Had he
tracked Dan down? Had he come here to stop him? How could he possibly have
known what Dan was planning to do?


These and many more questions raced through his mind. No
matter, he had no intention of turning back now. He watched as Josh crossed to
the entrance to the hut he had commandeered as his office, and disappeared
round the corner. Just as he did so, the truck containing Lauren drove in.


Dan watched as Ryan and the other man took Lauren from the
truck and manhandled her roughly towards the building. He had planned to wait
until she was inside and Ryan had gone back to the mess hall before he made his
move. Then he would have to be very quick with what he planned to do,
especially with the unforeseen factor of Josh now also being on the scene. This
was getting extremely complicated.


As soon as Ryan was out of the way, he crossed the square
and entered the building. There was just a short corridor leading to his office
door, and as he approached he could hear the argument going on inside.


“Over my dead body,” he heard Lauren scream.


He knew that there was very little time to spare. He flung
open the door and took in the scene. His younger self and Lauren were fighting
and he watched as Lauren tried desperately to grab the gun that was on the
table. He knew that she wasn’t going to make it in time.


His younger self had his back to him and hadn’t noticed him
come in. This was the critical moment and Dan knew he had to act now.


He rushed into the room and rugby-tackled his younger self
to the ground, just as he was about to grab hold of Lauren. Falling to the
floor, with his younger self in tow, he looked up to see Josh’s face staring
through the window, a look of complete surprise on his face. So he hadn’t been
expecting me, after all, then, thought Dan.


The two Dans rolled across the floor and fell apart. His
younger self turned towards him, determined to see who’d had the audacity to
intervene in his attack on Lauren. The look of surprise on Josh’s face at the
window was nothing to that on the younger Dan’s as he realised he was looking
at a slightly older mirror image of himself.


“How…?” was the only word that fell from his lips.


Dan’s timely intervention had given Lauren the opportunity
to reach the gun, but he certainly hadn’t anticipated what was to come next. It
was all happening so quickly.


Lauren hadn’t quite clocked who this mysterious stranger was
who had unexpectedly come to her aid, but she had no intention of wasting the
opportunity. She grabbed hold of the gun and turned it directly towards his
younger self.


Fearful for her life after being terrorised by the younger
Dan, her self-preservation instincts kicked in. She’d seen enough that day to
know that the old rules didn’t apply anymore: as far as she was concerned, it
was kill or be killed.


Without ever having handled a gun in her life before, she
pointed it squarely at the younger Dan’s head and pulled the trigger.


“No!” shouted the older Dan, realising too late what was
happening, but he was powerless to stop her. There was an incredibly loud bang,
and he watched horrified at the bullet hole that appeared in his younger self’s
head. With a look of disbelief on his face, the younger Dan toppled backwards
to the floor.


Almost immediately he felt himself become light-headed and
dizzy. Around him everything changed. Josh vanished instantaneously from the
window, and he felt a sudden sensation of falling which quickly faded to
nothingness. As his younger self lay dying on the floor, blood seeping from the
hole in his head, the older Dan simply disappeared from existence, his entire
timeline from 2029 onwards erased.


From Lauren’s perspective, he simply vanished. She hadn’t
had the chance to get a close look at him, and would never know the identity of
the mystery man who’d come to her aid. She had no way of rationalising who this
guardian angel was or where he had gone, but that was the least of her worries.


Now she now sat on the floor, adrenaline coursing through
her veins, scarcely believing what she had just done. A powerful cocktail of
emotions washed over her. There was relief that she was still alive, guilt that
she’d just killed a man, no matter how bad he had been, and fear for what was
going to happen to her now.


She got up to see that there was a pool of blood pouring
from Dan’s head onto the floor. There was no doubt whatsoever that he was dead.
What would happen when the others found out? No matter, she was made of strong
stuff and she was holding a gun. She would do whatever it took to survive.


She pulled herself together, got up and sat down behind the
desk. She didn’t have long to compose herself but quickly started to formulate
a plan.


The gunshot had been heard all over the base. A couple of
minutes there was a knock on the door and she heard an extremely nervous voice
from outside.


“Is everything alright, Dan?” said the voice, which she
recognised as Ryan’s. “I heard a gunshot.”


“Come in,” she said.


Ryan nervously entered the room. He appeared to be alone. He
took in the scene, Dan’s body on the floor, and her pointing the gun at him.
Her confidence grew as she could see that he looked absolutely terrified.


“Shut the door,” she said.


“Is he dead?” asked Ryan.


“Very,” replied Lauren. Despite the horror of what she’d
just been through, she felt far more in control of the situation than she’d
expected, and it wasn’t purely because she was holding the gun. Ryan was
falling apart in front of her eyes.


“Please don’t shoot me,” pleaded Ryan.


She definitely felt that she had the upper hand here. “I’m
not going to shoot you, Ryan,” she replied softly. “Now why don’t you sit down
and tell me all about this place and what’s been going on.”


From that point onwards, she had complete control of the situation.
Ryan broke down completely, telling her everything Dan had done. He told her
about the oppressive nature of the regime, about the boy he’d put out into the
cold for stealing food, and about the sexual favours he’d demanded from the
women on the base.


Less than an hour later, she was standing in the mess hall,
addressing the entire community. With Ryan beside her, she calmly broke the
news to them of Dan’s death. From everything Ryan had told her, she didn’t
think they were likely to lynch her, but the reaction she got took her
completely by surprise.


A spontaneous cheer and a round of applause broke out. She
was far from being the villain of the piece; in fact, she was now being lauded
as their saviour. Dan’s dictatorship and sickening habits had made everyone
there hate him, and the relief on everyone’s faces was clear to see.


She made the most of her situation by offering herself up as
their new leader. She was accepted unanimously. In her acceptance speech as
leader, she declared that there would be no more guns, no more orders, and no
more hierarchy. They would form a single community, working together to survive
the apocalyptic situation they had all found themselves in.


She rose to the task admirably. When the Black Winter
finally relented the following spring, she’d successfully nurtured a prosperous
community that had grown to over 200 people, all alive, well and happy. As
civilisation returned, she found herself hailed as a national hero, and was
recognised as such in the New Year’s Honours List the following year.


She’d come a long way since she was running karaoke nights
in The Red Lion, that was for sure.


Lauren Watson, MBE. Whoever would have thought it?











Epilogue


August 2049


 


Peter, Hannah and Jess had arrived at Charlie and Kaylee’s
house, excitedly looking forward to a barbecue with all their old friends. It
had been months since Peter and Hannah had seen the others, following a lengthy
trip ‘down under’.


As they rounded the side of the house, they saw their
friends, all waiting there for them. Charlie was busy with the barbecue, the
kids were playing swingball on the lawn, and over on the patio, Kaylee and
Alice were placing bowls of salad and bread rolls on the table.


As they made their way over to the others, Josh emerged from
the large French windows carrying a crate of lager. Close behind him followed
Lauren in a skimpy dress, wobbling in her high heels, and clutching an already
half-drunk bottle of Prosecco.


“Hey, you guys! It’s time to party!” she cried out.


It was going to be a good night.


 


The end…but now the adventure continues in Splinters in
Time…


 












Splinters in Time









Prologue


October 2019


Josh was lost in the wrong time.


Not only was it the wrong time, it
was also the wrong universe. He didn’t even know which the right universe was
anymore. Clutching the damaged, wand-like device in his hand, he was stumbling
from one version of reality to another; through time bubbles he could no longer
control, desperate to find a way home.


Powered only by the kinetic energy
of the earth’s rotation, his malfunctioning device was sending him further and
further back in time, and increasingly distant from home. Nicknamed the
tachyometer in homage to an old time-travel movie, the adventure it had sent
him on had gone decidedly wrong.


Every jump he now took through
time sent him to a different timeline, including many nightmarish and
unrecognisable worlds from his own.


Right now he was hiding behind a
wall in a rubble-strewn, war-torn landscape akin to news coverage of wars in
Africa and the Middle East. But this wasn’t some far-flung hotspot. A broken
sign, covered in splattered mud and flecks of blood, hung askew at an angle
next to the bombed-out buildings all around him, betraying his true location.
Little Clarendon Street, in Oxford.


The sun was rising and he had been
running and hiding all night. It didn’t matter how far he ran, or in which
direction: there was no escape. Wherever he went, the sound of machine-gun fire
peppered by screams of the dying could be heard all around him.


The air was choking him, thick
from the incessant shelling. The latest explosion had been way too close for
comfort, mere metres away, leaving him gasping for air as he was showered with
small stones, with the accompanying dust covering his clothes and eyebrows.


Exhausted, his strength was almost
gone. Although he had made every effort to keep fit for his travels through
time, his fifty-three-year-old body just didn’t have any more to give.


Sweat poured from his brow as he
clutched the tachyometer, willing it to charge faster, desperately needing the
power indicator to turn green. Only then could he escape this world and move on
to the next. He just prayed that this time he would find some semblance of
normality as he couldn’t go on like this much longer.


Breathing a sigh of relief through
the dusty air as the light went green, he held out the wand in front of him to
open the time bubble. He had no way of controlling where it would take him:
that luxury had been lost when it became irretrievably damaged. Now he was at
the mercy of its seemingly random whim to send him into any one of what could
be potentially millions of different universes.


Just as he was about to step
through the bubble, a soldier came around the corner. It wasn’t one of the
British soldiers he had seen earlier. He hadn’t seen any of them for hours.
This one looked every inch like one of the ISIS fighters he had seen so often
on the news on TV in his youth.


Covered in perspiration and with a
fevered, fanatical look in his eyes, the soldier shouted something in a
language Josh didn’t understand and raised his gun, ready to despatch a hail of
bullets towards him. Terrified, Josh leapt forward just as the man fired.


Then he vanished, disappearing
into the bubble a split second before the bullets reached him, leaving one
rather confused fighter behind.


 











Chapter
One


July 2040


England in the 2030s had been
different from the previous decade.


A hundred years before, the Wall
Street crash had seen the prosperous 1920s give way to a decade of economic
gloom. Almost a century to the day later, another catastrophic event struck the
world.


This time it was not a financial
meltdown that had brought about the downturn, but an unforeseen climate event.
An asteroid strike had blanketed the world in dust, blocking out the sun and
stripping away the effects of decades of global warming.


A devastating winter followed,
bringing Britain to its knees. With snowfall on a scale unprecedented in
recorded history, power supplies failed, food became scarce, and law and order broke
down. The population found themselves fighting to survive, not only against the
cold, but also against each other.


Over two million people died in
Britain during what was to become known as the Black Winter. This bleak title
had been bestowed with the Black Death in mind, the last time nature had caused
such devastating loss of life.


Many more people had fled abroad,
never to return. They had been desperate to escape the Arctic conditions that
had gripped Northern Europe in late-2029. Although conditions eventually abated
the following spring, many were in no hurry to return, believing it to be only
a temporary respite.


Sensationalist media stories that
the world was on the brink of a new ice age abounded, and few wanted to risk
returning to face it all over again the following winter.


Those fears proved unfounded, but
the cost of the Black Winter to Britain had been incalculable. Quite aside from
the human loss, the country’s livestock had been almost totally wiped out. Many
native species of wild animals and insects simply hadn’t evolved to cope with
conditions of such severity. Their populations had been decimated and would
take decades to recover.


The landscape was desolate, devoid
not just of crops but also trees, many ancient oaks and other species killed by
the months of cold. Even the hardiest of Britain’s plant life had little
defence against the devastating cold.


The following summer, the growing
season never got started. The frost had penetrated so deep into the ground that
it remained frozen, even into July. Although the following winter was not as
devastating as feared, it was still much colder and longer than average so the
harvest the following year was very poor. This set the pattern for the years
ahead as a succession of very cold winters and cool, wet summers put even more
pressure on Britain.


The country was in shock and had
been left in a mess. It took years to restore all the transport links and
public services to their previous levels, by which time the country was
effectively bankrupt. The resulting depression made the Great Depression of the
1930s look relatively benign.


With so little home-grown food
available, the Government had had no choice but to import heavily from
unaffected Australia and New Zealand, as well as Southern Europe. Rationing had
to be reintroduced for the first time since the post-war austerity era. This
was something very few still alive could remember.


Some countries sought to take
advantage of the situation, exploiting their advantage in a desire to punish
Britain for leaving the European Union a decade before. This led to angry
scenes in Parliament and recriminations all round from those who said that
Britain should never have gone down the Brexit route. Australia and New
Zealand, by comparison, were only too happy to help, the additional exports to
Britain boosting their thriving economies still further.


Regardless of the politics of the
situation, by 2035 Britain was in a mess. The climate was still around two
degrees cooler than it had been a decade before, and this was continuing to
have a major effect on farming. The growing season was starting weeks later
than before, with vulnerable crops at risk from frosts far later than had
previously been the case. It was clearly going to be a long time before agriculture
would get back to anywhere near normal.


Britain had become so reliant on
its infrastructure and technology that the people were serious crippled by the
sudden change of circumstances. Power lines and cables had been destroyed
during the big freeze. Roads and railways had been severely damaged, with huge
potholes that took years to repair, and hundreds of miles of buckled, unusable
rails.


Internet access, on which so much
depended, was non-existent for several months and then unreliable for a good
couple of years after that. During the 2020s, internet radio had completely
replaced FM and DAB, just as digital TV had replaced analogue a couple of
decades earlier. This left the country in a situation where, if the internet
was down, nothing worked and many people simply didn’t know what was going on a
lot of the time. There was a great deal of civil unrest as a result.


Again the Government was blamed,
with many criticising the decision to shut down all of the BBC’s FM
transmitters. A few enterprising individuals restarted what had once been known
as pirate radio, playing old-fashioned vinyl records to a small band of
followers who had dusted down their ancient radios. Others built their own
crystal sets, before the retailers caught on and started selling traditional
radios again. The resurgence of this seemingly archaic equipment was a stark
reminder of the dangers of relying too much on technology.


Had the Black Winter occurred
fifty or a hundred years before, it would most likely have had a far less devastating
impact. Britain was more agricultural then, and would have had plenty of
locally grown produce stored for the winter. People knew how to store potatoes,
apples and other staples in those times. Back then, before the dawn of the
superstore and 24-hour shopping, people didn’t take it for granted that they
could just nip to Tesco’s for whatever they wanted all year round.


Also back then, many more houses
still had working fireplaces. People would have been able to forage for
firewood to keep warm. Communities would have been able to work together far
more effectively, relying on what they produced locally, just as they had done
throughout history.


Britain had suffered more than
most European countries. People further north, in Scandinavia, were used to
harsh winters and had weathered the storm fairly well. Elsewhere, on mainland
Europe, people had been able to travel south more easily to escape the worst.


In Britain’s case, that hadn’t
been so easy. The sea, so often its protector, this time became a barrier. Many
died attempting to sail across it using inadequate boats. There were scenes
reminiscent of the deaths in the Mediterranean during the migrant crisis
earlier in the century.


If they had been able to wait a
little longer they could have walked across it. By February 2030, with
temperatures on the South Coast averaging minus 20 degrees, the English Channel
had frozen over completely for the first time since the last ice age. But it
was too late. By then, those that had tried to make their escapes had already
made it, perished in the attempt, or given up and sought shelter inland.


As the 2030s wore on, eventually
things began to improve. Having thrown herself on the mercy of the rest of
Europe, Britain had received the assistance she needed, amid much political
wrangling.


Satirical European magazines
enjoyed a field day with the UK’s plight, lampooning the British in sketches
and cartoons. One picture from a Paris-based magazine became famous the world
over. It depicted a stereotypical bowler-hatted businessmen on his hands and
knees holding out a begging bowl. The accompanying caption translated as
“Please sir, can I have some more?


At home, a coalition government
had put their differences aside and decided to work together for the good of
the country. Neither politicians nor people at home had the heart to argue any
longer about whether EU membership was a good or a bad thing. They just wanted
to be sure they could put food on the table. In the early years they frequently
couldn’t, and the sight of long queues outside soup kitchens became a
depressing sight on the streets of many cities, particularly in the harder hit
North and Scotland.


Then, for the first time in six
years, Britain had a hot summer in 2035. This lifted spirits and produced the
first set of decent crops since the disaster. By the following winter, which
was mercifully mild and snow-free, things were just about returning to some
semblance of normality. The buses and trains were running, not always on time,
but then they hadn’t been much better before the disaster. Electricity supplies
and internet access were both reliable again, and at last the country was
growing enough food to cut down on expensive imports.


Despite repeated criticism of
Britain’s reliance on technology being a major cause of it ending up in such a
mess, ultimately technological advances played a big part in the recovery.
Incredible developments in robotics had continued apace elsewhere in the world
whilst Britain had been in the recovery position.


Investing in some of this new
technology, the farming industry was now able to unleash a fleet of robotic
bees, designed to do the job that the severely depleted native bee population
was struggling with. Coated in a special sticky gel, the robotic bees were
programmed to land on flowering crops, allowing pollen grains to stick lightly
to the gel before being rubbed off on the next flower visited.


Developments such as these were
part of a robotic revolution which was transforming the world as it headed
towards the mid-21st century. It was clear that robots were going to
play a huge role in future society, with every role from cleaner to sex worker
being carried out by increasingly complex artificially intelligent machines.


Despite the assistance that this
new robotic army was bringing, the mood of the people remained that Britain
must learn from the mistakes of the past. Listening to the people, for once,
the Government vowed that it would make Britain self-sufficient again. They
invested large sums in farming, incentivising the industry with tax breaks,
making it an attractive career option again.


For the first time in generations,
the amount of Britain’s acreage given over to farming began to increase,
attracting young people into the business. Although robots were utilised on the
farms, the humans running the farms ensured they had a Plan B in place in the
event of any future apocalyptic scenario developing.


There was no longer any pressure
from town planners to build on any of the existing farmland, as Britain no
longer had a housing crisis. With a few million less inhabitants than before,
there was suddenly an abundance of housing stock. The lack of demand also meant
that for the first time in a long time, people could actually afford to buy
them.


Even with the increasing use of
robots, there was no shortage of work to go round repairing the damage done by
the Black Winter. Many of Britain’s workers rediscovered the joys of manual
labour, repairing and putting right the damage that had been done. They didn’t
complain: they were being well paid for it by a government desperate to get the
country back on track. With money in people’s pockets, suddenly there was a
feel-good factor around again.


Britain had been through a lot,
but in many ways the people were happier than they had been before. Many
remembered their grandparents talking about the spirit of the Blitz. Now they
were discovering for themselves the camaraderie that came with pulling together
in the face of adversity. Against all odds, Britain began to prosper again as the
decade drew to a close. It remained a very different world to the one it had
been ten years earlier, but the general consensus was that this was a good
thing.


What none of the people knew was
that, for some, it really was a different world. For one woman in particular,
decisions made during that fateful winter led to two possible outcomes – one in
which she lived, and one in which she died.











Chapter
Two


July 2040


Lauren Watson awoke with a start,
feverish and sweaty from the recurring nightmare that had once again gripped
her during the night.


She sat up, her black bob of hair
falling into shape around her cute, rounded face. She was in her late-thirties
now but didn’t look much different from the schoolgirl she had once been. Her
body’s only concession to age was the few extra pounds she had acquired over
the years.


She looked around the room,
reassuring herself that everything was normal. The familiar, cluttered mess in
which she lived quickly helped her return to a state of calm, but the memory of
the dream still lingered.


Lauren was in her bedroom, above
The Red Lion pub which she had run for the past ten years. It was an old
building, standing on the town’s main street since the 17th century, and it
showed. Her room was in serious need of redecoration. There were large cracks
in the wall, which had appeared some years ago, possibly as a result of damage
caused by the freezing weather a decade earlier.


The once white paint was yellowing
with age and there were cobwebs in the corners. Her clothes were strewn all
over the floor and the small window facing down to the street below was filthy
on both sides. It left the room in a permanent state of gloom, even when it was
sunny outside. Tidiness and cleanliness had never been Lauren’s strong points.


Climbing out of bed, she made her
way through to the small kitchen in search of coffee and toast, tripping over a
pair of shoes she had left by the bedroom door on her way.


The Red Lion was the only pub
remaining in a town that had once had dozens. Pubs up and down the country had
closed in their droves in the first three decades of the century. A smoking
ban, cheap beer from supermarkets, and ever-increasing advances in home
entertainment had rendered pubs redundant for all but the most hardened
drinkers.


This pub had survived largely
because of its excellent restaurant, run by former landlady, Debbie Kent. She
and her husband were long gone now. They had left for Cyprus just before the
Black Winter, leaving Lauren in temporary charge. It was a position she had never
relinquished.


After the horrors of that winter,
during which Lauren had nearly lost her life, she had eventually returned to
live in the pub, even though it remained closed for almost a year afterwards.
She simply didn’t have anywhere else to go. Her mother was dead and she had
long ago lost contact with her father.


When the pub did eventually
reopen, she was pleasantly surprised by the amount of trade it did. People in
the community had a renewed need to bond together after all that had happened,
and the pub was the perfect place to do it.


With the country’s financial
systems in disarray, Lauren took over the running of the place on a largely
cash basis. This was something quite quaint by the standards of an era in which
contactless payments had become the norm. In the aftermath of the crisis,
people had once again found a fondness for cash. It seemed safer and more real
in a world where so much had become uncertain.


From Debbie and Richard Kent, she
had heard nothing. After a while, she had just assumed they must be dead. No
one had ever questioned her right to be there or come to claim ownership of the
lease. So she had just carried on as before, acting as if she owned the place,
even though she didn’t have a scrap of documentation to support that claim.


She used her considerable charms
to blag a local brewery into giving her credit, until she had enough cash to be
self-sufficient, and never looked back.


Her newfound popularity and local
status bestowed on her with an award from the honours system also gave her an
air of authenticity. Her OBE was awarded for the many lives she had saved
running a refuge at an abandoned Army camp during the Black Winter.


It was a pretty decent life now,
apart from the nightmares. They all stemmed back to those dark winter days, in
particular the terrifying events of Halloween 2029. That was the day when she
had first been taken to the camp. It was being run by her nemesis since
schooldays, the misogynistic, racist and all-round nasty piece of work, Daniel
Fisher.


His men had captured her while she
was foraging for food in an abandoned supermarket and forced her to go back to
the base against her will. On arrival, she had been frogmarched in to see Dan
in his office. Then she was left alone in his clutches, as he tried to force himself
on her in revenge for years of spurning his advances.


Then something seriously strange
had happened, something she still couldn’t adequately explain to this day.


Threatened with a gun, and with
Dan attempting to rape her, the situation had been pretty desperate. Then
another man had entered the room and intervened, pushing Dan out of the way.
Lauren, temporarily freed, had grabbed the gun in panic and in her tormented
state had turned it upon Dan and fired.


It was only then that she got a
proper look at the face of her rescuer. He looked exactly like Dan, only older,
and was clearly horrified at seeing the younger Dan shot at point-blank range.


As if that wasn’t weird enough,
she then thought she caught a glimpse of her ex-boyfriend, Josh, looking in
through the window of the hut. It was only a split-second glimpse, but she
remembered that he, too, looked much older. Turning back she saw the older Dan
who had come to her salvation vanish before her eyes. When she looked back to
the window, the image of Josh was gone, too.


This whole turn of events had been
so quick, a matter of a few seconds, and so traumatic, she was unsure how much
of it had really happened the way she thought she remembered it. She knew that
the mind could play strange tricks on itself in times of extreme stress and had
become convinced over the years that she had hallucinated much of it.


Perhaps it was all some sort of
defence mechanism to divert her attention away from the fact that she had
killed a man, even one as odious and deserving of it as Dan.


And now it was her sleeping,
subconscious mind that was playing tricks on her. Over and over in her dreams,
the events of that fateful day played again and again but with one crucial
difference. In the dream there was always a different outcome.


In her sleeping version of events,
there was no mysterious Dan look-alike coming to her aid or anyone at the
window. In this reality, she was destined to find no salvation. Dan attacked
her with the same result every time. She always fell, hitting her head and
killing herself in the fall. Even though she always knew it was coming, she
remained powerless within the dreamland to prevent it.


Sometimes the dream went further
and she could picture her body, lying cold and lifeless in the woods, the blood
that had seeped from her fractured skull quickly freezing on the snowy ground.


For years she had remained
traumatised by this, so much so that she had kept it to herself, not even
confiding in Kaylee, her closest friend. By avoiding thinking about it in her
waking hours and getting on with life, she had hoped that the dreams would
eventually fade, but if anything the opposite was happening. The nightmares
were growing stronger and becoming more frequent now that she had reached the
point where she felt she was going to have to talk to someone. It was affecting
her sleep so badly that she had recently lost a relationship because of it.


After years of drifting in and out
of relationships with mostly men, and occasionally women, she had met a girl
she really liked a few months before. Amber was young and pretty, with gorgeous
red hair that fitted her name, something Lauren had always found desirable in
both sexes.


Amber had come into the pub for
the evening with her friends, and when Lauren had started flirting with her,
the girl had flirted back. When Lauren had asked her if she was a natural
ginger, the cheeky, freckled girl had suggestively replied, “Well, there’s only
one way you’re going to find out.”


Lauren instinctively felt a
connection, and from that moment onwards it was a foregone conclusion she would
be taking Amber upstairs at the end of the night. Running a pub had been good
for Lauren’s sex life. She didn’t need to go out to find partners, they came to
her. Being in charge of the pub gave her a certain appeal, in addition to her
popularity as a local heroine. She could pretty much have whoever she wanted,
and had certainly taken advantage over the years.


Some people had labelled her a
slapper, particularly when she fell out with certain customers. This inevitably
happened from time to time, when people had to be removed from the pub for
their behaviour, calling her all sorts on their forced ejection. But none of
their comments fazed Lauren. She was just a young, single woman enjoying her
body, and prided herself that she had never cheated on a partner during the
occasional spells when she was actually in a relationship.


With Amber, what had started as a
one-night stand developed into something more when her new flame simply didn’t
go home the next day. When Lauren got up to the smell of cooking bacon and
found Amber in the kitchen making breakfast in just her bra and panties, she
knew she was on to a good thing.


There was quite an age gap between
them. Amber was only twenty-two, some fifteen years younger than Lauren, but it
didn’t bother either of them. For a few months they were blissfully happy, but
then Lauren’s night terrors got worse. Her endless nightmares and screaming
during the night began to unsettle the younger woman.


In addition, Lauren’s poor sleep
quality and resultant irritability made her highly volatile during the day. She
began to take it out on Amber, pushing away the young girl who had grown to
idolise her. Eventually, and inevitably, they split up. She hadn’t seen Amber
since the day she left, three months before, and there had been no
communication between them either.


Now Lauren was alone again, with
no one to hold at night and reassure her that everything was going to be OK. As
she sat alone in the kitchen where Amber had once made her fry-ups, surrounded
by the previous day’s washing up, she munched on a piece of toast and reflected
on the situation. There was no getting away from it. With no signs that the
dreams were going away anytime soon, she just couldn’t keep it to herself any
longer.


Her lifelong friends were meeting
up that evening for a meal. The Time Bubble Team, as they liked to call
themselves, had an important matter to discuss. This would be as good a time as
any to seek their support. It had been ages since she had seen some of them,
and perhaps they could help her find some answers.


Her ex-boyfriend, Josh, in
particular might be able to help. He had theories about more or less everything
and hopefully that would include dreams. She could also mention seeing his face
at the window. Perhaps that was her mind’s way of suggesting speaking to him
for help. His wife probably wouldn’t like it, but Lauren couldn’t help that.
What went on between Lauren and Josh was almost twenty years ago, and Alice
needed to get over it.


If he couldn’t help, or just took
the piss, as was perfectly possible, Kaylee surely could, even if only to
provide a shoulder to cry on. The two of them had known each other since
reception class, and Kaylee understood her better than anyone else in the world.


The two of them had led very
different lives when it came to relationships and sex. Kaylee was very much a
one-man woman, but these differences had never been a problem. In fact, during
their teenage years, their differing views had been a great help to each other
as they charted the rocky path to adulthood.


As it transpired, her friends were
not the only old faces she was destined to see today. Just as she was finishing
her breakfast, she heard a loud banging on the front door. She glanced at the
clock above the kitchen table. It was just past ten o’clock.


“Who the hell’s that at this
time?” questioned Lauren out loud. It was still nearly an hour until opening
time. She had nearly finished her toast. There was only the centre, crust-free
piece left. Since childhood, she had always eaten around the outside first,
saving her middle, favourite piece until last.


Shoving the remainder in rather
too quickly, leaving a smear of Marmite on her lower lip, she leapt up and
headed for the curving, narrow staircase that led to the pub downstairs.
Lifting the hatch that allowed access to the bar, she walked across the ancient
stone flagstones, opened the heavy, wooden door, and was shocked to see a
familiar face waiting to greet her on the other side.


“Kent,” she exclaimed, instantly
recognising the chubby ex-policeman and her ex-employer at the front door. “I
thought you were dead.”


“That’s charming,” said the pub’s
former landlord, as he stood framed in the doorway, the brilliant sunlight
shining down on his now almost bald head. He looked much older, unsurprisingly,
but also very well. He had a deep tan, not the sort you got in Britain,
especially during the past decade.


“Can I come in?” he asked. “It is
my pub, after all.”


Reluctantly she moved to one side
and ushered him in. Although part of her was pleased to see him again, she was
filled with a feeling of apprehension. Had he come back to stake his claim to
what was, by rights, his property?


“Relax,” he said. “I haven’t come
to evict you. Make me a cup of coffee and I’ll explain all. By the way, do you
know you’ve got Marmite on your face?”


He was the same old Kent alright,
ordering her about. “Get me a coffee, Lauren, chop some logs, Lauren”: it had
never stopped when he was her boss. Despite all that, she had developed a
certain fondness for him over the years. He was a buffoon, but a somewhat
loveable one, and even when he was bad-tempered and bossy, he was worth having
around for comedy value.


Kent excused himself to go to the
toilet, explaining that he had had a long journey, while she busied herself
with the filter machine. It was ten minutes before he returned, and when he did
they settled down with two cups of coffee at the bar. Then Kent explained what
had happened after he had gone to Cyprus.


“When the Black Winter hit, there
was no question of us even considering coming back anytime soon. We had family
in Cyprus. Deb’s sister and her husband had been expats there for years and ran
a restaurant in Paphos. We stayed with them for a while and both started working
in the restaurant. We couldn’t get in contact with home at all. None of the BBC
TV channels were broadcasting, and CNN and Fox were focusing on the problems in
America. It seemed as if England was completely cut off.”


“We were,” said Lauren. “Go on.”


“Our biggest worry was obviously
the kids, but thankfully they turned up safe and sound in Cyprus a few weeks
after we got there. They had managed to get out on foot through the Channel
Tunnel. A lot of people escaped that way, apparently. They knew we had gone to
Paphos on holiday and decided to follow us there.”


“So how come you never came back?”
asked Lauren. “Or even tried to contact me?”


“I tried a few times during that
first year, but couldn’t get through on the phone or internet.”


“All of that was down for months,”
replied Lauren. “In fact, it was years before it was running reliably again.”


“So it seems,” said Kent. “By the
time things seemed to be getting back to normal here, we had got quite settled
in Cyprus. Debs loved working in the restaurant. She said cooking all the local
dishes made a nice change from roast dinners and fish and chips, so she wanted
to stay on. By all accounts England was in a mess so I had no desire to come
back either, especially with the amazing weather we were enjoying over there.”


“So where is Debs now?” asked
Lauren.


Kent’s face fell, and Lauren
guessed what he was about to say before he said it.


“She died,” he replied. “It was a
heart attack – about three months ago. She enjoyed her food a bit too much,
even with that healthy Mediterranean diet. After a while, I decided I didn’t
really want to stay on in Cyprus on my own so it seemed like the right time to
come home.”


“I’m sorry to hear about Debs,”
said Lauren. “So what are your plans now?”


“Well, as you’ve probably already
figured out, I would like to take the pub on again,” said Kent.


“That’s all very well,” replied
Lauren. “But this is my home. And what about all the work I’ve put into the
place?”


“Or looking at it another way, how
about all the back rent you owe me?” challenged Kent. “You’ve been living here
scot-free for the past ten years.”


“And I’ve kept your business going
for you,” retorted Lauren. “This is the only pub left in town and it would have
gone the way of the others if I hadn’t worked bloody hard to keep it afloat.”


“That’s a reasonable point,”
conceded Kent. “Don’t worry, I told you I wasn’t about to throw you out. The
thing is, I don’t want to take it on all by myself anyway, not at my age. I’m
going to be sixty-four next month – I don’t need all the stress at my time of
life. What do you think about us cutting a deal to run the place together?”


“I want half the profits,” replied
Lauren.


“I’m sure we can work something
out,” replied Kent. “Now, tell me, how are things going here? I did a bit of
homework online before I came back and it looks like you’re doing well, judging
by the reviews you’re getting.”


“I am doing well,” said Lauren.
“That’s why I want a fair cut. I’m not blowing my own trumpet, but this place
would be nothing without me.”


Kent paused for a minute, summing
up what Lauren had said. She had stated her position pretty strongly and he
knew what she had said was true. He would be foolish to risk losing her. Far
better to agree to her terms, let her have half the money and let her do most of
the work. Then he could have a relatively easy life, and more importantly,
devote his time to what he had really come home for. He had unfinished business
in the town with a long-lost love. It may only have been three months since
Debs died, but he didn’t have time to waste at his age.


“You’ve got yourself a deal. Put
it there, partner,” he said in a lame attempt at a Wild West accent. He held
out his hand to seal the deal.


She took it, not particularly
enjoying the handshake. His palms seemed a bit sweaty, and an unpleasant
thought went through her head, bearing in mind his lengthy toilet visit:


I hope he washed his hands
afterwards.


“I assume there is room at the
inn?” asked Kent. “I was planning to move back in.”


“That’s fine,” said Lauren, not
particularly relishing being housemates with Kent, but realising its
practicalities. “But let’s get one thing clear – this is strictly a business
arrangement. Don’t get any funny ideas.”


Loose as Lauren generally was with
her morals, she had no intention of hooking up with Kent. Somehow that just
seemed wrong and she was rarely short of offers from elsewhere.


“Fine by me,” said Kent. His
romantic aspirations lay elsewhere and he had no intention of confiding them to
Lauren.


“Plus, I’m used to having my
freedom when it comes to my personal life,” added Lauren. “If I want to take
someone upstairs, I don’t want any moral objections, or complaints about the
noise.”


“Don’t worry about it,” replied
Kent, who was under no illusion about what Lauren was like. It was one of the
reasons he had employed her in the first place. He knew that she pulled in the
punters.


Business concluded, he decided it
was time to change the subject.


“So what’s happened to all the old
gang?” asked Kent. “Is Andy still about?”


The mention of Andy brought a
flicker of pain to Lauren’s eyes. She hadn’t thought about him for a while. He
had been the pub’s resident alcoholic and a substantial contributor to its
turnover for many years. His death was something she still felt guilty about.
She had sent him out in the snow, not quite realising how bad conditions were
at the start of the Black Winter.


It had been the last time she had
ever seen him. Many months later, he was found buried in a melting snowdrift,
an empty bottle of expensive malt whisky by his side. She had never forgiven
herself, and had felt all the more guilty after receiving the OBE that she
hadn’t let him stay. Kent didn’t need to know about any of that, though.


“No, he died,” she replied. “He
fell over drunk in the snow and froze to death.”


“Why does that not surprise me?”
said Kent. Then he asked the question he really wanted the answer to: “What
about Kay? Have you seen her?”


Kay was Kent’s teenage love
interest, one with whom he had shared an intriguing adventure many years before
when both had time-travelled into their own past. Lauren knew nothing of this
and that was the way he intended to keep it. So it seemed they both had secrets
they wanted to keep from each other.


“I haven’t seen her in the flesh
for years. I don’t know if she still lives around here,” replied Lauren.
“However, I have seen her on the TV, would you believe? She’s one of the
presenters on that show, The New Australia. Have you seen it?”


Kent hadn’t, but he was going to
make sure that he did as soon as he got the chance.


The two of them continued catching
up on old times until they were interrupted by further banging on the door.
Lauren looked up, noticing the time on the old-fashioned analogue clock behind
the bar.


“Bloody hell, it’s ten past
eleven. That’ll be the pensioners wanting their coffee. Come on, you can give
me a hand.”


Lauren was starting as she meant
to go on. She was determined that there was going to be no bossing her about
anymore if they were going to be partners. If anything, the boot was going to be
on the other foot.


They opened the door and half a
dozen or so senior citizens shuffled in slowly. Many remembered Kent, and
expressed their surprise at seeing him again. They didn’t seem unhappy about
it, which encouraged him. Once they were settled with their coffee in their
usual seats by the bay window that faced the street, Lauren turned her
attention back to Kent.


“By the way, I’m going out for a
meal with some friends tonight,” she began. “So you can look after the place
for me. It’s only Tuesday so it shouldn’t be too strenuous. It will give you a
chance to get back into the swing of things.”


“Hey,” protested Kent. “Who’s in
charge, here?”


“We both are,” said Lauren.
“Remember, you’ve been away a long time. A lot of things have changed. Until
you get back up to speed, it’s probably best you follow my lead.”


“Whatever you say, boss,” said
Kent sarcastically. It didn’t look like much had changed to him. A pub was a
pub. How hard could it be? Pulling a few pints, sticking the money in the till?


“Now then,” he added. “I’ve got
all my stuff in the car out the front. Where should I put it?”


“The room at the back overlooking
the garden is free,” replied Lauren. “You can have that.”


Lauren knew that room was tiny,
but there was no way she was giving up the large room at the front.


“I was kind of hoping to get my
old room back,” said Kent, obviously meaning hers.


“Let’s be honest, Kent,” she said.
“Who is more likely to need a double bed these days – me or you? It’s me, isn’t
it? And at least down at the back of the pub, you’ll get a bit of peace and
quiet – you know, when I’m entertaining.”


It wasn’t actually that sort of
screaming she was worried about. She didn’t want him to hear her having her
nightmares.


Kent didn’t reply, but just
shrugged his shoulders. It was obvious from his body language that he couldn’t
think of a response.


“I rest my case,” she said. “Now,
you had better get your stuff in, as the lunchtime crowd will be in soon and I
could use a hand.”


He didn’t argue, heading back out
of the front door to collect whatever belongings he had left in his car.


Lauren was pleased with the way
things had gone. This ought to all work out very nicely. She was in charge and
she was going to make sure it stayed that way.


With everything sorted on the home
front, she was now ready to turn her attention to the evening ahead. Her mind
was made up. It was time to tell the others about her dreams.









Chapter
Three


July 2040


Hannah Benson, head of the local
police, and her daughter, Jessica, were the first guests to arrive at the
restaurant.


Hannah checked her look in the
mirror as their driverless car crunched its way up the gravel drive, sending up
clouds of dust as it went. The ground was bone dry on this gorgeous summer
evening, the kind which she and everyone else in Britain had been starved of in
recent years.


She felt she looked pretty good
for her forty-nine years, although she had to work hard now to fight the
natural signs of aging. She dyed her hair regularly to keep the grey at bay and
moisturised her skin daily, but it was worth it. In a few months’ time she
would be reunited with her lover for the first time in sixteen years. She
wanted to preserve herself so that when he first saw her, his reaction would be
that she hadn’t changed a bit.


Beside her in the car was her
beautiful and blossoming daughter, Jessica. Just turned twenty, she was a
stunner, inheriting her mother’s looks and more. Hannah had been pretty in her
youth, and still was, but she knew she had never been as beautiful as Jess was
right now. Clearly she had inherited some good genes from her father.


Hannah was thinking about Jess’s
father now, wishing he could be here with them tonight. He had been absent on
so many occasions while Jess had been growing up. Peter was the man she had met
and fallen in love with around the time the team had first discovered the first
time bubble. It was that discovery and the subsequent consequences that had
brought them together, but had also turned out to be a double-edged sword,
keeping them apart for all these years.


Her consolation and constant
reminder of him through all this time had been Jess. Their daughter, conceived
in the tunnel beneath the railway line after one of his trips through time, had
inherited not just his looks, but his brains, too. Following in her father’s
footsteps, she had just completed her second year of teacher training. With
college finished for the year, she had recently returned home to spend the
summer with Hannah.


Life had been tough for Jess,
having to grow up without her father, through no fault of his own. She was not
the child of a single mother, abandoned by an errant father, but a victim of
unique and unusual circumstances. Jess’s only memory of him was of a fleeting
meeting in that same railway underpass where she had been conceived. It was a
long time ago – she had been just four years old.


Why had he been gone so long? He
had been diagnosed with a terminal form of cancer, for which a cure was being
developed, but not soon enough to save him. Taking inspiration from famous people
who had frozen their bodies in the hope that medical science might later be
able to revive them, Peter had come up with an idea. He took the decision to
freeze himself, not in ice, but in time.


Neither he nor Hannah had expected
him to be gone this long. He should have been back with them ten years ago, but
the unfortunate timing of the Black Winter had left him trapped underground and
unreachable. Rather than die in an icy tomb, he had been left with no other
option but to enter the bubble again, knowing it would take him forward a
further decade in time.


Since then, both Jess and her
mother had been counting the years until they would see him again. Finally,
that time was approaching.


“You have reached your
destination,” announced the car in a soulless female voice. “Please do not
remove your seat belts until I have parked.”


This same female voice had been
used for countless devices going back to the early days of sat navs. It was
something Jess had noticed and now decided to comment on.


“You’d think they would make these
driverless cars a bit chattier,” remarked Jess. “Our vacuum bot’s got more
personality than this.”


Jess had grown up in a world where
talking appliances had become commonplace. Everything from toasters to shower
heads seemed to give a running commentary on what was going on these days.
Hannah found it annoying and intrusive, feeling nostalgic for the days when you
weren’t quite sure exactly what the temperature would be when you stepped into
the shower. All these technological advances had made life a little too
predictable for her liking; even if it meant avoiding the occasional scalding
if someone flushed the toilet while the shower was running.


Getting out of the car, the two of
them soaked up the warm evening sunshine which was pouring down across the
cornfield opposite the restaurant. It made Hannah feel reassured about the
world, as she gazed at the heads of the developing crops swaying gently in the
breeze. There were a few bees buzzing around some wild flowers growing at the edge
of the field. She wasn’t sure if they were real bees or the artificial ones
from this distance, but they looked real. That was encouraging, too.


Hannah hadn’t taken much notice of
such things before Britain’s ecosystem was ravaged by the Black Winter. Before
that, people had taken such things for granted, but the struggles of the past
decade had made everyone more aware of environmental issues. For Hannah, seeing
bees, real or mechanical, and food growing in the fields was immensely
heartening. It showed that Mother Nature was bouncing back.


The team had arranged to meet at
7.30pm at a delightful little Italian restaurant in a small village a couple of
miles out of town. Mario’s had survived more or less in its current guise for
almost sixty years, resilient even after the ravages of the Black Winter.
Hannah liked it for the same reason she felt nostalgic about showers that
didn’t tell her what temperature the water was. It was reassuringly
old-fashioned and she had a developed a notable taste for such things as middle
age approached.


Was this something that happened
to all people in their forties? Probably, she could remember her parents going
on about the golden era of 1980s pop music and how the old songs were so much
better. It must just be a generational thing.


Hannah had suggested this
particular date for the meal, July 12th, for a very good reason. They were here
in part to celebrate Peter’s 70th birthday – except he wasn’t really that age
at all. True, it was the 70th anniversary of his birth on July 12th 1970, but
since he had spent so many years frozen in time, he was, in reality, much
younger. His actual biological age hadn’t changed so physically he and Hannah
would now be around the same age. She had caught him up while he had been away.


As they entered the restaurant,
Hannah was pleased to see that it was still exactly as it had been on all
previous visits. The large, rectangular room had a rustic feel about it, with
uneven wooden tables covered in traditional red and white chequered tablecloths
and conservatory-style wicker chairs.


Statues of various Italian
landmarks were placed at random intervals in front of a faded mural along the
right-hand wall. It depicted a traditional scene of a family enjoying a meal al
fresco somewhere in rural Italy that always reminded Hannah of an old Bertolli
advert.


An impressive wine collection took
up much of the wall on the opposite side of the restaurant. The eponymously
named manager, Mario, was very proud of his collection. There must have been as
many as a thousand bottles there.


The open kitchen at the back of
the room was already busy, and Hannah savoured the unmistakeable smell and
sizzle of fillet steaks searing on the griddle which wafted temptingly in her
direction as soon as she stepped through the door.


There was a refreshing lack of
technology in the restaurant. This included the staff who were all human. The
robot revolution had invaded the restaurant trade, too, despite opposition from
a number of high-profile celebrity chefs. One in particular had ranted and
sworn on TV about how no robot would ever be able to replicate the skills and
nuances of a fully trained human chef.


It wasn’t just chefs who were
becoming automated. Robot waiters were becoming ubiquitous now in many large
chains. Hannah had not been impressed on a recent work trip to London when one
of them had had the cheek to ask her for a tip. It was one thing tipping poorly
paid staff to help top up their wages – she was fine with that, but she drew
the line at tipping a robot. It was just adding pure profit for the restaurant
chain.


Thankfully, there were no robots
in this place and hopefully never would be. Here time had stood as still as it
had for Peter while he remained in the time bubble. Looking around, Hannah
decided that one of the first things she would do on his return would be to
bring him here for dinner. In a world full of technological advances, a place
familiar and unchanged such as this might help ease him through the culture
shock that being thrust into the future was sure to bring.


At the front of the restaurant
they were greeted enthusiastically by Mario. Not only was he the owner, but he
seemed to do pretty much everything else as well, bar the cooking. He was
maître d’, head waiter, barman and wine expert, seamlessly multitasking them
all.


Mario was of indeterminate age and
seemed to have been there as long as the restaurant had. If Hannah had to guess
his age she would have put him around mid-sixties, but he could easily have
been much older. Other than a little greying around the edge of his
impressively cultivated handlebar moustache, he seemed to be holding the years
at bay remarkably well.


“D.I. Benson,” he said, in his
impeccable Italian accent, which was as strong as ever, despite him having
lived in England most of his life. “It is wonderful to see you again. I have
your table ready for you, over here.”


He led them over to a long, wooden
table on the right-hand side of the restaurant, in front of a six-foot-high
statue of the Leaning Tower of Pisa. Ever the gentleman, he pulled their chairs
out for both her and Jess, seeking assurances that they were comfortable,
before heading off to get them some bread rolls and the wine list.


Hannah wasn’t comfortable at all.
She had a wobbly chair with a wonky leg, but she didn’t let on. She didn’t even
mind, really. It was all part of the charm of the place.


Next to arrive were Charlie,
Kaylee and Lauren. About ten years younger than Hannah, they had all met her
after the police became involved during the initial discovery of the time
bubble. Lauren didn’t have a car so had begged a lift off the others with the
promise she would buy the first round of drinks. It would likely be the first
of many.


Charlie and Kaylee had been
teenage sweethearts, marrying in their twenties and completely devoted to each
other. They had achieved that rare thing that few found in the modern world –
they had found their soulmate at the first attempt.


The two of them had busy lives,
combining bringing up two young children with careers in meteorology (her) and
marketing (him). Their home was only a few miles away, a lovely 19th-century
cottage in a nearby village that they had bought a couple of years before.


Kaylee was stunning, tall, blonde
and beautiful, her body in great shape for a woman who had given birth to two
children. Charlie was starting to show some early signs of approaching middle
age, his jet black hair starting to thin and a paunch beginning to develop
around his middle. He liked to blame this on his job, but a devotion to fine
food and wine had also played its part.


Working as a buyer at the head
office of a big company in Oxford, he spent more time than he would like
chained to his desk or in the car travelling to meet suppliers. These meetings
invariably involved large lunches and business dinners which he never seemed to
find the time to work off.


A mere moment after the three of
them had got out of their car, Josh and Alice pulled into the car park. They
had come from further afield, driving up from Oxford, about twenty miles away.


They were scientists based at the
university. She was an astrophysicist, he a physics professor and lecturer.
Both spent every spare moment on their researches into time travel, a subject
on which Josh considered himself to be the world’s leading expert. It hadn’t
made him famous, though, in the same way that the likes of Stephen Hawking had
been. In Josh’s case, he had to curb his natural streak to boast about his
achievements.


Because of all the time-travelling
events he had already experienced since discovering the original time bubble at
the tender age of seventeen, he and the others had decided that everything they
knew must remain a secret just between them.


Apart from Jess, who had not even
been born at that time, Alice was the only member of the team who had not been
around in those heady days of 2018. Not long after Josh had begun a
relationship with her, he had quickly realised that her knowledge would be an
asset to the team.


At one of their regular meet-ups
he had asked the others if they minded bringing her into the circle. They were
happy to oblige, which was just as well, as the two of them were married now.
Her help had been invaluable and he would not have got anywhere near as far in
his research without her.


The five of them headed inside,
where Mario dutifully ushered them through to join Hannah and Jess.


Within a couple of minutes, all
seven were seated at the table, excitedly exchanging greetings, and eagerly
ordering drinks.


“The wine rack is looking as
impressive as ever, Mario,” remarked Charlie, casting his eye over the display
of bottles lined up on the wall directly opposite him. “I think we had better
have a couple of bottles.”


“Red or white?” enquired Mario. “I
remember you like your red wine, Mr Adams. I have some very nice Chianti right
now. It’s a ’28, which I am sure you will know is an excellent year.”


“It certainly is,” remarked
Charlie, who knew his wines. Anything from the 2020s was infinitely preferable
to the more recent vintages. Although Italy may not have been as heavily hit as
Northern Europe by the Black Winter, generally poorer weather in the 2030s
meant that most of the wines produced during that period were nothing to write
home about.


The older wines were definitely
worth getting hold of, and Charlie had been busy on that front of late. Their
recently acquired cottage had its own cellar, and he hoped one day to have a
collection to rival Mario’s.


“We’ll definitely have a bottle of
that,” said Charlie. “And we’d better have some white, too.” He didn’t drink
white wine, but he knew that it was Kaylee and Hannah’s preferred choice.
“Whatever you recommend,” he added.


“One bottle of each, sir?” asked
Mario.


“That’s not nearly enough,” piped
up Josh. “Better make it two of each. That should do for starters.”


“Make mine a vodka and lemonade,”
chipped in Lauren who wasn’t a wine drinker. “Better make it a double. You
joining me, Jess?” She knew the young girl liked her vodka.


“Why not?” replied Jess. “This is
a special occasion, after all.”


As the others chipped in with more
drink orders, it was soon clear that this was going to be a boozy night. It
always was when the old team got together. Although Hannah, Lauren and Kaylee
saw each other regularly, Josh and Alice didn’t see the others so often, being
down in Oxford and wrapped up in their work most of the time. Tonight would be
an excellent opportunity to let off steam.


When the drinks arrived, Josh and
Charlie were talking about motor racing, something they were both huge fans of.


“Do you fancy going to Silverstone
this year for the Robo Grand Prix?” asked Charlie. “We’re doing the marketing
for one of the teams and we’ve got free hospitality and tickets. I can get you
into the pits and everything.”


“No offence, mate, but I just
can’t get excited about Roboracing,” replied Josh. “I know it might look very
spectacular, but for me, it’s just a glorified Scalextric. Racing should be
done by proper men in proper cars.”


“That’s so sexist!” protested
Jess, who was also keen on racing and had done some karting herself. “What
about women? Don’t forget Bethan Bradley.”


Bethan Bradley was a rising young
British star in Grand Prix racing. She had finally made the long-overdue
breakthrough for women in the sport the previous year. On rain-soaked streets,
she had scored a sensational victory in Monaco driving an underpowered car from
one of the unfancied teams.


“So you don’t want to come, then?”
asked Charlie.


“Haven’t you got any tickets for
the British Grand Prix?” asked Josh, hopefully.


“Don’t be so ungrateful,” chipped
in Alice. “He’s offering you a day out, you should go. You spend way too much
time holed up in the lab than is good for you.”


“OK, I’ll go,” said Josh,
relenting. “Speaking of cars, that’s a smart new BMW you’ve got out there,
Charlie,” remarked Josh.


“It’s my latest company car,”
explained his friend. “I’m out on the road a lot so they’ve given me the latest
executive in-car office edition.”


“You must be doing well at work,
then?” asked Alice.


“Well, yes and no. It depends how
you look at it,” said Charlie. “I can’t deny they pay me well, but quite
honestly, my heart is not in it anymore. I have to work long hours and the kids
are often in bed by the time I get home. I feel like I’m missing out on their
childhood.”


“But you’re providing for their
future, aren’t you?” asked Josh. “Earning plenty of money?”


“That’s not the be-all and end-all
of it,” replied Charlie. “No amount of money can replace those precious
childhood moments, like being there to read to them at bedtime. You’ll
understand this when you become a parent.”


“If he becomes a parent,” said
Alice, a resigned and disappointed look on her face. She and Josh hadn’t told
the others but they had been trying for a baby for five years with no success.


Steering the conversation away
from this rather sensitive subject, Josh added, “So what sort of speed do you
get out of it? I’ve heard the latest Beamers can do 150 easily.”


“Not mine,” said Charlie. “I’m not
allowed to drive it. It’s driverless only. HR said that was for insurance
purposes, but we all know the real reason. They don’t want us wasting our time
on the road driving; they want us to work on the way.”


“I’m surprised you even have to
spend that much time on the road now. I thought holographic conferencing was
supposed to be putting paid to all that,” said Alice. “That’s why HS2 is doing
so badly, apparently. No one needs to get from London to Manchester anymore:
they can do it all remotely.”


“Not in our case,” said Charlie.
“The company’s got this big ethos thing going on about face-to-face
interaction. They sell themselves on the personal touch which means I end up
having to be in London one day and Manchester the next. Hence the executive
office edition car – with no slacking off allowed. We’re not even allowed to
have the radio on anymore.”


“Seriously?” asked Josh. “Sounds
like some sort of police state – no offence, Hannah.”


“Yes, seriously,” continued
Charlie. “We have to be permanently connected to the office the whole time we
are on the road. I tell you, it’s getting bloody ridiculous. They are on about
giving us these virtual reality implants now so we can interact with the office
wherever we are. I tell you, they are tracking our every move these days. I
can’t even go for a dump without someone knowing about it.”


“Wow,” said Josh. “That was a
pretty impressive rant for you. Whatever happened to our mild-mannered
Charlie?”


“He just needs a career change,
that’s all,” said Kaylee, ever supportive of her husband.


“To do what?” asked Josh.


“Well, I’ve always fancied doing
something artistic,” said Charlie, “Writing, probably, as I can’t paint or draw
to save my life. All our adventures with the time bubble have given me plenty
of story ideas. I was thinking of trying to write a film script, or maybe a
novel. I’m reasonably confident that it’s a robot-proof job, too – at least for
the foreseeable future. Artificial intelligence may be advancing at a lightning
pace, but when it comes to the arts, nothing can surpass the creativity of a
human mind – yet.”


“Why don’t you give it a go,
then?” suggested Alice.


“I already am,” said Charlie.
“I’ve got a work in progress right now. I’ll tell you more about it if it goes
anywhere. For now, though, it looks like I’m stuck with sitting in the car on
the M40 and M6.”


“Still, there is one good thing
about driverless cars,” said Josh, as he grabbed the nearest red wine bottle
and replenished his already empty glass.


“What’s that, then?” asked
Charlie.


“No more worrying about getting
taxis or who’s going to have to stay sober to drive,” said Josh. “We can get as
pissed as we want and roll into our cars and they’ll take us straight home.”


“Bearing in mind how much we
always seem to drink when we get together, that’s probably just as well,”
remarked Kaylee. “I bet these driverless cars have made your life easier,
Hannah. No more drink-drivers to worry about.”


“You would think that,” said
Hannah. “But you still get the occasional pissed-up idiot who fancies a joyride
in an older car. We had one the other day: he completely wrote off an ancient
Ford Focus down by the canal at Shipton-on-Cherwell. He went right through the
barrier and into the water. The joyriders always look for the old cars now, as
all the modern ones can detect alcohol on the breath and automatically lock the
steering.”


“Well, the good news is, there are
no alcohol detectors in here,” said Josh. “So as we’re all being taxied home, I
think we’d better order another couple of bottles. These are going down rather
too well.”


He reached over for the one
remaining bottle that wasn’t yet empty and poured the remainder into his glass,
just as Mario returned with their starters.


“Another couple of bottles of that
Chianti, if you please, Mario,” he added.


“And another double vodka over
here for me,” piped up Lauren who had been quietly knocking down her double
while all the boring talk about cars had been going on. “Perhaps it’ll knock me
out enough to get a decent night’s sleep tonight.”


“You turning into an insomniac,
Lauren?” asked Kaylee.


“She’s normally too busy with
other things in bed to find time to sleep,” joked Josh.


This generated a dirty look from
Alice towards him. Quips of this nature were generally acceptable among the
group. They had all been friends long enough to push the boundaries and remarks
about Lauren’s colourful sex life were considered fair game.


For Alice, a relative newcomer to
the party, it was slightly different. She knew Josh and Lauren had history
before she had come on the scene and still felt a little pang of jealousy
around her, as well as feelings of inadequacy.


Lauren and Alice were poles apart
in their views on many things, including sex. The way Lauren was so free and
easy about her sex life had convinced Alice that Lauren was probably much
better at it than she was. That led on to her deciding that Josh had probably
enjoyed sex better with her, too.


Her repeated failure to conceive
in years of trying with Josh didn’t help matters. She often wondered if Josh
still had feelings for his ex and still irrationally saw her as a threat, even
though Lauren clearly had no interest in him anymore.


“Hardly that,” said Lauren.
“Believe it or not, I’ve been quite well behaved on that front recently.”


This drew a few snorts and guffaws
from the group.


“Honestly,” she continued, “the
reason for my bad sleep is that I keep getting this recurrent nightmare. It’s
been happening nearly every night lately.”


This piqued Alice’s interest,
causing her to forget her earlier jealousy. She, too, had been experiencing
strange and repeated dreams. Perhaps she and Lauren did have something in
common after all.


“Can you describe it?” she asked.


“Well, I know this probably sounds
silly, but it all goes back to when we had the Black Winter and I got taken
prisoner by Dan’s gang at the Army camp.”


Lauren described the details of
the alternative ending of the dream in which she was killed by Dan. As she did
so, the others listened intently. When she finished, Alice was ready to add her
story.


“Well, if it’s any consolation,
you are not the only one. I’ve been having a recurrent dream for years about
something that happened back around that time, and it, too, has an ending that
differs from reality.”


This was news to Josh who said,
“You never mentioned this before.”


“Well, it’s just a dream, isn’t
it?” replied Alice. “Dreams are private, and besides, I really don’t think you
would have liked how mine turned out.”


“Try me,” said Josh.


“OK, well, don’t say I didn’t warn
you. As I said, my dream also dates back to the Black Winter, specifically the
day when the version of you from the future appeared to rescue me in the
helicopter.”


The others already knew about the
mysterious appearance of the future time-travelling Josh, so this was no
surprise to them.


“In my dream, your future self
never turned up to rescue us. We ended up stranded in the cave where the second
time bubble was with the tide coming in.”


“And then what happened?” asked
Josh.


“Well, as you know, only one
person can enter a time bubble at a time, so you talked me into going. My leg
was hurt so there was no other option. You said not to worry. You were
confident you could make it back to St Ives and that you would be waiting for
me when I returned, a few months later.”


“And was I?” asked Josh.


“In a manner of speaking,” said
Alice. “You really don’t want to hear this next bit.”


“Trust me, I do,” said Josh, “in
the interests of research.”


“OK, well, don’t say I didn’t warn
you. This is the bit where the dream turns into a nightmare. When I emerged
from the bubble, several months later, the snow had gone, but you were still
there. Or rather, what was left of your body was after the seagulls had got at
it. You had clearly never left the cave and either drowned or froze to death.
There, I said it wasn’t pleasant.”


“Bloody seagulls,” said Josh,
trying to make light of it. “I suppose they must have been hungry with no
tourists around to steal ice creams off.”


“But these are only dreams that
both of you are having,” said Kaylee. “None of this is real. We wouldn’t all be
sat here now if it were.”


“It all seems very real when I
dream it,” said Alice. “It’s more vivid than any other dream I have ever had. I
hadn’t given that much thought to it before tonight. I just dismissed it as
some sort of reaction to the trauma and worry of that time, but having heard
what Lauren said, I now wonder if there’re more to it.”


“Can you remember any more
details?” asked Josh.


“Oh, there’s more, a lot more,”
replied Alice. “As the years have passed, the dreams have got longer, including
events in the years following that time in the cave. These dreams seem to run
in time with our world, but take place in a strange, alternate reality where
you did die in that cave and my life has carried on without you. This is
another reason I didn’t want to tell you.”


“It’s OK,” said Josh. “I know I’m
not dead, any more than Lauren is. Not in this reality, anyway. But there could
be more to this than meets the eye. I want to know more.”


“Are you sure? It can wait until
later if you want,” said Alice. “I’m not sure everyone wants to hear about my
dreams all night.”


“I think we do,” said Hannah, and
the intense looks on the faces around the table suggested the others did, too.
They were finding all of this fascinating.


“Definitely,” said Josh. “There’s
no need to sugar-coat it. I’m a big boy now, don’t leave anything out.”


Alice sighed and continued. “Well,
don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


She continued, describing how in
her dreamworld she had left the university after Josh’s death, accepting a
research post with a large technology firm based out in Australia. There she
had met and married a local man and had two children.


If Josh was at all disturbed by
this, he didn’t let on. With the wine flowing, it was actually Alice who
started to become emotional.


“It’s been so hard for me, all
these years, trying for a baby and failing. Then, when I go to sleep, I have my
two children in my dreams. They seem so real to me that often when I wake up
and they are not there, it makes me cry.”


She began to sob now, prompting
Kaylee who was seated next to her to lean over and give her a hug. It was
unusual for Alice to display emotion like this: she was normally so cool and
reserved.


Then Josh said something
unexpected.


“Those children could be real.”











Chapter
Four


July 2040


“How can they be?” asked Charlie,
recognising the pensive look on Josh’s face as his brow furrowed. He knew that
his friend was about to come out with one of his renowned theories.


“These dreams about other
realities could be down to the consequences of time-travelling into the past,”
said Josh. “You know all about the multiverse theory, Charlie, we’ve discussed
it before.”


“He might, but we don’t,” said
Hannah. “Perhaps you’d care to enlighten us?”


Noting the eager look on Josh’s
face, Charlie added, “Yes, go on, I can see you’re dying to.”


Josh was never happier than when
given a captive audience to elaborate on his ideas. Such opportunities were
rare; it was only in his present company that he was able to command an
audience. Taking a large swig of wine to lubricate his palate, he began.


“The multiverse theory is that
there may be an infinite number of universes, based on every possible
eventuality that could ever happen. So to demonstrate, if I drink this glass of
wine now…”


He lifted the glass to his lips
and took a swig of Chianti.


“Then that happened in this
universe. But if I decided not to take a drink, then in theory there’s another
universe somewhere where I didn’t.”


“Now you mention it, I have heard
something about this before,” said Hannah. “It was years ago, in one of those
Professor Brian Cox documentaries.”


“Yeah, I remember that too,” said
Kaylee.


It seemed most of them understood
the concept with the exception of the youngest member of the party, who now
spoke up.


“But that’s impossible, surely?
Our universe alone is so massive, how could there be room for any more?” Jess
had a look of disbelief on her face.


“You’re being constrained by
thinking about it in purely physical terms,” replied Josh. “Our minds just
can’t comprehend the sheer size and scale of what we are talking about. So
let’s try and put it in more understandable terms.”


“Dumb it down for me, you mean?”
asked Jess.


“Not at all,” he replied. “Just
try and look at it another way. Do you remember at school, those maps of atoms
that looked like little solar systems? Well, what if they really were? Not just
solar systems, but entire universes? Imagine that, every single atom was an
entire universe fitting inside ours. Do you know how many atoms there are in
the universe?”


“Trillions and trillions, I
guess,” answered Jess.


“A lot more than that,” said Josh,
taking another swig of wine to lubricate his overactive vocal cords. “I just
drank trillions and trillions of atoms in that one sip.”


“Does anyone know exactly how
many?” asked Hannah.


“Actually we do. It’s something
scientists have been trying to calculate for centuries, and since the mid-2030s
we’ve known it precisely, to as much detail as Pi. I can’t rattle off the exact
number offhand, but it’s a very long number that begins with a 1 followed by a
further 82 digits. That’s an awful lot of atoms. Can you get your head around a
number that size?”


“Well, I can picture a number with
82 digits in it,” said Jess.


“That’s the easy part,” said Josh.
“Actually getting your head around what that number actually means is the
mind-stretching part.”


“For the sake of argument, let’s
say I can,” said Jess. “What comes next?”


“OK, imagine that there were that
many mini-universes inside ours,” said Josh. “Next, imagine our universe is
also only the size of an atom inside an even vaster universe also containing
that huge number of universes inside it. And so on and so on.”


“I think I’m starting to struggle
with this,” said Jess.


“I’m not surprised,” replied Josh.
“The whole concept becomes mind-boggling, but if you want to try and visualise
it, imagine a set of Russian dolls, where each set of universes fits into the
next doll up.”


This was all getting a bit much
for one of the other guests, who had lost the plot long before the Russian doll
analogy.


“My head hurts,” chipped in
Lauren. “I think I need more vodka. Where’s Mario when you need him.”


After a pause to order more
drinks, Lauren was content to let the conversation continue as she sipped on
her vodka.


“So where are you going with all
this?” asked Hannah. “Do you believe these infinite universes exist?”


“I’m not sure that they do, in the
sense that I have just described,” said Josh. “I don’t know, for example,
whether deciding to drink or not to drink my wine really does mean both
possibilities exist.”


“What, you mean there might not be
one universe where you are a pisshead and one where you aren’t?” suggested
Charlie.


This created laughter from the
others, including Alice. She had got over her emotional moment a few minutes
earlier.


“The truth is, we just don’t
know,” said Josh. “It’s all just theory. It’s just as possible that there was
only one universe, initially, but then something happened within the structure
of that universe to begin creating duplicates. And the most likely cause I can
think of is time travel.”


He cast his eye around the room
for something to help support his argument. These things were always best
explained with analogies and props, such as that of the Russian dolls. Over on
some shelves next to the wine racks were various bits and pieces of bric-a-brac
that had accumulated there during the past sixty years. Then he spotted the
perfect thing to demonstrate his point.


“Back in a minute,” he said.


Josh got up, walked across the
room to the shelves, and picked up a small cube, adorned with faded coloured
stickers in a 3x3 pattern.


“It may not be as complex as my
Russian doll suggestion,” he said, returning to the table. “Let’s try something
a little simpler.”


“What is that?” asked Jess,
looking at the object in his hand.


“It’s a Rubik’s Cube,” said Josh.
“They were very popular in the 1980s but I haven’t seen one for years. It’s a
puzzle, see?”


He rotated one of the sides and
handed it to Jess. “You have to make all the colours the same on each side.
Here, have a try.”


Jess began to fiddle around with
the cube as Josh carried on talking.


“Now, how many individual cubes
are there within the whole thing?” asked Josh.


“That’s easy,” said Jess. “It’s
3x3x3, so that’s 27.”


“Spot on,” said Josh. “So, let’s
imagine our universe is the cube right in the centre – the only one that you
can’t see. Then imagine someone travelled back in time, twice, and created two
alternate universes and placed them either side. You would now have three
universes.”


“OK, got that,” replied Jess.


“Now imagine each of those three
universes spawned two more each. You’ve now got nine, one whole layer of the
cube. Repeat that again and there you are, you’ve now got 27 universes, all
sitting neatly alongside each other just like in this cube.”


“But how did the extra universes
get created?” asked Jess, still fiddling around with the cube, trying to make
one side all yellow. “Dammit, I thought I had it then.”


“Like I said, by time travel,”
said Josh. “It would certainly explain Lauren and Alice’s dreams.”


“I get it,” said Charlie. “Each
time someone travels back in time, they create a new universe. So in the case
Alice was talking about, in the original universe you died in the cave, and in
the new one, you came back from the future to ensure that you didn’t.”


“But that doesn’t work, does it?”
said Jess. “If he died in the original universe, how did he manage to grow
older and come back in time in the first place? He couldn’t have done that,
because he was dead in the original.”


“Yes, that does sort of shoot the
theory down in flames,” admitted Josh. “You’re getting into the whole realm of
paradoxes. These things are usually and conveniently glossed over in movies and
TV, but there are always nit-pickers around who spot them. But there are ways
of explaining it.”


Looking at the sea of blank faces,
he could see he was one step ahead of the others, which gave him a sense of
satisfaction.


“You’ve made the assumption that
the universe I died in was the original. But it’s more than possible that it
was just one of any number of universes I had already created through my
previous time travel. Then, for some reason, in that particular universe I was
unable to come back from the future that day to save myself.”


“So there are 27 universes, then?”
asked Jess, still playing with the cube and clearly getting frustrated with it.


“Oh, there could be way more than
that,” replied Josh. “I used the Rubik’s Cube just as a demonstration. There
could be millions, for all we know. We don’t know how many versions of me there
are time-travelling in the different universes or even if I am the only time
traveller. The vast majority of this is pure guesswork.”


“You probably weren’t the first
person to travel in time,” said Charlie. “Don’t forget the time bubbles.
Someone must have created them.”


“Yes, but the two we know about
only go forward in time,” said Josh. “So you can’t actually change anything in
the past with them.”


“But how did they get there in the
first place?” asked Jess.


“That’s yet another thing we don’t
know. Alice and I have been analysing them to try and find out why, but we seem
to be creating more questions than we are finding answers at the moment.”


“Here’s another one to add to the
list, then,” said Kaylee. “If we accept these multiple realities exist, how
come not all of us are having nightmares or dreams about our other selves in
the other universes?”


“Perhaps it’s something to do with
proximity to and the significance of the event that caused the split,” said
Josh. “If we accept that the other universe where Alice wasn’t rescued by
future me does exist, then she was right at the epicentre of the place and time
where the new universe was created. Her direct involvement in the event changed
her life irrevocably, which seems to have left some sort of imprint on her
mind.”


“It could be more than that,” said
Alice. “Perhaps I have a direct subconscious link to my mind in the other
universe that only manifests itself in my dreams. Is that possible?”


“Who’s to say it isn’t?” said
Josh. “There’s nothing to disprove it. The universes may not sit side-by-side
like the squares in the Rubik’s Cube. They may all exist in the same space, in
a way we can’t even imagine, but through which subconscious thought can
travel.”


“So if that explains Alice’s
dream, how does it relate to mine?” asked Lauren.


“You must have been involved in
some sort of time travel event, too,” said Josh. “Think back to the night of
your dream. Did anything unusual happen?”


“Yes,” she replied excitedly. “Oh
my God, it all makes sense now. When Dan attacked me, I thought for a moment
there were two of him in the room, an older one and a younger one. When I shot
the younger one, the older one disappeared.”


She paused, and looked directly at
Josh. “And not only that. During the melee I looked up and I thought I saw an
older version of you looking through the window.”


“How come you’ve never mentioned
any of this before?” asked Alice.


“Well, it was all very stressful
at the time and I doubted afterwards whether I had really seen what I thought I
had seen at all. I had just killed a man, after all. I didn’t know anything
about your time-travelling from the future at the time, so didn’t make that
connection. I knew about the time bubble, of course, but that was in a fixed
place, miles away from the Army camp. In the end I put it all down to
hallucinations caused by post-traumatic stress disorder. Now, suddenly, it’s
all starting to slot into place.”


“It certainly is,” said Josh.
“Whatever happened that night, if there were two versions of Dan there and you
saw me as well, we can be pretty sure it can be put down to another
time-travelling event. I don’t remember being there, though, so either it
hasn’t happened yet in my personal timeline, or it was the Josh from that
universe.”


“How did an older version of Dan
get there?” asked Charlie. “How did he learn to time travel?”


“I was wondering that myself,”
said Josh. “I can’t believe he could ever have figured out how to do it
himself, but somehow he got there. Then there is also the question of where did
he go? Why did he disappear when the younger one died? That contradicts what we
said earlier.”


“Not necessarily,” said Charlie.
“Like you said before, it depends whether he was from that universe or not. If
it was the same one, then it does make sense, sort of.”


“Possibly,” said Josh. “Time
travel enthusiasts have been trying to work out the nature of these paradoxes
for centuries. I don’t think we are going to find all the answers tonight over
this meal.”


“So does that mean that you and I
are both dead in that other universe?” asked Lauren.


“I would say they were probably
two different universes, both created by two separate time travel events,” said
Josh. “We’ve no idea how an older version of Dan got there, but since he’s dead
in our universe we can hardly ask him, now or in the future. I guess we can
only conclude that in your other version of reality he didn’t die – you did.”


“We don’t really know what
happened, this is all supposition,” said Charlie. “We are theorising all this
from Lauren and Alice’s dreams – and they could be just that, regardless of how
real they feel to them.”


“They are real,” insisted Alice.
“I really feel like I am there when I sleep.”


“Well, let’s say for the sake of
argument they are real,” replied Josh. “There are all manner of other
unanswered questions that raises.”


“Such as?” asked Charlie.


“OK, how about this? If I go back
in time, when I return to the future, do I go back to the new universe I’ve
just created or the one I came from? And can I control that? Alice and I are
trying to create our own time bubbles, ones that we can control in the hope of
answering these questions. Progress is slow, but I’m confident we’ll get there
in the end. I’m certain we will. How else did I show up in that helicopter to
rescue Alice?”


“That could still have been a Josh
from another universe,” replied Charlie.


“Well, if that Josh figured it
out, I’m damned sure I can, too,” said Josh.


The conversation could have gone
on forever, but was interrupted as Mario returned with their main courses.


“So, I have one Filletto Mario,
medium to well done,” he announced.


“That’s mine,” said Charlie, his
eyes lighting up at the massive steak and chips as it was placed in front of
him.


“And one Filletto Mario, rare,
with chips and no salad.”


“That’ll be mine,” said Josh.
“This is how you should have it, Charlie…oozing with blood.”


“Still not eating your greens,
then, Josh?” commented Kaylee, who was a bit of a health freak when it came to
food.


“Nope,” said Josh. “I’ve managed
to survive this long without them. And I didn’t get this clever eating rabbit
food.”


Once again, Josh’s teenage
show-off persona had resurfaced. Recoiling at the sight of the oozing steak,
vegetarian Kaylee turned her attention back to Mario to claim the pasta salad
he had just brought out.


As they tucked in, Hannah decided
it was time to bring up the main subject they had come here to discuss.


“Much as I’ve enjoyed all this
time travel theory,” she began, “there’s something important we need to
discuss. As you all know, today is Peter’s 70th birthday, at least
chronologically, so I’d like to propose a toast to him and wish him happy
birthday.”


“To Peter,” they chorused, as they
raised their glasses, clinking them together. Lauren, who had already had three
double vodkas during the lengthy conversation, had become rather tipsy and
spilt some of hers.


“Oops,” she said, giggling, as
Hannah continued.


“It’s a very special birthday, not
just because it is his 70th, but also because it is the last one he
will be spending away from us. As you all know, on March 30th next year, he
will finally be emerging from the time bubble. The good news is, his leukaemia
can now be easily cured. The bad news is, we’ve now got the worry of what to do
about the time bubble again.”


“You mean, who’s going to take his
place?” asked Charlie.


“Exactly,” said Hannah. “And we’re
talking a serious time away for whoever goes in this time. How long is it
exactly, Josh? I’m sure you know down to the exact second.”


“22 years, five months and five
days,” replied Josh. “Whoever goes in won’t emerge until September 2063. You’re
right, it’s a big problem. Someone’s got to replace Peter.”


“You’re not suggesting one of us
volunteer, surely?” asked Kaylee.


“Yeah, it’s not like it’s our
responsibility, is it?” added Lauren. “We didn’t create the time bubble.”


“Are you are sure about that?”
asked Josh. “How do you know I didn’t end up creating it myself sometime in the
past during one of my time travel experiments.”


“Yes, but we don’t know that,”
said Jess, deciding it was time she had her say. “Look at it from my point of
view. I’ve had to grow up without my father for almost my entire life because
of that time bubble. You can’t seriously be asking anyone here to make a
similar sacrifice. It’s not fair.”


“Jess, if it wasn’t for the time
bubble, your father would have died over twenty years ago and in all
likelihood, you would never have been born,” said Hannah. “I know more than
anyone how hard it has been living without him, but I’ve done it because I know
he’s coming home and most importantly that he can be cured. The time bubble has
been a blessing for us, not a curse, and that leaves us with a certain degree
of responsibility.”


“I understand all that,” said
Jess. “But you still can’t expect anyone else here to go through what we have.
We’re done with the time bubble now: let’s get on with our lives and let
someone else worry about it.”


“So you’re suggesting we just
collect Peter and leave the time bubble open for whoever is unlucky enough to
wander that way next?” said Charlie. “We can’t do that. What if some kid falls
in and disappears for 22 years? What’s that going to do to his or her family?
We’ve been through all this before when Kaylee disappeared and that was only
for two days.”


“And look how much grief that
caused,” added Hannah.


“Tell me about it,” said Charlie.
“Your old boss, Kent, hauled me in and gave me a right grilling.”


“Yes, well, he had a habit of
barking up the wrong tree when it came to things like that,” said Hannah. “That
debacle was pretty much the last straw as far as his policing career went.”


Mention of Kent reminded Lauren of
her surprise encounter earlier that day.


“Speaking of which, he’s back,”
she said. “He turned up this morning at the pub, completely out of the blue. I
thought I’d seen a ghost at first. He’s coming back to help me run the place
again. We’ve agreed to a partnership, though I’m going to be in charge.”


“Great,” said Charlie
sarcastically. “Remind me not to come down for a drink anytime soon. I’ve had
enough of that clown to last me a lifetime.”


“Much as I’d love to reminisce
about the shortcomings of my old boss,” said Hannah impatiently, “we still
haven’t worked out what we are going to do about the time bubble.”


“Well, we can’t just leave it to
randomly swallow somebody up,” said Kaylee. “Surely we are all agreed on that.”


“Yes, but what other options do we
have?” asked Charlie. “Brick it up again like we did before? That was fine for
keeping people out for a week, but twenty-two years?”


“Maybe we should inform the
authorities?” suggested Jess.


“Like who, exactly?” replied
Charlie sarcastically. “The police? What do you think, Hannah.”


“I can tell you now, I wouldn’t
bother,” replied Hannah. “You’d just be laughed at.”


“What about the Government or
secret service?” asked Jess. “They must have a department set up for this sort
of thing?”


“I think you’ve been watching too
many movies,” said Charlie.


“Whether they do or not, the last
thing we want to do is draw attention to ourselves,” replied Josh. “What if
someone else out there does know about the time bubbles and doesn’t want anyone
else knowing? Before we know it we could find ourselves being silenced –
permanently.”


“Who’s been watching too many
movies now?” asked Jess. “You’re all being so negative. How about we put an
advert online offering a free trip to the future for anyone who’s interested?
There must be plenty of people around who wouldn’t mind disappearing for
twenty-two years.”


“Who in their right minds is going
to take an advert like that seriously?” replied Josh.


“You’d be surprised,” she replied.
“I was at college with plenty of geeky sci-fi types who believe in this sort of
thing.”


“Nutters probably,” said Josh.
“And that could attract unwanted attention, too.”


“Well, whatever, then,” replied
Jess huffily. “I’m out of ideas.”


Charlie was getting impatient with
all of this and decided to come to the point. “Come on, Josh, stop beating
around the bush, you’re bound to have an answer, you always do. What’s your
solution to all of this?”


“I do have a suggestion, as a
matter of fact,” said Josh.


“Which is?” asked Hannah. Everyone
was leaning forward, intently, ready for Josh’s latest words of wisdom.


“I suggest we do nothing at all,”
he pronounced.


“Brilliant,” said Charlie. “So we
do just leave fate to take its course, then?”


“Let me clarify,” said Josh. “I
mean we do nothing yet. We allow things to play out and allow a random person
to fall into the bubble. Then, when they emerge in 2063, I will be waiting to
send them back to 2041. Problem solved and the bubble is safe for another
twenty-two years.”


“How exactly are you going to send
them back?” asked Charlie.


“Well, that’s the beauty of it,”
said Josh. “I haven’t a clue right now. But we know I’m going to find out how
to time travel in the future and well before 2063. I’ll be over sixty by then
and I wasn’t that old when I rescued Alice in the helicopter.”


Charlie wasn’t entirely convinced.
“What about all that stuff earlier about creating duplicate universes? Does
this not just mean that you’ll be creating another duplicate? So there will be
one where you sent the person back and one where you didn’t? Which one will we
be in?”


“Enough,” said Lauren, who wasn’t
stupid, but didn’t have quite the intellectual prowess of some of the others.
“This is making my head swim. You may understand what you are talking about,
but you’ve lost me completely.”


“It does make sense,” said Alice,
who, having lived and worked with Josh for so many years, had heard variations
on these theories before. “We would be in the universe where the person was
sent back and all would be well because that is what we would remember.”


“But from what he was saying
earlier, another universe would be created where the person wasn’t sent back.
What about the friends and relatives of the person in that universe? They would
still suffer because he or she would still go missing.”


“Look, it’s hard enough trying to
manage all this in one universe, let alone worrying about all the others,” said
Josh. “And a lot of this is all still theory, remember? We can’t be totally
sure what’s going to happen, but we’ve already looked at all the other options
and rejected them. This is pretty much the best plan we’ve got, for now.”


While Josh was talking, the
others, with the exception of Lauren, had been concentrating so intensely that
they hadn’t notice a newcomer approach their table. Standing almost right
behind Josh, now he spoke, in a strangely familiar voice.


“I’ve got a much better plan than
that,” said the new arrival, making them all look up.


“Yes, it’s me,” said the
grey-haired, middle-aged man standing in front of them.


There was no denying who they were
looking at, despite his aged appearance.


It was Future Josh.











Chapter
Five


July 2040


“You again!” said Josh, turning in
surprise to face his future self. If it was a shock to him, that was nothing in
comparison to the reaction of his friends around the table. The looks on their
faces ranged from mild bemusement to shock. None of them apart from Alice had encountered
him before and, although they had been told about him, it was no substitute for
actually seeing him in the flesh.


He was dressed very similarly to
his younger self, with an open-necked shirt and jeans, but the lines on his
face and the grey hair betrayed his age. He looked to be at least twenty years
older than his present-day version.


“Yes, it’s me!” announced the new
arrival, full of beans and clearly revelling in the moment. “Have you got room
for one more at the table? Of course you have. Seven is such an odd number for
a dinner party, and you’ve only got two men. I’ll just sit here and even things
up a bit, shall I?”


He slipped into a vacant space at
the end of the table between Alice and Kaylee. This was a little too close to
Alice for the younger Josh’s comfort.


“Don’t get too cosy with her,” he
said. “She’s not your wife yet.”


“And she possibly never will be,”
commented Charlie. “He might not even be from this universe, bearing in mind
what we were talking about earlier.”


“Are you from our universe?” asked
Jess, who was sitting opposite.


Before Future Josh could answer,
Mario, who had followed Josh to the table, intervened.


“Excuse me, my friends, but do you
know this person? He just barged straight past me at the front desk claiming he
was invited to your party.”


“Yes, that’s OK, Mario,” said
Josh. “This is my…uncle – isn’t that right, Great-Uncle Josh?”


“Yes, that’s it. I’m his uncle!”
said Future Josh. “I’m such a legend in my family that my nephew here was named
after me. Now then, Mario, any chance of a drink, old chap?”


Casting his eye over the table, he
spotted one of the several bottles of Chianti that were on the go. “Ah yes,
that will do nicely.” Grabbing a glass off an empty neighbouring table, he
started to pour himself a drink.


“Ah yes, I can see the family
resemblance,” said Mario. The tone of his voice suggested that he wasn’t
impressed by the new arrival’s antics.


“If there is anything else I can
get you, sir?” he added.


“Actually I’d love one of your
Filletto Marios,” said Future Josh. “I haven’t had one of them in years.”


“And how would sir like that
done?” asked Mario.


“Rare please, with plenty of
chips, no salad,” replied Future Josh.


“Ah, just like your nephew,” said
Mario.


He was a wily old fox, Mario,
thought the younger Josh. Very little got past him, but surely he couldn’t
suspect the truth, could he?


“Indeed, that will be lovely,”
said Future Josh. “And could I have another bottle of this Chianti, too?”


Examining the bottle which was
still in his hand, he commented, “Wow – this is vintage stuff, isn’t it? Well,
it is where I come from. Cheers, Mario.”


As he took a large, appreciative
swig, Mario shuffled off back to the kitchen. Meanwhile, the others sat
staring, still gobsmacked at actually seeing Future Josh in the flesh.


It was Hannah who broke the
silence, as soon as Mario was out of earshot.


“Josh, can you have a word with
your future self?” he asked. “You seem to have become rather arrogant in your
old age.”


“He’s always been like that,”
commented Charlie.


“Yes, you have, and you were
rather rude to Mario, I thought,” added Alice. Then she turned to the younger
Josh and added, “You should know better at his age.”


“Relax,” said Future Josh. “I’m
just enjoying myself. You’ll be pleased when I tell you why I’ve come here. I’m
going to do you all a favour.”


Taking another mouthful of wine,
he continued. “I’ve come to tell you that you don’t need to worry about the
time bubble anymore. It’s all taken care of.”


“Really?” asked Hannah. “How did
you manage that, then, as we’ve not managed to come up with anything.”


“I know. I was here, remember, and
that’s why I’m here now,” replied Future Josh. “I’ve been pretty busy over the
last quarter of a century or so since you had this meal. I’ve unlocked the
secrets of time travel, as you all knew I would, and a lot more besides that.”


“You just can’t resist showing
off, can you?” said Charlie, in a resigned tone brought on from years of
listening to Josh’s boasting.


“Tell me more,” insisted the
younger Josh, ignoring Charlie. “Maybe we can speed things up a bit.”


“Maybe we could,” said Future
Josh. “But you don’t want me to alter this timeline too much, do you? I’ve
already created another universe just by coming here. I don’t want to alter
your world too dramatically and you wouldn’t want me to, believe me. Apart from
the one thing I’ve come to tell you, you’d be better off letting things follow
their natural course here.”


“So the multiverse theory we’ve
been talking about is true, then?” asked Charlie.


“It certainly is,” said Future
Josh. “There are millions of them out there. I’m pretty certain I’m responsible
for creating a lot of them, but by no means all. It was quite exciting finding
it all out, though not without its share of danger.”


“What sort of danger?” asked
Alice.


“Oh, you’ve got all that to look
forward to, don’t let me spoil it for you,” he added, looking directly at his
younger self and winking. “Just keep your wits about you and you’ll be OK –
probably. Just make sure you don’t forget about the cellar in the dining hall at
the college. You might need it at some point, and I don’t mean for a cheese and
wine evening.”


“Why don’t you quit showing off
and tell us why you have come here tonight?” suggested Hannah.


“I already have,” said Future
Josh. “I told you, it’s to tell you not to worry about the time bubble. My…or
do I mean your theory was right, young Josh,” he said to his younger self.


“Of course it was,” said Charlie,
noticing the satisfied look on younger Josh’s face, and adding, “as usual.”


“Indeed, I now know how to create,
manipulate and delete time bubbles at will,” continued Future Josh. “I
remembered how stressed out you lot were at this meal about what to do when
Peter comes out so I thought I’d pop back and put your minds at rest. I’ll be
there the day he comes out of the bubble, and as soon as he does, I’ll
deactivate it.”


“Well, you could have turned up
earlier,” said Hannah. “We’ve been sat here for the last half an hour trying to
work out what to do.”


“Yeah, we’ve been wasting valuable
drinking time,” piped up Lauren, tipsily.


“Hardly,” remarked Future Josh,
noting the collection of empty glasses in front of Lauren. “Sorry about being
an hour late. I may be the king of time travel but I’m always forgetting to
adjust for British Summer Time. Still, at least I got the right day. And I’m in
the right universe. I think.”


While he had been speaking, he had
continued to look at Lauren, now adding, “Well, you’re here, for a start, so
that’s a good thing.”


“I’m not dead, you mean?” asked
Lauren.


“Precisely,” said Josh.


Lauren wanted to know more. “So
that other me, the one I keep dreaming about. The one Dan killed – did she
really exist?”


“Yes,” replied Future Josh. “But
none of that can harm you here.”


“And my dreams?” she asked.


“Just as you figured out, they are
subconscious thoughts, drifting through from the other universe. I’ve
discovered how to map those neural pathways and how to transfer minds between
the worlds now. It’s fantastic, almost supernatural what can be done. But
there’s no need to worry about any of that. You’re perfectly safe here, and now
you know that, you may sleep a little easier at night.”


Mario returned, bringing Future
Josh’s order, which he eagerly cut into the second it was in front of him.
Raising his fork, he took a bite, making tiny rivulets of blood drip down his
chin.


“Yep, that’s how I like it,” he
said, “practically mooing. Any chance of another bottle of red here, Mario?” he
asked. He was already halfway through the first bottle Mario had brought him.


This didn’t go unnoticed by Hannah
who said, “I hope your future self is going to make a contribution to the
bill,” to Josh.


“Of course I am,” said Future
Josh, reaching into the pocket of his jeans for his wallet. He opened it up,
pulled out some unusual-looking currency and handed a couple of fluorescent
notes to Hannah.


“How much do you need? Probably
not that much in this time, I would have thought, what with the inflation and
all that?”


“What’s this supposed to be?”
asked Hannah, examining the strange, glowing currency which bore no resemblance
at all to the polymer banknotes in her purse.


“Oh yeah, these are virtual
euros,” said Josh. “It saves on the printing costs. I forgot you don’t have
them yet.”


“We don’t have the euro either,”
said Hannah. “When did that happen?”


She looked at the face on the
front of the note, which looked vaguely familiar. “And who’s President
Ronaldo?”


Josh chuckled. “Oh you’ve still
got all that to look forward to – and to think, you were once worried about
Trump.”


“Well, I can’t give these to
Mario, can I?” replied Hannah.


“Can’t he just pay by card?”
suggested Kaylee.


“By card?” asked Future Josh,
again chuckling. “How quaint! Cards went out with the ark. Even if I had one,
it won’t be valid for another twenty-odd years. You could try asking Mario to
scan my retina, but I doubt whether he’s got the equipment yet – if he ever
does. This place is pretty old-fashioned, even by the standards of your time.”


“We like it that way,” said
Hannah.


“I’m sure you do. Anyway, I
shouldn’t have to pay,” said Future Josh. “I’m doing you all a huge favour
coming here. And it’s not like any of you are on the breadline, is it?”


“He’s got a point,” said Charlie.
“He has saved us having to spend any more time stressing out over the time
bubble.”


“There you go then,” said Future
Josh. “Get younger me here to cover it. He’s loaded. I should know. The
university used to pay me a fortune to do three lectures a week and spend the
rest of the time messing about in the lab. It’s a cushy little number, getting
your feet under the table at Oxford, I can tell you.”


“Yeah, I’ll pay, but you’ll have
to earn it,” said younger Josh.


“I thought I already had,” said
Future Josh. “You’re paying with money I earned twenty-five years ago.”


“I mean you can give me some more
info about how you learned to control the time bubbles,” said Josh.


“Like I said, I can’t tell you
that, it’ll mess up this timeline,” said Future Josh. “Let’s just say you’ve
got a lot of adventures ahead of you in the years to come. I’m quite envious
really. I could quite happily do it all again – most of it anyway. But after
this visit, my time-travelling days, in body at least, are over. Too many
risks, as you’ll find out.”


“You said it was dangerous,”
replied Josh.


“Don’t worry about it. I made it
back – you will, too, if you’re careful. Just enjoy the ride and don’t forget
about the cellar.”


“What about the cellar?” asked
Josh.


“All will become clear in the
fullness of time,” replied Future Josh, in a grandiose tone.


With his steak polished off, he
drained the last of his red wine and stood up, announcing, “I ought to be off.
The longer I stay here the more chance I have of contaminating your timeline.
To be honest, I’ve probably said too much already.”


“Give me some clue, at least,”
continued Josh. “Or at least tell me how long it will be until things start
happening.”


“It’s not going to happen
overnight,” replied Future Josh. “You’re going to spend most of the 2040s with
your head down figuring it all out. I’m afraid all work and no play will make
Josh a rather dull boy for the next few years.”


“Sounds great,” replied his
younger self. “Not much to look forward to in the near future, then.”


“Be patient,” replied Future Josh.
“Come the 50s – well, that’s when it’s all going to happen. Life’s going to get
very exciting then. But that’s all I’m telling you for now. It’s been lovely
seeing you all again, but high time I was heading back to 2065.”


Ignoring their protestations for
him to stay longer, Future Josh stuck to his guns and left them to it, leaving
the others to talk long into the night about the encounter they had just had.


By the time they all fell out of
the restaurant, way past midnight, they had every reason to be grateful for
their driverless cars.











Chapter
Six


June 2055


Fifteen long years had passed
since that night at the restaurant. During that time, the theories that had
been discussed that landmark evening had turned out to be remarkably accurate.


With Alice’s help, Josh had
stepped up his work, determined to unlock the secrets that his future self
already knew. There was now no doubt that the other realities that Alice and
Lauren had dreamt of did indeed exist, along with countless others. He was
determined to find a way to traverse them.


By 2050 he had perfected the
tachyometer, at least in terms of travelling in time, and was making regular
trips. Whether or not he was the only time traveller in existence, he still did
not know. What was certain was that he was creating alternate realities each
time he travelled to the past.


How different were these other
universes to the original? It all depended where he went, what he did, and who
he interacted with when he went back to the past. Measuring the changes was
rather like measuring earthquakes.


Any change he made in the past
would have both an epicentre and a magnitude. The epicentre would be the exact
location of whatever he was doing that might cause a change. The closer a
person was to that, the more likely that they would be caught up in any changes
in the timeline.


The magnitude depended on the
nature of what he was doing. Nipping back in time five minutes as an experiment
in the lab would be barely noticeable, whereas something that was a matter of
life and death could cause a seismic change with far-reaching consequences.


To measure the magnitude, he had
devised an equivalent to the Richter scale, which he had egotistically called
the Gardner scale. This ranged from zero – no effect whatsoever, to twelve,
which would be something like killing Hitler while he was young.


He hadn’t attempted anything major
like that and wasn’t planning to anytime soon. Most of his time-travelling so
far had focused around Oxford and the nearby town he grew up in. It was here
that the epicentres were created and where he imagined that the most
differences would be found between the various universes.


How many universes were there
altogether? It was impossible to say. He kept a diary of all his trips, so in
theory he could keep count, but there was more to it than that, as he quickly
realised.


Early on in his experiments, he
and Alice had realised that a new universe was created not only when Josh
travelled back in time, but also when he returned to the future. In effect,
each trip back and forth created three universes.


How had they worked this out?
Because when they had started experimenting, some strange things had happened.


Josh had tried making short trips
back in time, altering trivial things without Alice’s knowledge, then returning
to the future to see what difference it had made to the timeline.


One afternoon he went back in time
to just before lunch, taking care to appear at an exact time when he would be
unobserved. Without either Alice or his younger self seeing him, he swapped
over a sandwich he had bought her for lunch. Originally he had got her cheese
and salad, but now he substituted it for tuna instead.


When he jumped back to the
afternoon, he quizzed her about lunch. She had no recollection of the original
cheese sandwich, recalling instead that she had eaten tuna. But his memories of
her eating the cheese sandwich were intact.


This was where it started to get
complicated. If he had returned to the new universe, the one in which she had
eaten the tuna, why didn’t he find another version of himself there? Had that
Josh also travelled to the past, changing sandwiches over as well? Were there
now thousands of universes, all with different Alices eating different
sandwiches, with Josh repeating the same actions over and over again in an
infinite loop?


If that were true, the only way to
have prevented this would have been not to conceal his presence the first time
he went back in time. He should have told himself what he was doing and not to
do it again later. But how would that work out? Would they end up with two
versions of Josh in the same universe?


The only way to find out was to
carry out a further experiment. Discussing it with Alice, they worked out a
plan. The next afternoon, in the lab, they decided that Josh would travel back
exactly half an hour, from 2.30pm to 2.00pm, and that they would be waiting for
him.


2.00pm arrived and no Josh
appeared from the future. If one was coming, he wasn’t coming into this
timeline.


At 2.30pm, Josh made his jump back
to 2.00pm and found another Alice and another Josh waiting for him. He was
expected. This seemed to suggest that this was indeed a different universe.


Next, they eagerly waited to see
what would happen at 2.30pm. There were two versions of Josh in the room during
that half-hour, and the three of them spent the time discussing what might
happen when the half-hour was up.


At exactly 2.30pm, something
unexpected happened. The Josh that had come back from the future stayed exactly
where he was, but the version that had originally been there disappeared. This
they just could not explain. Was some higher power at work, not allowing multiple
versions of one person to exist in the same universe, or was it simply a case
of physics that was beyond their comprehension?


Even Josh and Alice, with all
their experience in this field, struggled to get to grips with comprehending it
all. Eventually, they concluded that the experiment meant that three different
universes were now in existence:


1)     
A universe where Josh had not travelled
back in time at all.


2)     
The universe Josh had travelled to, and
stayed in, when his counterpart vanished.


3)     
The universe Josh had originally
travelled from, where the Josh who had vanished from universe 2 had ended up.


There would therefore be an Alice
and a Josh in all three universes, but not necessarily the ones they had
originally started with. As Alice in the second universe observed over dinner
that night, he technically was no longer the man she had married.


They also theorised that the same
thing happened when Josh returned to the future via the tachyometer after his
trips further back in time.


It was easy to get bogged down in
these theories, but no one ever said time travel was simple. Josh had spent
years reading every scrap of text he could find that had ever been written
about grandfather paradoxes, causal loops and countless other problems related
to the existence of time travel.


No scientist, movie or novel had
ever really resolved these things satisfactorily. Josh felt that he had got
further than most of them, but he ought to have done. He had the benefit of
real-life experience.


Now he knew that the other
universes existed, he wanted to find a way to navigate between them. What had
happened in those worlds Alice and Lauren had been dreaming about? He was
determined to find out how they had been created and how communication between
them was possible.


Were those dreams really
subconscious thoughts, filtering their way through like coffee dripping through
a percolator? How would that work? Science had made it a possibility in the
current universe – people were already controlling cybernetic implants with
their brains. If minds really could communicate between universes then the
human brain was even more amazing than already thought.


He was particularly interested in
the timeline where Lauren had been killed by Dan in 2029. How much difference
would that have made to the world since? How far out would the ripples from the
epicentre of that event have spread by 2055?


He had recently incorporated the
time factor into his Gardner measurement scale. He theorised that the longer
ago something happened, the greater the change. He remembered reading somewhere
once that the vast majority of people in Britain were descended from William
the Conqueror. If that were true, then what if he had died as a child? The
world would be full of completely different people.


The same could be said of anyone
who had procreated, really. If you assumed an average of two descendants per
person, then after a few hundred years you’d be in the realms of millions of
potential descendants.


Josh was unaware of the precise
events surrounding Lauren’s demise in that other universe, but they had almost
certainly happened. If he could find his way to that timeline he could meet up
with the other members of the team. They would be able to fill him in on the
details of how the timeline had changed after her death.


With the time-travelling element
of the tachyometer perfected, he turned his attention to trying to find a way
to traverse the universes. It took a further five years to get to this point.
During those five years he had taken hundreds of trips back through time,
including his helicopter mission to come to Alice’s rescue in the snowy wastes
of the Cornish coast.


Now he was all set to make his
first trial runs at travelling into a parallel world. He had already made a
couple of very short sideways jumps under laboratory conditions, but now he
wanted to try something more ambitious. He and Alice had discussed it in great
detail, but he also wanted to run it by his friends.


Thus, on a fine summer’s evening
in 2055, he walked into The Eagle and Child, close to his laboratory in Oxford,
to meet Charlie and Peter for a drink.


Josh and Charlie had grabbed a
table in the part of the pub known as The Rabbit Room. Here, literary greats of
the past such as C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien had gathered more than a century
ago. Charlie’s writing career was blossoming and he felt inspired being in a
place where such esteemed writers had once drunk.


Peter was returning from the bar
with the drinks, lager for Josh and Charlie, bitter for him. Absent from that
meal at Mario’s, on his return he had been fascinated to hear about Josh’s time
travel research during his long absence. Now he enjoyed nothing more than
meeting up at his favourite pub with his two former pupils to talk time travel.


“The thing I love about this place,”
said Peter, “is that it’s barely changed since Tolkien’s time. Perhaps we ought
to travel back and have a pint with him sometime. Speaking of which, it’s also
one of the few places in Oxford where you can still get a decent pint of proper
English beer.”


“I’m surprised they even sell it,”
said Josh. “Doesn’t everyone drink lager these days?”


“You’d be surprised,” said Peter.
“This isn’t one of your new robot bars down Park End Street. Look around you.”


Glancing around the room, Charlie
and Josh had to concede he was right. The pub was full of literary-looking
types, the majority supping pints of traditional ale, and the bar was manned by
a real barman, not a robot. There was something quite refreshing about being in
such a place.


“I went in one of those robot
clubs last week,” said Josh. “It was one of the younger fellow’s leaving do and
he insisted. There’s something pretty weird about watching those robogirls
gyrating about on poles, knowing they aren’t real women. They are getting so
realistic now you can hardly tell the difference.”


“If I went somewhere like that,
Kaylee would kill me,” said Charlie. “Not just because of me going there in the
first place, but she’s totally against these robots being used as sex objects.
Apparently one of her colleagues got caught shagging one of the cleaning bots
in a stationery cupboard at work a couple of weeks ago. He was sacked for gross
indecency.”


“What about the robot?” asked
Josh, “Did they sack that, too?”


“It was just doing as it had been
told,” replied Charlie. “Apparently this bloke had found a way around its
firewall to get at the adult options.”


“It’s a sign of the times,” said
Peter. “Like you say, they are barely distinguishable from humans, so it’s
bound to happen. The way things are going, I think it’s inevitable these robots
are going to take over the world eventually.”


“You mean rise up, kill all the
humans and take over society?” asked Charlie. “Bit of a cliché, isn’t it?
People have been predicting that since Asimov’s time.”


“Nothing so dramatic,” said Peter.
“But you can’t deny what’s happening all around us. These robots already have
the equivalent processing power of a human brain. Within the next twenty years,
they say we will have the capacity to upload our entire brains into one of
their bodies, memories, consciousness and emotions, everything that makes us
human. Can you imagine the implications of that?”


“I can see the advantages,” said
Charlie. “No more aging, no more illness. We’ll be able to live forever. It
can’t come soon enough for me, I can tell you. I’ve been having terrible
trouble with my back lately. Really playing up it has been.”


“You’re starting to sound
middle-aged, Charlie,” said Josh.


“I am middle-aged,” he replied.
“And I’m well and truly starting to feel it.”


“You won’t have any of those
problems when we are all robots,” said Peter. “Anything that goes wrong can be
fixed just as easily as taking a car to a garage.”


“What about the finer things in
life, though?” asked Charlie. “You know how much I love my food and drink. I
can’t say I’ll relish being a robot. Plugging into a socket to charge myself up
is no substitute for a nice drop of claret and a bit of Camembert.”


“True, but it’s better than being
dead,” said Peter. “Anyway, enough of this idle chit-chat. I want to hear what
Josh has got to tell us on the time travel front.”


“It’s pretty exciting stuff,
actually,” said Josh, enthusiastically. “I’ve made a major breakthrough in the
time bubble research and I’m ready to embark on my boldest adventure yet.”


“Past or future?” asked Charlie.


“Not necessarily either,” replied
Josh – “Same time – same place – different universe!”


“So you’ve finally cracked it,
then?” said Peter. “You’ve figured out how to traverse the multiverse?”


“Indeed, I have,” remarked Josh.
“Travelling through the time bubbles definitely creates alternative realities,
as we always believed. Recently I’ve found a way of recording each universe’s
signature each time I travel through time.”


“That must have taken some
figuring out,” replied Peter. “How did you do it?”


“It’s quite simple really. I just
adapted some of the technology they’ve been using on that amazing new space
telescope the Australians have created.”


“The one that can view the entire
universe?” asked Charlie. “I was reading about it in the e-paper the other day.
It’s not even been launched yet, has it?”


“No, but Alice did some work on
the design, so she’s been involved with the trial runs. You wouldn’t believe
the things this can do. It makes the Large Hadron Collider look like a
penny-farthing.”


“Such is the ever-developing
nature of technology,” remarked Peter.


“Which is fortunate for me,”
replied Josh. “To sum it up, without going into a lot of technical mumbo-jumbo
about cosmic microwave background radiation, it is now possible to measure not
only the exact age of the universe, but also the exact number of atoms in it.”


“That’s incredible,” replied
Charlie.


“Isn’t it just?” replied Josh.
“I’ve been able to incorporate the same technology into the tachyometer. I can
now take these measurements myself, at will, just from the device. Don’t ask me
how, just accept that I’m amazing and let’s move on.”


“Of course,” said Charlie. “Show
off to your heart’s content. Why change the habit of a lifetime?”


“Thank you,” said Josh. “So,
recently I’ve started taking measurements of the exact size of the universe
each time I’ve time-travelled and discovered something rather interesting. It
seems that each time I travel in time, I’m changing the size of the universe.”


“How come?” said Peter, eager to
hear more.


“It seems that every time I time
travel, the number of atoms in the universe changes ever so slightly. The
differences are microscopic on a universal scale, but they are there,
nonetheless. Firstly, I noticed that each time I travelled into the past the universe
appeared to be slightly larger than it should have been. I soon worked out
why.”


“Was it because there were now two
of you in it?” asked Charlie.


“Got it in one,” said Josh. “Every
time I travelled into the past, I was taking an additional version of myself
back into time, increasing the size of atoms in that universe by the amount
that constitutes me, my clothes and anything I took with me.”


“Yeah, that makes sense,” said
Peter. “It’s pretty obvious when you think about it.”


“What initially didn’t make sense
was the difference in the size of the universe that I returned to,” continued
Josh. “These differences were much smaller, but they were definitely there. Now
why do you think that might be?”


The blank faces on Peter and
Charlie pleased Josh. They clearly couldn’t figure this one out, which meant he
would get the satisfaction of telling them.


“Allow me to explain,” said Josh.
“Quite simply, I wasn’t the same size when I returned as when I left. We’re all
gaining and shedding atoms constantly. If I ate anything when I was there, then
those atoms came back to our universe. And, without being unduly crude, if I
went to the toilet, I left those atoms behind.”


“Speaking of which, this beer’s
going right through me,” said Peter. “The old bladder’s not what it was. I’m
afraid. Since I haven’t upgraded to a super-efficient cybernetic waste disposal
system yet, I’m in urgent need of losing some atoms on my own. I’ll be back in
a minute.”


“That’ll give Josh a chance to get
another round in,” said Charlie.


Once they were all back at the
table, Peter was impatient to hear what Josh’s plans were.


“So, all this theory is great, but
let’s cut to the chase. What are you going to do with your latest findings?”


“Quite a lot, as it happens,”
replied Josh. “I’ve adapted the tachyometer to use this information to allow me
to travel not only in time, but also between the universes. I even know roughly
how many universes there are.”


“How many?” asked Charlie.


“Millions upon millions,” replied
Josh. “And the number seems to be increasing exponentially.”


“So, that’s more than you can
possibly have created yourself, then?” asked Charlie.


“Well, me personally, yes, but
what about all the other Joshes in all the other universes? What if lots of
them are doing the same as me? It’s perfectly possible. I’ve already travelled
to two other universes, and they were remarkably similar to this one. I met two
other versions of myself there, both of whom were conducting similar
experiments.”


“And that’s assuming you are the
only person who had worked out how to do this,” added Peter. “Are you aware of
any other time travel experiments going on anywhere in the world?”


“I’ve heard whispers the
Australians are trying to develop something,” said Josh, “but nothing more than
that.”


“Because this is pretty powerful
stuff,” continued Peter. “If someone else got hold of this technology, they
might not just want to use it for research, like you are. In the wrong hands,
there could be catastrophic consequences from changing things in the past or in
other universes.”


“But not for us,” said Josh.
“Remember, every trip into the past creates a different universe. You are quite
safe here in yours – what has happened here won’t change. What I want to do now
is find out what some of those other universes are like, and there is only one
way to do that.”


“You’re off to explore some of
these other worlds, then?” asked Charlie.


“That’s the plan,” replied Josh.


“Isn’t this a little bit dangerous
for you?” asked Peter. “What if something went wrong with the tachyometer and
you couldn’t find your way back?”


“I’ve thought of that,” said Josh.
“That’s why I’ve created three of them. Alice is going to track where I go
using one of the other tachyometers. If I don’t come back, she can come after
me using hers and bring me a spare. Failing that, I’ll find my other self in
the other universe and get him to help me get back.”


“Assuming he knows what you are
talking about,” said Charlie. “You can’t guarantee he will have developed the
same technology as you.”


“That is a potential problem,”
conceded Josh. “Look, I’m not naïve enough to not realise there are risks
involved. Future Josh hinted there would be danger at Mario’s, remember? But he
made it back OK, didn’t he? If scientists throughout history hadn’t taken
risks, the human race would still be living in the Dark Ages.”


“It could be riskier than you
think,” added Peter. “What if you emerged in a world so different to ours that
you couldn’t survive in it? Say, a world where the dinosaurs never died out and
super-intelligent reptiles might kill you and eat you?”


“I hardly think that’s a
possibility,” said Josh. “How could I have made that happen? I haven’t been
further back in time than 1974.”


“Maybe you haven’t, but someone
else might have,” replied Peter.


“Well, that’s just a chance I’ll
have to take,” said Josh. “I did say it was going to be an adventure. Wouldn’t
you take it, given the chance?”


“I’m not as adventurous as you,”
said Charlie. “I like my home comforts too much, but I guess if you could
guarantee it was safe, I wouldn’t say no to the chance of seeing some of those
other worlds.”


“Same here,” said Peter. “It’s
only fair after all the time we’ve spent helping you over the years.”


“Fair enough,” said Josh. “But
before I open my new multiverse tourism agency to you two, let me take a few
trips first, just to be sure.”


“Don’t worry, that was our
intention – right, Charlie?”


“Absolutely,” replied Charlie. “He
can be the guinea pig.”


“Good, well, that’s all settled,
then,” said Josh. “Now then, whose round is it?”











Chapter
Seven


July 2055


In the month following that
evening in the pub, Josh began shifting sideways into other universes on a
daily basis.


Just as on his previous forays
through time, he kept a meticulous record of every journey, noting changes in
the different universes as he went in a handwritten notebook. Although the
tachyometer recorded all the technical details of each trip, he still wanted to
keep a written record, just in case anything should go wrong.


In theory, the tachyometer ought
to function wherever he should find himself, even if he ended up somewhere with
no electricity. It drew its power from the kinetic energy of the rotation of
the planet so it wasn’t as if he would have to plug it into a charger. But he
knew he couldn’t become too complacent. Every time he jumped, he knew there was
an element of risk.


So far, he had not encountered any
problems. Each time he shifted into another universe, he was successfully able
to return to his own, which he had named Earth One. He was easily able to
navigate his way home using his universe’s signature. As he had described to
Peter and Charlie, this was based on its age and number of atoms at his time of
departure, allowing for his own body mass. This measure was as clear an
identifier of a universe as DNA was to an individual human being.


He could also use the tachyometer
to scan for the signature of different universes and analyse them, even without
visiting them. As he continued to take measurements he began to be able to do
all sorts of clever things with the information. He soon worked out how long
the duplicate universes had been in existence. It seemed some had been around
for only days, other for years, and some for centuries.


If all of these really had been
created by him, then it posed some interesting questions. The furthest he
personally had travelled back in time was 1974, yet there were universes that
were thousands of years old. If he had created them, he either hadn’t done it
yet, or they had been created by somebody else – possibly another Josh.


The idea of exploring further back
in history fascinated him, but mindful of the increasing significance of
changes made far back in time, he had held off, so far. It was a project for
the future when he had more experience with what he was doing.


All of the universes he had
visited so far were pretty similar to his own. He hadn’t found any radical
differences, even in one he visited that was millions of years old. He hadn’t
found anything like dinosaurs still roaming the Earth or that the whole planet
had been taken over by aliens.


The latter would have been
unlikely in any event. There was nothing he could envisage doing in the distant
past that would somehow entice an alien invasion from a distant galaxy.
Whatever changes he made to the universe were seemingly confined to events on
Earth.


The first universe he investigated
in detail was one that had apparently been in existence for only a couple of
years. He couldn’t find any differences at all in this universe from the one he
was currently living in. When he arrived there, another Alice was in the lab
waiting for him, while apparently his counterpart from that universe had just
left on exactly the same experiment.


Josh assumed the lack of changes
must mean that it was a universe that he had created during one of his early
experiments, such as going back a few minutes making little changes like
swapping flavours of packets of crisps. These were hardly things that were
going to affect the future destiny of the world.


After a few similarly uninspiring
jaunts, he turned his attention to the matters that had begun all of this in
the first place, namely Lauren and Alice’s dreams.


Identifying a universe that had
come into being on Halloween 2029, the date of Lauren’s death, Josh stepped
sideways into that time to find out if everything they had theorised about it
was true.


When he arrived in the lab, there
was another Josh and Alice already there. They didn’t seem particularly
surprised to see him – this sort of thing was happening a lot, but when he
explained he was from another universe, he soon got their attention.


It seemed that in this timeline,
this Alice and Josh had concentrated their efforts purely on time travel, and
had not even considered the possibility of travelling between universes. That
was the first difference. Over the next hour, the three of them sat, drank
coffee, and discussed in detail the different paths that events had followed in
their respective worlds.


It turned out that this was indeed
a world where Dan had killed Lauren back in 2029. Josh listened, fascinated, as
his counterpart described how their timeline had deviated from his own since
that time.


He and Alice described how they
had dealt with the problem of what to do with the time bubble when Peter
emerged in 2041. In their universe, Dan had wriggled out of taking the blame
for killing Lauren, even though the team all knew he had done it. To punish
him, they had hatched a plot to lure him into the time bubble and send him
twenty-two years into the future.


In their world, after they had got
rid of Dan, Josh and Alice had continued their time travel experiments, but
with Lauren dead, the subject of her strange dreams was never brought up. Josh
never developed an interest in the multiverse and concentrated his research on
time travel alone. He finally unveiled his version of the tachyometer to the
rest of the team during a barbecue at Charlie and Kaylee’s house in 2049.


After that, the Josh of their
universe had begun his travels back into time, unaware that he was creating
alternate timelines as he went. Later, after Dan emerged from the time bubble
he had eventually figured out what Josh was doing. He had then attacked him and
stole the means to travel back into time in an attempt to return to his own
past. Ultimately this had culminated in him returning to the scene of Lauren’s
demise, saving her, but causing his younger self’s death in the process. This
was the timeline in which this Josh and the others currently resided.


Lauren’s survival was what Josh
would consider a seismic change, one that he classified as a nine on his
Gardner scale. There were all sorts of implications. Lauren hadn’t had children
in his world, but what if she had? Children would be born into the world that
weren’t born before.


The effect of that on the
long-term timeline was potentially huge after a few generations of breeding
from stock that simply didn’t exist in this world. It wasn’t difficult to see
where the William the Conqueror theory had come from. It may not have happened
in this universe, but presumably it would in the other universe Alice had
dreamt about. There she had had children by another man.


Despite the changes in the
timelines, there were still fixed points that were common to both universes.
One was that meal at Mario’s in 2040. Another was the barbecue in 2049, which
both Joshes remembered. There were differences between what happened at the
barbecue, though. The most obvious was that Lauren was present at one but not
the other. The other major change regarded the nature of the demonstration Josh
gave.


In the universe where Lauren was
alive, as well as demonstrating the time travel capabilities of the device,
Josh also revealed that he was close to understanding the nature of the
alternate universes and how to travel between them.


When Josh and his counterpart
compared tachyometers, it was quickly clear that Josh’s, capable of shifting
between universes, was a lot more advanced than his other self’s. Eager to
learn its secrets, his counterpart pestered Josh for more information.


This became a little uncomfortable
for Josh, who at one point thought the other Josh was going to try and take it
off him, so persistent were his attempts to let him examine it. He found this
quite unsettling. Could he trust his other selves to all have the same
personality and values as his own? Up until now, he had assumed that their
behaviour would be consistent with his own, but could he always be certain of
that?


What if he met a Josh who had
suffered a bad life, nothing like his own? Would he be angry, bitter, and
resentful? He tried to imagine what he would do in such a circumstance. Would
he be capable of stealing his counterpart’s life, by seizing the tachyometer
and using it to escape his miserable existence? What if he met a Josh who had
had a completely different upbringing in a hostile world? What would come to
the fore, his nature or nurture?


So far he hadn’t met anyone like
that, but the more he travelled, the more universes he wanted to see. It was a
seriously addictive pastime and soon the trips began to take over his whole
life. He was away more than he was at home. As soon as he got back from one
trip he was itching to go off on the next.


This didn’t go unnoticed by Alice,
who confronted him over it one day in the lab, as he was eagerly explaining to
her about plans for his next trip.


“I’ve been analysing all the stats
I’ve got on the various universes I’ve been to,” he said, “and I’ve discovered
something really interesting.”


“What’s that?” said Alice, barely
attempting to feign interest. Once as excited as he was by all their work, she
was feeling increasingly jaded at whiling away her life listening to Josh’s
sole topic of conversation.


He didn’t notice the obvious
boredom in her voice, but then he rarely did. He was so fond of talking nineteen
to the dozen about his favourite subject that he was usually oblivious to her
reaction. She had become a sounding board, someone to nod and ask questions in
the right places. It gave him time to breathe during his many lengthy
monologues.


Pausing only to take a sip from
the glass water bottle in his right hand, he eagerly launched into telling her
about his latest discovery.


“It’s more than interesting,
fascinating in fact. I’ve spotted something really unusual that seems to have
taken place in the past, causing multiple universes to be created from a single
point in space and time. Allow me to elaborate.”


He loved nothing better than a
demonstration, an analogy, or a combination of the two. Draining the last of
the water from his glass bottle, he held it out in front of him and dropped it
on the solid, wooden floor of the lab. Instantly it shattered, with a crashing
sound that sent tiny shards of glass in every direction.


“What did you do that for?” said
Alice, annoyed.


“It was all part of the
presentation. Susie, can you clean that up please?”


The robot cat that sat in the
corner of their lab and doubled as a cleaner meowed electronically in
acknowledgement. Gliding swiftly and silently across the floor, it began
scooping up the larger pieces of glass with its metallic tongue.


“Good girl,” said Josh, before
continuing. “Now, at the precise moment when that bottle hit the floor, it
split into thousands of tiny fragments, spreading outwards in a shock wave from
the centre. Now what if something similar could happen with the universe?”


“What would you suggest dropping
it on?” asked Alice slightly sarcastically.


“That was just an analogy,”
replied Josh. “To illustrate that I’ve identified a single point in space/time
where a similar sort of effect seems to have taken place, creating multiple
universes. And what’s even more interesting is that about half of them seem to
exist not only at the point of creation, but also solely in the past – almost
as if they are stretching backwards in time from that point, not forwards.”


“And you want to find out how this
happened, I suppose?” asked Alice.


“Of course,” he replied,
enthusiastically. “That’s the whole point of a mystery. It’s there to be
solved.”


A whirring sound began, akin to
that of an automatic hand dryer, as Susie sucked in the remaining shards of
glass using her futuristic hoovering skills. A few seconds later there was a
ping sound and a hatch opened on the robot cat’s back.


“Clean up complete,” announced
Susie in a feline voice. “Bottle reconstituted containing 99.89% of the
original material.”


The reassembled bottle, looking as
good as new, emerged from the hatch on Susie’s back. Recycling had come a long
way by 2055 and this was just another piece of technological wizardry that was
commonplace in these times.


“Thank you, Susie,” remarked Josh,
and the cat purred its acknowledgement.


“Look, Josh,” said Alice. “I know
how much you enjoy all this, but seriously, don’t you think it’s about time we
started to take a back seat from it? We’re in our fifties, for goodness’ sake.
We’ve been doing this now for three decades, and I, for one, could do with a
break.”


“But there’s so much still to
discover, and so many more worlds to explore,” protested Josh.


“That’s as may be,” replied Alice,
“but quite frankly, I’d like to spend a little more time exploring this one and
in this time. Can’t we knock all this on the head for a bit and go off on a
long holiday somewhere? Maybe even travel around the world? I want to do it
now, before we get too old.”


“There’s no need to worry about
getting old anymore,” said Josh. “Not with the technology we’ve got now. I’m
planning on living another hundred years at least. Possibly forever, if the
technology to upload brains arrives in time.”


He wasn’t exaggerating. The
average lifespan was already well over a hundred, and Buckingham Palace had
recently had to employ extra staff to keep up with sending out all the cards.
People were replacing their worn-out parts as easily as they changed spark
plugs in a car. Nearly every vital organ could be replaced by organically grown
replacements, incredibly advanced manufactured replicas, or hybrids of the two.


Only the brain could not be
directly replaced, but the trials Josh was referring to about uploading a whole
brain into a computer or robot body were at an advanced stage. Such were the
incredible complexities of the body’s most vital organ there were still many
hurdles to overcome, but the human race was rapidly reaching the point where
immortality was becoming possible.


“Really?” asked Alice. “I’m not
sure I want to live forever if it means sitting in this lab for all eternity
tinkering with time travel. In fact, I’m not sure that everyone living forever
is a great idea in any case. We’ve got ten billion people on the planet
already. How are we going to feed them all?”


“People have been saying the world
is overpopulated for over a century, but we’re managing alright, aren’t we?”
said Josh. “There are a lot less starving people in the world than when I was a
kid. I used to read dystopian sci-fi books when I was growing up which painted
gloomy pictures of a futuristic world at war, fighting over basic resources
like water. None of that has come true. Look at the advances we’ve made! You’ve
only got to look at the Sahara Desert to see that.”


He was talking about the advanced
terraforming techniques that were transforming places like the Sahara into
lush, tropical paradises. They produced not only incredibly high yields of
genetically modified crops, designed specifically for those environments, but new
places to live, too. The Africa of starving millions that popstars had once
banded together to raise money for was a distant memory.


“There’s only so much room,” said
Alice. “We’re bound to run out of space eventually. It’s not just the people,
it’s the robots, too: there will be as many of them as there are of us at the
rate we’re going.”


“Why should we run out of space?”
asked Josh. “Don’t forget about Mars, there are over a million people there
already and that’s just the beginning. Why can’t we spread out across the
galaxy? There’s room for all.”


“It takes weeks to get to Mars:
how are we going to travel to other stars?” asked Alice.


“The technology will come,”
replied Josh. “It always does. There are no limits to what we can achieve.”


There was no point arguing with
him, decided Alice. He always had an answer for everything. But she refused to
be outmanoeuvred.


“Grr, you always do this,” she
protested.


“Do what?” he asked.


“You try and side-track me with
all your clever arguments. I don’t care whether we are going to live forever or
not, I want a break from all of this. Like I said before, I want a holiday and
a long one – six months at least and preferably a year. It’s not like we can’t
afford it with the money Oxford have been paying us all these years. It’s about
time we enjoyed spending some of it. We’ve no kids and no responsibilities.
What’s to stop us?”


She had his full attention now
that Josh could see she was serious.


“How soon were you thinking of us
going on this trip?” he asked. He wasn’t feeling happy about this at all and it
showed in his voice. Anything that took him away from his precious adventures
with the tachyometer was to be avoided.


“As soon as possible,” said Alice.
She decided to grab the bull by the horns. “In fact, how does next week grab
you?”


“I can’t go next week,” said Josh,
aghast at the thought of being dragged away from his work so soon.


“Why not?” she persisted, “It’s
the end of the academic year and we are both due a sabbatical. There’s
absolutely no reason we can’t go, other than your addiction to that thing.” She
gestured towards the tachyometer, which lay on the desk.


“But…” began Josh.


“There are no buts,” said Alice
firmly. “I’ve already made my mind up. I’m going, whether you join me or not.
Now you need to make a decision: what’s more important, me, or this? If it’s
the latter, then you had better stay here. But don’t be under any illusions. If
you let me go alone I can’t guarantee I’ll come back.”


Shocked at her ultimatum, Josh
realised he was going to have to come to a compromise. Maybe she was right. He
knew how obsessive he had become. Perhaps he ought to have some time away from
this. And there was nothing to stop him taking the tachyometer along with him.
Maybe they could both take one and then if they did travel the world, he could
suggest exploring the history of some of places they would visit, first-hand.


“OK,” he conceded. “I’ll go. But
before I do, I want to go back to that point in time I told you about earlier,
where the universe seemed to splinter. I’ve established the exact time and
date, and I want to find out what happened there on that day to cause it. Allow
me to do that at least. Then we can go.”


“I guess that’s fair enough,” she
conceded. “When were you planning to go?”


“Well, there’s no time like the
present, is there?” said Josh. “Or do I mean the past?”


Alice groaned and rolled her eyes.
“Do you know, that’s about the hundredth time you’ve made that joke? It’s
getting really boring now.”


Slightly hurt, Josh replied,
saying, “Wow, you really do need a break from this, don’t you?”


“Just a tad: did I make it that
obvious?”


There was no denying it, he was
going to have to take a back seat from this for a while and dedicate some time
to her. At least he had the compromise of one last adventure to look forward to
first. He had better make the most of it.


“Lame jokes aside, I’m ready to
leave right now,” he said.


“I thought you might be,” she
said. “You wouldn’t have worn your retro outfit today if you weren’t planning
on jaunting off to the past.”


He was wearing a classic VANS
T-shirt, of a design that had endured for decades. It was his favourite item of
time-travelling gear because he could wear it to virtually any date in the past
century without looking out of place. His outfit was completed by a pair of
jeans, again an item immune to changes in fashion, and a classic pair of Dunlop
trainers. He had learned from a couple of scrapes in his earlier time travels
that it was always useful to have a decent pair of running shoes just in case.


“I just need to put my coat on,”
he added, taking down a thick parka jacket from the hatstand next to the lab
door. He would look odd if he went outside currently wearing this, as it was
completely at odds with the heatwave which Oxford was currently basking in.


“I take it the weather’s not so
nice where you are going, then?” she enquired.


“Alas not,” he said. “Destination:
January 2025. It’s going to be absolutely freezing.”


“Money?” she enquired.


“All sorted,” he said, reaching
into the pocket of the parka and pulling out a wallet. He opened it to show her
a thick wad of polymer notes, with the image of Queen Elizabeth II on the
front.


“I’m an old hand at this now,” he
boasted. “I’ve got all the bases covered.”


“I’m glad to hear it,” she said.
There had been a number of mishaps involving currency and clothing during his
early trips through time, but he had learned from those experiences.


“There is one thing that does
worry me,” she added. “This business you’ve described about universes
fragmenting. What if you get caught up in the middle of it? What if you are
inside that bottle when it breaks? I doubt whether there is going to be some
cosmic version of Susie out there ready to scrape you up and put you back
together. And assuming you even survive, you could end up anywhere.”


“Relax,” said Josh. “I’ll be fine.
As long as I’ve got the tachyometer then I can make my way back. And you’ve got
the spare here. If I don’t come back, come and rescue me.”


“What, and risk getting shattered
in the exploding bottle, too?” she said. “No thanks.”


“I’ll show you exactly where I’m
going and when. I’ll arrive before the event takes place. If it all goes wrong
and I don’t come back, all you need to do is get there early and warn me.
Screen on.”


At these words, one whole wall of
the lab lit up with a map of Oxford on it. To the east of the city was a large
red cross.


“X marks the spot,” he said.


She looked closely at the map.
“That’s the John Radcliffe, isn’t it?”


“Got it in one,” he said. “To be
precise, it’s somewhere on level 6, close to where the men’s ward used to be.”


“I still think this whole
expedition sounds dangerous, almost as if you’re putting yourself into the path
of an F5 tornado,” she said. “Do you really have to go there?”


“I have to find out what happened
on that day,” he insisted. “It’s a pivotal point between the universes. I’ll
never be able to relax if I don’t get to the bottom of it.”


Alice knew there was no way to
dissuade him: there never was when he got like this.


“Go on then,” she said. “But this
has to be the last time, for a long time. We’re taking a year off after this,
and that’s final.”


“You’re the boss,” he said,
already scheming ways to get around it. Yes, she wanted a year off, but he
didn’t have to come straight back after his trip to the hospital, did he? He
could go off exploring other universes for a few weeks and come back at his
leisure.


Maybe he could get the travelling
bug out of his system if he gorged on it for a bit. As long as he made sure he
returned to the lab a few minutes after he had left, she would be none the
wiser.


“And you still want me to come and
look for you if you get lost?” she asked.


“Yes,” said Josh, handing her one
of the spare tachyometers. “Use this one to get there. I’ve set it for five
minutes before I arrive. It will set you down outside in the hospital gardens,
hopefully unseen as it will be night-time. Then just wait for me to appear. And
don’t forget to wear some warm clothes.”


He handed her a sheet of paper
with the precise details of the location of the X on the map. Then handing her
the third tachyometer, he added, “And bring this one along, too, so we can both
get back just in case anything’s amiss with mine and that’s why I haven’t
returned.”


“How long do you want me to wait
before I come to look for you?” she asked.


“If I’m not back here by this time
tomorrow, then something’s gone wrong,” he said. “Not that it will,” he added.
“I’m an old hand at this now. What could possibly go wrong?”


As always he was confident – too
confident perhaps. In a few hours’ time he may have cause to regret these
hastily spoken words.











Chapter
Eight


January 2025


He materialised late at night in
the gardens of the hospital, just as planned.


Acclimatised as he was to July
temperatures, the cold January air was more of a shock to his system than he
had expected. There was a strong breeze and even with the thick coat he was
wearing, he felt the cold air slicing into him. Shivering, he pulled the hood
of the parka over his head.


Of Alice, there was no sign. He
had hoped that would be the case. If she hadn’t come after him, then it was
reasonable to assume nothing could have gone wrong. He thought she had been
worrying over nothing. Before she knew it, he would be back in the lab, safe
and sound, barely minutes after he had left.


It might be minutes for her, but
from his perspective, it wouldn’t be for a good few weeks. After he was
finished investigating what had occurred here, he planned to go off exploring
at his leisure. If Alice was going to force him to go on this sabbatical, then
he was damned sure he was going to make the most of this trip while he could.


He was well prepared for an
extended stay in the past. He had over two thousand pounds in currency on him,
in the twenty-pound notes appropriate to the time. These were simple to forge
with 2055 technology. No one had ever questioned their authenticity on his
previous trips back to this time period. Technically it was a crime, but not
one he was going to lose any sleep over.


Two grand was more than enough to
keep him going for a couple of weeks. And if he needed more, it wouldn’t be a
problem getting hold of some. Defrauding cashpoints was another little
application he had built into the tachyometer. Their security was primitive by
the standards of Josh’s time. He didn’t feel any qualms about obtaining money
in this way, either. As far as he was concerned, rich banks who could pay their
bosses multimillion pound salaries could afford to finance him on his trips.


The only downside to these
cashpoint raids was that he needed to make himself pretty scarce afterwards,
knowing his actions would be captured on the local CCTV. Being thrown in prison
minus the tachyometer was not something he aspired to.


For that reason, he kept cashpoint
scamming to a minimum and utilised a few other dishonest practices he had
developed during his previous time travels. Dining out at Oxford’s finest
restaurants wasn’t cheap – unless you had a tachyometer of course. Josh wasn’t
averse to enjoying the best of the menu and the wine list, before excusing
himself to the nip to the gents. At this point he would conveniently vanish
from the scene. Again, it was stealing, but he considered it justified in the
interests of “research”.


Standing outside the hospital, he
was filled with ever greater confidence due to Alice’s non-appearance. Eager to
get out of the cold, he began to make his way towards the brightly lit hospital
entrance at the far end of the garden. It was very quiet and there didn’t seem
to be anyone around at all, but that was hardly surprising considering it was 2am
in the middle of winter.


Whatever was going to happen up on
level 6 was going to happen at around 3am by his calculations. He had plenty of
time to get to where he was going. He had allowed himself plenty of time and
had even remembered to take into account the time differences between summer
and winter, for once.


It was just as well that he had
given himself an hour to spare because the hospital had been completely
redesigned and refurbished in the intervening thirty years. Although the
original building still stood in 2055, the interior had changed beyond
recognition.


This was also something he had
prepared for. He had gone to look around the modern version a few days before,
then compared it to an old floor plan of the earlier design he had found on the
internet. Familiarising himself with the older arrangement, he knew he had
quite a trek to get to where he was going, but that wasn’t an issue. It would
give him time to relax and get a feel for the place. If he did get lost, he had
a copy of the map in his backpack that he could refer to.


The twin automatic glass doors in
front of him slid open smoothly as he approached. Before he entered, he tucked
the tachyometer safely away into his backpack. This was standard procedure when
time-travelling. The last thing he wanted to do was attract attention that
might risk having it stolen. Once that was done, he breezed confidently in
through the doors, which swished closed again behind him.


As his map had suggested, he found
himself in a brightly lit reception area. Unsurprisingly, there were few people
around; a young man slumped in a chair asleep, and a concerned-looking older
couple sitting opposite him, talking in low voices.


There were also a couple of
beefy-looking security guards behind the desk, chatting away. They didn’t even
acknowledge his presence as he walked past them. The very nature of hospitals
meant that there would always be people wandering around at all times of day
and night. As far as they were concerned, he was probably just another worried
relative of someone who was sick or dying.


It was a sobering thought, but one
which provided a useful cover, nonetheless. If they weren’t going to question
his presence, hopefully no one else would.


Apart from the odd nurse he saw
hardly anyone as he walked along the lengthy corridor that led to the lifts. It
seemed to take forever to get there, but eventually he found himself alone in
the lift, heading for level 6.


Leaving the lift, he made his way
along more deserted corridors. With no one around, he was able to take his
time, glancing into the doors of some of the rooms that he passed.


Looking through one, he discovered
an unlocked cloakroom where he was able to acquire a white coat. He had been
hoping he might find one as he wanted to try out a trick he had seen done in a
couple of old television shows.


Whenever characters were up to no
good in hospitals, they always donned themselves a white coat as a cover. Then
everyone they met assumed they were a doctor. Would this work in real life or
was it just a TV trope? Now was as good a time as any to find out.


Doctors didn’t wear white coats
anymore in his time, and he wasn’t even sure that they still did in 2025. He
certainly couldn’t recall seeing any on his rare hospital visits in his youth.
Still, the coat was here and hung up on the peg for a reason so it must belong
to someone.


Leaving the cloakroom and walking
along the narrow corridor in his white coat, he felt a sense of importance, as
if he really was a doctor. Gaining confidence all the time, he felt comfortable
enough to take out the tachyometer to help guide him to exactly where he needed
to be.


Yet another enhancement he had
given it was the ability to work with the primitive GPS positioning system of
this time period. The map had already given him a rough idea of where he needed
to be, but the tachyometer would pinpoint the place.


Turning a corner into a wider,
more open area, he slowed his pace. According to the tachyometer, he was now
less than thirty metres from his destination. In this area there were open
wards to either side of him. As he passed them, he briefly glanced inside.
There were beds inside, and at least one nurse in each ward, but none of them
saw him.


At the far end of the room were
two doors which Josh knew from his study of the hospital map to be private
rooms. According to the tachyometer, it was in one of these rooms that the
event, whatever it was, was about to take place.


As he walked towards the doors,
one of them opened and a couple emerged, a young, blonde woman and a smartly
dressed man in a suit. The man put his arm around the woman, clearly in need of
comfort and they started walking directly towards him. Josh could see from the
tachyometer that the room they had just left was the one where he needed to be.


The woman looked up at him briefly
as they passed and Josh could see from the puffy, red state of the skin around
her eyes that she had been crying. He had the feeling he knew her from
somewhere, or at least seen her before, but couldn’t place her. She certainly
didn’t show any signs of recognising him, not giving either him or the
tachyometer a second glance.


Josh took this to mean that his
involuntary disguise had been successful and she had assumed the tachyometer to
be some piece of medical equipment.


Self-centred as he so often was,
he hadn’t considered the more likely possibility that she was too consumed by
grief to care. Either way, it didn’t matter to Josh. If they were leaving, that
was all well and good. It would hopefully leave the way to his destination
clear.


Pausing for a moment while he
waited for the couple to disappear out of sight, he made a show of examining an
old-fashioned noticeboard on the wall, to the right of the doors. It was full
of the usual sort of stuff people posted on such boards. Feigning interest, he
saw that there were rooms for rent, ads for Zumba classes and a flyer for the
local panto starring someone Josh had never heard of called Timmy Mallett.


Taking a surreptitious glance
behind him, he saw the couple retreating into the distance. They were not
showing any signs of looking or coming back. As soon as they turned the corner
at the end of the corridor, he seized his chance.


Moving quickly to the door of the
room, he grasped the handle and opened it, wondering what he would find inside.
What was there didn’t come as any great surprise, considering the girl’s tears.
There was a body on the bed, with a sheet drawn over the face. This person,
whoever he or she was, had clearly recently died.


It could only be about five
minutes until the event he had come to witness occurred. What could possibly be
going to happen here that would shatter this universe, creating so many
duplicates? Everything seemed so normal – a quiet room, a dead body on a bed?
It was hardly some pivotal point in the time-space continuum. But then what had
he expected to see?


He had a brief look around the
room. There wasn’t anything that looked out of place for a hospital room. The
walls were pale and in need of a lick of paint. The bed was on the right-hand
side of the room, with a small bedside table alongside.


Upon the table was a glass vase
full of fresh, red roses and a small clock with a black LCD display against a
grey background. The lighting in the room was low, but he could just make out
that the clock read 2.56am.


There was tinsel draped across the
window frame and a cheap-looking, plastic Christmas tree in the far left corner
of the room. A large, gold star was perched slightly lopsided on top. It was
all incredibly normal.


Then Josh looked at the chart on
the end of the bed, providing him with a major clue. He discovered that the
recently deceased patient’s name was Thomas Scott. It was a name that had been
ingrained on his mind for many, many years.


Josh had encountered Thomas Scott
in his youth, long before he had started experimenting with time travel. That
meeting, in addition to the time bubble adventures, had been a major source of
inspiration that had set Josh on the lifelong quest that had brought him here
right now.


The circumstances in which he had
met Scott had been highly unusual. Josh, a young man in his early twenties at
the time, had been on a family outing to Cheltenham Races in December 2021. On
that landmark day, Scott had approached him and claimed he could see into the
future. When Josh had been sceptical, Scott had gone on to correctly predict
the result of every horse race that afternoon.


Josh’s father had dismissed him as
a conman, but Josh knew that was unlikely. No conman could have pulled off such
a remarkable feat and if they were that good at predicting results, why would
they even need to?


Scott had gone on to explain that
he was living his life backwards through time. He said to Josh that if he ever
discovered the secret of time travel, that he should come and meet him at a
particular time and place in Oxford during the summer of 1990. Josh had duly
obliged, making it one of the first trips he made once he had developed a fully
working tachyometer. He was amazed when he found Scott there, just as he had
claimed he would be.


The mystery of how or why Scott’s
backwards life had happened had never been resolved, but surely the fact that
his fresh corpse was here now at this precipitous moment had to have something
to do with it.


Josh was shaken out of any further
rumination by the door opening and a nurse coming in. She took one look at him
and immediately challenged him.


“Who are you?” she demanded in a
strong Liverpool accent. “What are you doing in here?”


Josh looked up at the nurse,
caught flat-footed by her sudden arrival and needing to come up with an answer
quickly. She was pretty and blonde, and looked to be around her mid-thirties.
Clutching at straws, he looked to her chest for a name tag, clocking not only
that her name was Amy, but also that she had been blessed with extremely ample
breasts. Unfortunately his eyes lingered on her chest just a little too long.


“I’m Doctor Gardner,” he bluffed,
putting on the sort of cut-glass accent favoured by English actors playing
upper-crust roles in stage shows and American films. Attempting to pour on the
charm, he added, “I’m a specialist, visiting from Harley Street. I’m delighted
to meet you, Amy.”


“Don’t give me that,” she replied,
“and stop staring at my tits. None of the doctors in this hospital or anywhere
else wear white coats anymore. What they do wear is ID, so where’s yours?”


“Ah yes, one of the chaps down on
security printed it up for me this morning,” he ventured. “I must pop down and
pick it up at some point.”


It was quite clear from the look
on her face that she didn’t believe a word of it. Conscious of the time, he
glanced across at the clock again. It was 2.58am. He just needed to stall this
woman for a couple of minutes.


Deciding to try a different tack,
and reverting to his normal voice, he said, “Look, I’ll come clean, I’m not a
doctor, I’m a scientist attached to the university carrying out some research
here. I just need a couple of minutes, that’s all. Then I’ll be out of your
hair.”


“I’m sorry, that’s not good
enough,” replied Amy. “People don’t go around hospitals in the middle of the
night wearing dubious disguises unless they’re up to no good.”


“What can I get up to in here?”
protested Josh, gesturing towards the body on the bed. “It’s not as if I’ve
come to bump him off, is it? It’s a bit late for that: the Grim Reaper’s already
been and gone.”


“I’m calling security,” replied
Amy, moving towards a telephone attached to the wall.


“No, don’t do that,” he protested,
and began to move towards her.


Sensing a threat, she backed away
and hit a large red button on the wall close to the door. It began to flash,
but there was no sound.


Josh hadn’t expected this. “Since
when have hospitals had panic buttons?” It wasn’t something he had ever been
aware of.


“Since last year when a patient
assaulted a nurse in this very ward,” replied Amy. “Do you have any idea how
much abuse we get from the drunks that get hauled in here every weekend? Now
you’ve got less than two minutes until security arrive from downstairs to
escort you from the premises – and that won’t be pleasant. They don’t take too kindly
to women being threatened and can get quite heavy-handed. If I were you, I
would scarper, now, while you still can.”


She had well and truly got the
measure of him. Perhaps he should simply abandon this attempt. There was
nothing to stop him shifting back in time a day or two and sideways into a
similar universe. He could then try again ensuring that the annoying Amy with
her irritating Scouse accent was well out of the way this time.


He decided against doing a runner
as she suggested. He didn’t relish the thought of running down unfamiliar
corridors being pursued by aggressive security guards. It would be far easier
to get out of there right now.


“Fine,” he said, “but I’ll be back
and you won’t even know about it.”


Pressing a couple of buttons on
the tachyometer, he set it to take him back forty-eight hours, pointed it
towards the window on the far side of the room, and activated it.


“What are you doing?” she asked,
unable to see anything. The tachyometer didn’t produce a glowing
whirlpool-style vortex such as you would see in a science-fiction movie, just
an invisible portal through which Josh was about to step.


“Nothing for you to worry about,”
he said as he prepared to step into the bubble. But before he could do so,
something unexpected happened.


On the other side of the room, not
far from the window, another Josh, seemingly the same age as him appeared, also
holding out a tachyometer in front of him. He was aiming his device into
exactly the same place Josh was.


Josh had never even considered the
possible effects of creating two time bubbles in the same space before, but he
couldn’t imagine that it was going to have a positive outcome.


“No!” he shouted, but the other
Josh seemed oblivious to his presence and was already pressing the button.


The moment he did, things got
decidedly weird. Suddenly he was facing what looked like an infinite regression
of Joshes, stretching backwards in all directions from the point where the
streams from the two tachyometers had merged. It was a similar effect to one he
had once seen when attempting to negotiate a mirror maze at a theme park. The
mirrors, all facing each other, had created a myriad of kaleidoscopic images
retreating into infinity from all directions.


“What’s happening?!” he heard Amy
scream. His eyes were filled with multiple images of her, himself and the dead
body on the bed. There were thousands of them all spinning around him like
trailing images on a computer screen.


He felt sick, dizzy and about to
pass out. Just before he did there was some sort of explosion and he fell
backwards towards the wall, as all the competing images in front of his eyes
seemed to rush together to a single point. After that he remembered nothing.











Chapter
Nine


December 2024


Slowly Josh began to regain
consciousness, feeling disorientated and confused. Momentarily, he could
remember nothing. Where was he? What had happened?


Opening his eyes, he tried to sit
up. Despite feeling extremely groggy it didn’t take more than a second or two
to realise that he was in a hospital.


He was in a small ward of four
beds, all occupied. Two of them had curtains drawn around them, but opposite he
could see a man with a bandage over his right eye. He was a young man,
mid-twenties and a tough-looking customer. His uncovered arms were muscular and
covered in tattoos. With his one functioning eye, he was looking directly back
at Josh with an unfriendly expression on his face.


“What are you looking at?” said
the man aggressively. As he spoke, even at this distance of several feet, Josh
got a whiff of alcohol.


It must be a weekend night,
thought Josh, averting his gaze and looking towards the door where a nurse had
just come in. It wasn’t Amy, but a shorter, older Hispanic woman.


Of course, he thought. Amy! Seeing
the nurse had triggered a flow of memories, flooding into his brain. What had
happened to the pretty Scouse nurse who had caught him loitering where he had
no right to be?


His thoughts were more than a
little scrambled. He was going to have to try and piece them back together but
it would have to wait. The nurse who had just entered the room was making a
beeline straight for him.


“Ah, you’re awake then,” she said,
with just a hint of a Spanish accent. Her name was Carmen, according to her
badge, which Josh allowed himself a swift peek at. Mindful of Amy’s accusations
of leering, he quickly looked away again and answered her question.


“It seems so,” said Josh. “What’s
wrong with me?”


He didn’t have any wires or
machines attached to him, which was a relief, so hopefully she wasn’t going to
give him any bad news.


“As far as we can tell, nothing,”
said the nurse, thankfully. “I’m guessing yet another case of festive
overindulgence. We’ve had no shortage of them in here over the past couple of
weeks. Every night’s a Friday night at this time of year.”


“Oi, nurse,” growled the
aggressive man in the bed opposite. “What does a bloke have to do to get some
fucking breakfast around here?”


Josh was disgusted by the man’s
rudeness. How dare he swear at a nurse like that? No wonder they had installed
panic buttons. He thought about saying something, but Carmen beat him to it.
She was clearly used to dealing with this sort of thing. That didn’t make it
right, though.


“Absolutely nothing if you speak
to me like that,” she responded firmly. “Perhaps if you hadn’t got drunk and
provoked someone into wrapping a bottle around your head last night, you’d be
at home getting your own breakfast.”


The man remained silent, seemingly
respectful of Carmen now she had stood up to him. Satisfied that she had shut
him up for now, she turned her attention back to Josh. “So what’s your story,
then? Drunk and passed out? Is that how you ended up here?”


“I wasn’t drunk last night,”
protested Josh.


“I should hope not, at your age,”
replied the Spanish woman. “That fellow over there’s young and impulsive, but a
man of your years should know better. So, if you weren’t drunk, would you care
to enlighten us on how you ended up unconscious on the floor of a private
patient’s room on the oncology ward?”


“I’m not sure I can,” he said. “My
memory’s a bit hazy.”


“Well, you had better think of
something, as security will want to ask you some questions before you leave.”


“Sleepwalking,” proclaimed Josh,
seizing on the first thought that came into his head. “I’ve suffered from it
all my life. I must have fallen asleep and wandered into his room.”


“Where were you sleepwalking from,
exactly?” she asked. “You’re not a patient at this hospital as far as we can
tell, so are you telling me you made it here all the way from your house? And
also, how do you know it was a man?”


“I didn’t come from home. I was
here because my wife’s having a baby,” he bluffed. “She’s been in labour for
over twenty hours. I think I must have nodded off in the waiting area.”


“Aren’t you a little old to be a
father?” asked Carmen, clearly sceptical of this suggestion.


“No, I’m only in my early
fifties,” said Josh. “Lots of men have children at this age. My wife’s much
younger than me. I met her after my divorce and we tied the knot a couple of
years ago. Still got it!” he added, unable to resist slipping into his
ostentatious persona.


“Traded in the first wife for a
younger model, no doubt,” said Carmen. “What is it with you middle-aged men and
having to prove your virility?”


“I didn’t realise that part of
your nursing duties included issuing moral judgements,” replied Josh. “My
wife’s having a long labour and I dozed off and wandered into the wrong room.
It’s as simple as that.”


“You certainly did – the full
length of the hospital and three floors,” replied Carmen. “Well, I am sure we
can clear this all up. I’ll just check with the maternity ward, shall I? What’s
your wife’s name?”


“Emma,” he said, again saying the
first name that came into his head.


“Emma Gardner,” said Carmen. “I’ll
just go and find out how she’s doing. She must be worried about you,
disappearing like that when she’s about to give birth.”


It was clear from Carmen’s
demeanour that she didn’t believe a word of it. The nurses in this hospital
were clearly no fools, judging by the two he had met so far. Just as she turned
to go, he was struck by the significance of what she had said.


“Wait,” he said. “How do you know
my surname?”


“It’s standard practice,” she
said. “We have to identify every patient that comes in, and looking at personal
effects is the easiest way.”


“You looked in my wallet?” he
asked, fearful of what she may have discovered. “That’s private.”


“Yes, I did,” she replied. “And
rather interesting it was, too, Mr Gardner, if that is indeed your real name.
You know, if you are going to create a fake driving licence, you should at
least make sure it has a realistic date of birth on it. You must be vain in the
extreme if you think you are going to pass for twenty-three years old.”


“Yeah, that was a mistake by the
DVLA,” he said, hoping that they were still called that in this time period. “I
keep meaning to send it off for them to correct it.”


“Really?” she said. “Well, while
they are about it, they might want to issue one that’s the right colour and
actually looks like a real driving licence.”


Oops, thought Josh. He hadn’t
thought about that, but then he hadn’t expected anyone to go rooting about in
his wallet. She would be expecting to see one of the old, plastic, pink types
that he used to have when he first started driving.


“And just a friendly word of
advice,” added Carmen. “I don’t know what sort of life you lead, but you might
want to think about how much cash you are carrying around with you. Not
everyone finding someone collapsed on the floor might be scrupulous enough not
to help themselves to the two grand stuffed in your wallet.”


Josh decided to be agreeable.
There was no point arguing with her. “Thanks, Carmen,” he replied. “I’ll bear
it in mind.”


“Good,” replied the nurse. “Now
you wait there while I go and find out how your wife’s doing, I will be back
shortly.”


“What about my breakfast?” shouted
out the patched-up drunk from the opposite bed.


“All in good time,” said Carmen
politely, but with a resigned air. She had clearly been doing this job a long
time.


As soon as she was out of the way,
Josh jumped out of bed. Whoever had put him to bed had managed to get his
normal clothes off and put him into standard-issue hospital bedclothes. So
where were his clothes and the rest of his stuff? Most importantly, where was
the tachyometer? The thought of losing that didn’t bear thinking about it.


The mystery of what had occurred
in Thomas Scott’s room to cause his current predicament would have to wait. He
knew it wouldn’t be long before Carmen returned, freshly armed with the
knowledge that there was no Emma Gardner, heavy with child, in the maternity
ward.


He needed to get his act together
and get out of there as quickly as possible. Once he had retreated to a safe
distance he could try and figure out what had happened.


There was a small, white table
next to his bed. It had a single drawer and a cupboard door that opened
outwards beneath it. He opened the lower door and was relieved to find his
shoes and clothes inside. He quickly began to change. Conscious of the
aggressive man staring at him, he drew the curtain around the bed before taking
off his bottom half.


“What’s the matter, got a small
penis?” called out the man mockingly.


Josh ignored him, finished
dressing, and then opened the top drawer. The only thing in there was his
watch. It was a highly advanced, solar-powered device that was as accurate as
the most advanced atomic clock this time period had to offer.


It wasn’t very accurate now,
appearing to be completely dead. Could that have been a result of whatever had
happened in Scott’s room?


Slipping it onto his wrist in the
faint hope it might start working again, he pulled the drawer out to its full
extent. It was no good; there was nothing else in there. He had drawn a blank
and now he was missing both the tachyometer and his wallet.


A quick search of his backpack,
tucked between the table and his bed, also proved fruitless. That scuppered his
plan of making a swift exit before Carmen came back. He was going to have to
try and appeal to her better nature to get his stuff back. This might prove
difficult, and lying about the non-existent Emma Gardner wasn’t going to help.


Perhaps he should change back into
his pyjamas, get back into bed, play the dutiful patient, and try and wheedle
the whereabouts of his missing items from her. But before he could do so, she
reappeared, pulling open the curtain.


“Going somewhere?” she enquired.


“Do you mind?” protested Josh. “I
could have been naked then.”


“It’s nothing I haven’t seen
before,” said Carmen. “Who do you think got you undressed and into bed earlier?
Now where exactly do you think you’re going? I don’t recall saying that you
could get dressed.”


“I need to get out of here,” said
Josh. “You can see there’s nothing wrong with me, and I know how much you NHS
people need the beds. You do still have the NHS in your time, don’t you?”


“Just about,” said Carmen. “And
what do you mean, in my time?”


“Never mind,” said Josh, making a
mental note that he really must stop dropping anachronistic comments into
conversations. “Look, I’m not doing any harm, am I? I haven’t committed any
crime, and I’m not ill. I just wandered into the wrong room in the night and
passed out.”


“Ah, yes, while you were waiting
for your fictional wife to give birth,” replied Carmen sarcastically. “I’ve
checked with maternity and, as I suspected, there is no Emma Gardner there.”


“Maybe she already had the baby
and went home?” suggested Josh.


“Maybe you should stop trying to
pull the wool over my eyes,” said Carmen. “I’m an old hand at this and I know
every trick in the book. Now I don’t know what you’re doing here but clearly
there’s nothing wrong with you so perhaps you’re right. Maybe you should just
leave because I really don’t have the time to play these little games with you
any longer.”


“What about my stuff?” asked Josh.


“I’m afraid you are going to have
to go and see Barry on security to get that back,” replied Carmen. “But let me
warn you now, he’s ex-Army, and he doesn’t suffer fools gladly.”


Josh didn’t like the sound of
Barry. Would he be just as insufferably difficult to deal with as everyone else
he had met in this hospital?


“Can’t you just get it back for
me?” he asked, almost pleadingly.


“I’m afraid I can’t,” replied
Carmen. “And I should warn you, they were very interested down there in that
wand thing you had with you. Barry was talking about calling in the police, or
possibly even the anti-terrorist squad.”


That was the last thing Josh
needed. He had better get down there and try and sort it out before things got
out of control.


“Where do I find Barry?” he asked.


She gave him the directions he
needed, adding at the end, “And one final thing. I don’t ever want to see you
around here again, is that clear? Because if I do, I will be certain you are up
to no good and will have no hesitation calling the police.”


“Fine,” he replied. He had no
intention of coming back here in this time or any other. The peculiar events of
the last few hours had taken the edge off his desire to go travelling for a
while. Suddenly the thought of getting back home and going off on a long
holiday with Alice seemed quite appealing after all.


Gathering his stuff together, he
got ready to leave, under the ever-scowling gaze of the man opposite.


“Bye, mate,” he said cheerily as
he made his way to the door.


“You’re no mate of mine” was the
predictable, growled response.


“Whatever,” replied Josh, as he
exited the room, thankful to be finally away from the horrible man.


Ten minutes later he was standing
in front of a white, wooden door with a simple metal plate announcing
“Security” on it. Psyching himself up, he knocked on the door, hoping that
Barry would not turn out to be the ogre that he feared.


Those hopes were swiftly dashed.
The door was flung open, and a large, ruddy-faced and thickset man in his
late-fifties stood glowering at him beneath a mop of thick, white hair. He was
holding half a fruit scone, generously laden with jam and cream, in his right
hand.


“What the bloody hell do you
want?” bellowed the man. “Don’t you know I’m having my tea break?”


“Sorry,” said Josh, immediately
put onto the back foot. “Are you Barry? I was just hoping I could get my stuff.
I was brought in last night and some things were sent down here for safe
keeping.”


“Oh, you’re the terrorist from
level 6, aren’t you?” said Barry, eyeing him up suspiciously. “Yes, I’ve got
your card well and truly marked, son.”


“Do I look like a terrorist?”
asked Josh, wondering why the man felt the need to call him ‘son’. He couldn’t
have been more than five years older than him, at most.


“Who can tell these days?” asked
Barry. “Don’t you watch the news? I spent time in Iraq and Afghanistan, you
know. That was no picnic, I can tell you. You can’t let your guard down for a
second. Trust no one, that’s my motto.”


“I thought that was The X-Files,”
suggested Josh, a little cheekily.


“Don’t get clever with me, lad,”
replied Barry. “You’re up to no good, I reckon. I can tell a wrong ’un a mile
off.”


“Oh, yes, and what makes me a
wrong ’un?” asked Josh, feeling frustrated at this man making judgements about
him on the very scant evidence he had.


“I don’t like the look of you,
that’s what,” said Barry, looking him up and down as he wolfed down the last
piece of his scone.


Josh couldn’t see what could
possibly identify himself as a wrong ’un, but clearly Barry had made up his
mind. He would just have to try and reason with the man.


Attempting to appeal to his better
nature, Josh said, “Well, I’m sorry about that. But I can assure you I’m not a
terrorist. If you just give me my things, I’ll get out of your hair. Then you
can get back to your tea break.”


Judging by the plates of biscuits
and cakes on the table, Barry clearly made the most of his breaks.
Unfortunately, Josh’s attempt at reason had no effect.


“Oh no?” asked Barry. “Well, if
you’re not a terrorist, what’s this?” Reaching into a drawer, he pulled out the
tachyometer.


Relieved as he was to see it, Josh
still needed to get his hands on it. Barry was a big bloke, a little on the
chubby side, no doubt from all the cakes and biscuits, but muscular with it.
Then there was his Army training to consider. Josh really didn’t fancy his
chances wrestling with him to try and get it back. He would have to try and
talk his way out of this situation.


“Radiation detector,” he bluffed.
“I was here checking out background levels of radon – health and safety and all
that.”


“Really?” said Barry, in an
unconvinced tone. “Are you sure it’s not some sort of remote device to set off
a bomb. That’s what it looks like to me.”


“And you would know, would you?”
asked Josh, getting irritated.


“As a matter of fact, I would,”
replied Barry. “That’s what I was doing in Iraq. Bomb disposal squad – a nasty
job but someone’s got to do it.”


Josh couldn’t disagree with that.
Despite Barry’s somewhat irritating persona, he felt a surge of respect for the
man who had carried out such a dangerous job.


“It’s nothing like that,” he
replied. “I think you’re letting your imagination run wild.”


“In that case, you won’t mind if I
press a few of these buttons,” said Barry.


“Please don’t,” pleaded Josh,
horrified. If Barry accidentally activated it and created a bubble he could
vanish with it, leaving Josh stranded.


“Relax,” said Barry, pushing a few
buttons. “The thing’s knackered anyway. It doesn’t work – see? I had a good
play with it before you came down.”


He tossed the tachyometer across
to Josh, who glanced at it to see that the red power light was glowing,
indicating that the device was not fully charged. There didn’t seem to be any
other activity – the other buttons were not lit up and neither was the display.
Relieved as he was to get it back, this didn’t bode well.


“Thank you,” he replied, stuffing
it in his backpack with the intention of examining it later. “You didn’t really
think it was a detonator, did you?”


“Of course not,” said Barry, who
then unexpectedly burst out laughing. “I wouldn’t have lasted long in Iraq if
I’d started fiddling about like that with every device I came across, would I?”


“No, I suppose not,” replied Josh.


“Had you going for a bit there,
though, didn’t I?” added Barry, laughing. “You people are so easy to wind up.”


Josh felt a little more at ease
thanks to this sudden change in character. This Barry clearly saw himself as a
bit of a character, so he may as well try and flatter his ego.


“Ha-ha, good one,” replied Josh.
“Yeah, you certainly caught me out there. Now then, if you’ll just let me have
my wallet, I’ll be on my way.”


“Not so fast, lad,” replied Barry.
“Obviously I had to look through your wallet to verify your identity, and there
are one or two things I think we need to talk about it.”


As he spoke, he reached into a
drawer below his desk with his right hand, taking the opportunity with his left
hand to take a jam sandwich cream from the plate above. Stuffing the whole
biscuit into his mouth in one go, he produced Josh’s wallet from the drawer.


“Oh, not this again,” replied
Josh. “I’ve already been over all this with Carmen upstairs.”


He’d have to think fast and come
up with some sort of explanation. Attempting to pre-empt Barry, he said, “Look,
that’s not a real licence, OK? I’m a designer on a sci-fi TV series set in the
future and that’s a prop I’m working on for the main character.”


It was a lame excuse, but
surprisingly Barry didn’t question it. He seemed more interested in the money.
“So what’s with all the cash, then?”


Maybe Josh could try another tack.


“Look, Barry,” he said. “I can’t
imagine this job pays that well. How about…”


Barry cut him off before he could
finish, moving a couple of paces closer to Josh and invading his personal
space. Bristling with apparent anger, even redder in the face than before he
almost shouted at point-blank range into his face, “Are you trying to offer me
a bribe?!”


Josh was seriously taken aback by
yet another sudden switch in personality and immediately began to backtrack.
“Err, no of course not…”


“And why not?” said Barry,
instantly dropping the belligerent persona and roaring with laughter again.
Josh was finding Barry’s unpredictable behaviour seriously irksome.


Holding out the wallet in front of
him and opening it, Barry added, “Here, shall we call it a hundred?”


He peeled off two fifty-pound
notes, and then handed the wallet back over to Josh.


“Got you going again, didn’t I?”
said Barry, seemingly very pleased with himself. “Bet that shit you up a bit.”


“You enjoy this job, don’t you?”
asked Josh, quickly pocketing the wallet.


“Absolutely love it,” replied
Barry. “Can you tell?”


“Just a bit,” replied Josh. “Can I
go now, then?”


“Almost,” said Barry. “You just
have to sign for these things.” He handed Josh a form with a list of the items,
including the tachyometer which Barry had labelled as ‘Electric toothbrush’.
The cash from the wallet was also itemised at £1900.


“You’ll notice I’ve accounted for
my cut of the cash already,” said Barry.


Eager to get out as quickly as
possible, Josh signed the form, and dated it 2nd January 2025.


“You’re getting ahead of yourself,
sunshine,” said Barry. “Don’t tell me, you’re one of those people who used to
post-date cheques. It’s only December 31st.”


Of course, it would be, thought
Josh. He had set the tachyometer to go two days back in time just before the
incident in Scott’s room. At least it had done what it was supposed to do –
perhaps it was still working, after all.


“Sorry,” he replied, scrubbing out
the date and writing 31st December 2024 instead. “I must still be a
bit woozy from the fall.”


“Perhaps you had better go
careful,” replied Barry. “We don’t want you having any more accidents, do we?”
This was said with an air of menace in his voice, that Josh couldn’t work out
was genuine, or just Barry playing another one of his games.


“No, we don’t,” he replied.


“Good lad,” said Barry. “I suggest
you keep your distance from this place for a while.”


“Don’t worry, I will,” replied
Josh, and he meant it. He had seen enough of the hospital over the past few
hours to last a lifetime.


“I’m pleased to hear it,” replied
the beefy security guard.


He wasn’t so bad, really, thought
Josh. Theirs had been a strange and brief encounter, but he couldn’t deny it
had been a memorable one.


“Well, Barry, it’s been an
absolute pleasure,” he said, holding out his hand.


“I’d love to say the same,”
replied Barry, ignoring the gesture. “But my tea’s been going cold while I’ve
been dealing with you which means I’m going to have to go up to the League of
Friends and get another one. So if you could kindly bugger off now, that would
be greatly appreciated.”


Thankful to have all his
belongings intact, Josh was happy to oblige. Safely out of Barry’s lair, he
made his way down the corridor towards the exit. Once he was safely clear of
the hospital he would try and figure out what to do next.











Chapter
Ten


December 2024


It was mid-afternoon and Josh was
safely ensconced in his bedroom in a travel tavern, just off the Oxford Ring
Road.


He had booked himself into this
modest hotel because he wanted somewhere out of the way to think things
through. He also needed time to investigate what had happened to the
tachyometer. Most importantly of all, it was cheap.


There was a possibility he could
be stuck here for a while and he wasn’t about to fritter away the funds he had
on a posh hotel in central Oxford. If the tachyometer was out of action, he had
to look after the money he had.


Until he knew for certain what his
situation was, he was going to have to do everything on the cheap, including
hotels, food and transport. He had already started on this regime by taking the
park and ride bus to the hotel, rather than a taxi.


The inside of the room was
seriously depressing. It was small, even for a budget hotel, and the décor
wasn’t exactly inspiring. The curtains were a vertical mix of green, brown and
cream stripes, with a bedspread to match.


The gap between the curtains
revealed the grey and drizzly skies outside. It was only the middle of the
afternoon, but daylight was already beginning to fade. Josh had always hated
the early sunsets at this time of year.


The walls were a dull cream colour
and the TV was practically an antique, even by the standards of this time
period. It was just a simple, 32-inch, flat-screen model.


Everything else was exactly what
you would expect from this sort of hotel room, right down to the Corby trouser
press, something that seemed to be omnipresent in every hotel he had ever
stayed in. He had never used one.


He was thirsty and craved a cup of
coffee, but the cheap, plastic kettle, also standard issue in this type of hotel,
was taking forever to boil. While he waited, he turned on the TV and idly
flicked through the first few channels on the list.


There was a daytime quiz show Josh
hadn’t seen for years that involved opening giant eggcups to reveal amounts of
money inside. On another channel there was one of the old Carry On
films, full of innuendo. He remembered that his father used to love them.


Next he found some daytime chat
show which annoyed him after about five seconds due to the screeching,
hysterical audience. What was it people always said? TV was better in the old
days? Not on this evidence, it wasn’t.


He hadn’t switched on the TV to
watch this tat. He needed to find the news channel. He knew he had gone back in
time two days, but he wanted to see if there were any external signs of change
in the world around him. Was he in an identical universe to the one he had
left? He hadn’t noticed any changes in the world around him since he had left
the hospital, which was encouraging.


Eventually he found Sky News and
watched it for a couple of minutes as the kettle began to emit a low hiss. At
last it had managed to haul the water within up to boiling temperature.


He watched the TV for another
couple of minutes, and then poured himself a cheap, nasty cup of coffee, complete
with UHT milk. The cup didn’t look particularly clean and he wondered if it had
ever seen the inside of a dishwasher.


He had worked for a few weeks in a
hotel one summer when he was a student. Standard procedure then was to just
rinse them under the bathroom tap and dry them on a towel. Mindful of this, he
gave his cup a thorough wash under the hot tap in the bathroom, using a
complimentary sachet of shower gel.


What he had seen on the news was
reassuringly normal. There certainly wasn’t anything to suggest he was in a
radically different universe, so now he turned his attention to the
tachyometer. He needed to find out why it seemingly hadn’t been working in
Barry’s hands.


It had been safely tucked away in
his backpack since leaving the hospital, despite his desperate desire to
examine it properly. Resisting the temptation had been difficult, but he knew
that taking it out in public was too risky.


He turned the TV off, opened up
his backpack, pulled out the tachyometer and had a good look at it. There didn’t
seem to be any obvious signs of external damage, but the power on button
refused to work. Normally when he pressed it, the display panel would light up
and its small screen would give him all the information he needed. It would
give him details of the date, time, location and the current universe he was
in. It was also where he entered the details for the destination of his next
jump.


The power indicator on the end
would also turn green, informing him that the device was sufficiently powered
to open a time bubble. Right now, the light on the end remained stubbornly red.
This was better than there being no light at all. At least it didn’t mean it
was completely dead. Red meant it was charging, but it should not take anything
like this long. Usually it was a few minutes at most. But now it was over
twelve hours since the incident had occurred.


And what exactly had occurred? He
had seen another Josh appear in the room and seemingly they had both attempted
to create a time bubble in the same space at the same time. That was what
seemed to have created the weird mirror effect he had seen, with what looked
like infinite universes reflecting all around him.


One thing was glaringly obvious.
It seemed almost certain that Josh had caused the very event he had gone to
investigate. Another Josh, similarly curious, from another universe had clearly
had the same idea and together they had created the unique circumstances that
caused reality to splinter the way it had.


If time really had fractured, then
all those multiple images would certainly account for the huge number of new
universes that seemed to have been created on that day.


What other strange effects had
this event had? What about Thomas Scott, the man who had ended up living his
life backwards, one day at a time? That surely had to be down to what had
happened in that room. And what had happened to Amy? Where had she ended up?
Was she even still alive? Perhaps he ought to try and track her down and find
out.


He decided to try and forget about
all those questions for the moment to concentrate on his own predicament, which
had thrown up enough questions of its own.


What was he going to do now? Was
the tachyometer permanently out of action, and if so, what could he do about
it? Could he fix it? Was there anyone here in this time that could help him?
Could he get a message to his future self in this world or any other to come to
his rescue?


And why hadn’t Alice come to help
him, as they had arranged?


There was no end to these
questions. He lay down on the bed, exhausted from all the thoughts whirling
around his head. Soon he fell asleep, dozing fitfully as his subconscious mind
tried to make sense of his current situation. Just like Alice and Lauren before
him, he found himself experiencing a series of bizarre and lifelike dreams of
other worlds and other times.


He wasn’t normally one for falling
asleep in the middle of the day, but jumping around in time so much had messed
up his body clock. He was suffering from the time travel equivalent of jetlag.


It was dark when he awoke but
there was a light in the room. It was a very welcome green glow coming from the
bedside table that he recognised right away. The tachyometer was charged up! He
could get home!


He fumbled for the light switch
beside the bed, illuminating the room with the bedside lamp behind the table.
Quickly he picked up his device and examined it.


The green light might be on, but
his heart sank when he pushed the button to turn on the display and the screen
remained stubbornly dark.


What was he to do now? How could
he programme the device with no display? And was it even working? There was
only one way to find out. He was going to have to try and create a bubble and
risk stepping through it. It was the time-travelling equivalent of trying to
fly a plane blindfold, but it was either that or risk being stuck in this place
and time forever.


He had no idea when or where he
was headed, but before he went he flicked on the TV again. It would be useful
to know the exact time of his departure, as at least then he would have a
reference point when he reached the other end.


He didn’t even need the clock on
the TV display. As soon as it came on, he could see there was a large fireworks
display taking place over the Thames. It could mean only one thing – London was
celebrating New Year. It must be just after midnight on January 1st,
meaning Josh had been asleep for around eight hours.


He was wide awake now, and knew
there was no way he would be getting any more sleep tonight, not now he knew
the tachyometer was potentially working again. He was eager to get going and
couldn’t afford to wait. There was no guarantee that the device would continue
working in its current damaged state.


Switching off the TV, he put on
his coat and backpack, checking he had all his belongings with him, before
getting ready to activate the tachyometer. He pressed the button and stepped
forward, hoping that a bubble would be there.


Thankfully, it was, but
unfortunately for Josh, he had neglected to follow one of his prime rules and
now found himself in a rather sticky situation.


Usually he carried out his jumps
in the lab or in certain locations around Oxford where he could be sure he
wouldn’t encounter anyone. This time, eager to get going, he had quite
neglected to think about the consequences of jumping in the hotel room. The
relief he felt at discovering that the tachyometer still worked quickly
vanished when he saw the scene unfolding in front of him.


The bed was now occupied by a
young couple in the throes of some seriously energetic sex.


The woman, who was on her back,
saw him first. The look on her face quickly contorted from one of ecstasy to
one of shock. A split second later came the scream.


“What the fuck?” exclaimed the man
as she pushed him off. He quickly turned around and spotted this stranger who
had seemingly appeared from nowhere.


That was more than enough for Josh
to spring into action. He had no intention of trying to talk himself out of
this one; he just needed to get away.


Running across the room, he
wrenched open the door, with the man in hot pursuit. Running down the corridor,
Josh could hear him shouting all sorts of obscenities at him, but he hadn’t
pursued him beyond the door of the room. Since he was stark bollock naked, that
was probably why – his modesty had precluded him from running down the corridor
with his tackle hanging out.


This was a temporary reprise for
Josh but he wasn’t safe yet. Hitting the end of the corridor, he ignored the
lifts and raced down the stairs. The couple were bound to be calling reception
to inform them there was a pervert on the loose, and he knew the lift doors
directly faced the front desk.


Finally reaching the bottom after
running down three flights, he ignored the signs to the left directing him to
the lobby and instead turned right, seeking another exit. There was bound to be
one somewhere here, there always was at the bottom of the stairs.


Sure enough, just round to the
right of the stairs he found a fire exit with double doors. Hitting the
horizontal opening bar, he was straight out and into the car park, nearly going
arse over tit into the freshly fallen snow outside.


Brilliant – that was all he
needed. There must have been a good couple of inches settling on the ground,
with more falling all around him. Thank goodness he had brought the parka: he
was going to need it. But where was he to go now? There was no sign that the
alarm had been raised, but he really ought to get off the premises as quickly
as possible.


He remembered that there was a
Tesco superstore about a mile up the road from the hotel that had always been
open 24 hours a day, at least as long as he could remember. Hopefully it would
be open and he hadn’t had the bad luck to arrive on Christmas Day when it would
be shut. Leaving the hotel car park, he began what was to become a long and
weary trek along the side of the ring road.


It was almost devoid of traffic,
suggesting it was very late at night. Then in the distance he saw a police car
approaching, lights ablaze and siren wailing. To avoid being spotted, he had no
choice but to throw himself behind a bush, getting covered in more snow in the
process.


The occupants didn’t see him,
passing by and on towards the hotel. Watching from a safe distance, he saw them
turn in, no doubt summoned as a result of his actions. Once the police car was
out of sight, he resumed his long trudge. Rounding a turn in the road, he was
encouraged to see the bright lights of the superstore in the distance. That
suggested it was indeed open.


It seemed to take forever to get
there, but finally he made his way in through the front doors. He had never
been in a superstore at this time of night and it was eerily quiet, with more
night workers around than shoppers.


He didn’t know exactly what time
of night it was, having no idea where or when the tachyometer had sent him. He
didn’t know the date either, but was guessing he hadn’t travelled far in time –
it was still winter, after all, and the large Christmas tree just inside the
front doors was a dead giveaway.


He instinctively looked at his
watch, before remembering that it had been well and truly fried. He couldn’t
see any clocks either. He would just have to ask someone. Wandering past the
fruit and veg aisles, further into the store, he approached a chubby, young
chap who was restocking the bread aisle.


“Excuse me, mate, have you got the
time?” he asked. “The battery’s gone in my watch.”


This should be a reasonable
question to ask a person from this era. Batteries were old hat in his Josh’s
time, but they had been commonplace in the 20s.


“Sure,” said the man. “It’s a
quarter to two.”


Josh was tempted to ask the date,
too, but stopped short. Experience had taught him that wandering around in the
past asking that particular question could attract strange looks, especially if
he also asked what year it was.


The last thing he wanted to do now
was attract unwarranted attention after what had just happened in the hotel
room. Expressing his thanks, he wandered further towards the far end of the
store where the café was.


His body was making him acutely
aware that he was hungry, thirsty and needed the toilet. He wasn’t going to
satisfy the first two of those needs in the café, as it was closed at night.
Fortunately the toilets were next door and mercifully unoccupied. Although he
only needed a wee, he went straight into a cubicle, locked the door and sat
down.


For the first time since he had
arrived, disturbing the couple in the hotel room, he felt safe. Perhaps he
could stay here for a while and think things through. It wasn’t as if there was
anywhere else he could go at 2am in the middle of a blizzard. There was nothing
to stop him wandering around the store, but that might look a little odd if he
did it for too long.


He still didn’t know the date, but
that wouldn’t be difficult. He would just do what he usually did, look at a
newspaper. There was bound to be a stand selling papers somewhere close to the
store entrance.


As for food and drink, he was
surrounded by it, though it wasn’t as if he could just help himself to food and
start eating it as he wandered around the store. It might be acceptable
behaviour to give a toddler something to eat to keep it quiet before presenting
the wrapper at the checkout, but a grown man stuffing his face in the aisles
would probably result in ejection from the store.


Despite the urgent rumbles from
his belly, he would just have to stay put for the moment while he figured out
some sort of plan. But plans weren’t easy to make when you didn’t know when or
where you were.


Pulling the tachyometer out of the
bag, it was clear he was not going to be heading off anywhere again anytime
soon. The charging light was once again stuck stubbornly on red. How long would
it be before it charged itself up this time? It must have been at least twelve
hours before, possibly a lot more. He couldn’t be sure because he had been
asleep when it had turned green.


If it did go green again he needed
to ensure he got himself somewhere safe before he attempted another jump. He
didn’t want any repetition of what had just occurred in the travel tavern. He
certainly wasn’t going to do it while he was sitting on the toilet, imagining
the havoc that might ensue if the cubicle was occupied at the end of the jump.


Going by last time, he decided to
work on the assumption that he would be stuck for a minimum of twelve hours and
work around that. His first priority had to be to get some food. He couldn’t
spend the night sitting on a toilet trying to ignore his pangs of hunger.


He would get what he needed, brave
the cold and eat it outside the shop and then think about what to do once he
had some food inside him. Maybe the energy from eating would give his brain a
boost to help him come up with some more ideas. Even if it didn’t, he knew his
stomach would certainly appreciate it.


Heading back out into the store,
he went straight to the chilled aisle, looking for some highly calorific
snacks. He had always hated going supermarket shopping with Alice. She had
always frowned on his unhealthy eating habits, tut-tutting if he even so much
as looked at the sausages on the hot deli counter. She seemed to be on a
mission every time they went to steer him away from all his favourite foods
towards the fruit and veg section.


There were no such restrictions
tonight. Forget healthy eating, this was all about survival. Edmund Hillary
hadn’t climbed Everest on lettuce and cucumber. Pausing only to pick up a
basket, he was practically salivating as he spotted the sign above aisle 4 that
read “Cold Meats, Pies and Savouries”.


It was cold in this aisle, almost
as cold as outside, but he was warmed by the sight of the delicious treats in
front of him.


The first thing to go in the
basket was a six-pack of Melton Mowbray mini-pork pies. Packs of mini-Scotch
eggs and chipolata sausages quickly followed. Josh had always enjoyed this sort
of food. It reminded him of the parties he used to go to when he was a kid.
Finger buffet food such as this was the perfect choice, given his current
circumstances. Anything requiring a knife and fork would be seriously
impractical during his upcoming sub-zero picnic outside in the snow.


A quick whizz around a few more
aisles added a six-pack of crisps, some chocolate and a few fizzy drinks. They
weren’t chilled but he could always stick them in a snowdrift for five minutes.
He couldn’t bear warm pop.


He was sorely tempted to grab himself
a bottle of Malbec as well, but decided against it. He needed to keep a clear
head in the current situation. Besides, he had enough to carry as it was.
Hopefully he could find some room to squeeze some into his backpack. What he
didn’t eat right away he would take with him to see him through the next few
hours.


Not wanting to get drawn into any
unnecessary conversation, he ignored the one checkout that was open and went
straight for the self-service tills. Once he was through, paying with his
antiquated cash, he headed for the front door. Just before he reached it, he
passed customer service, at last noticing a clock behind the counter that
informed him it was now quarter to three. He had been holed up in the toilets
for nearly an hour.


He also noticed the newspaper
stand nearby, reminding him to check out the date.


There were very few newspapers on
the rack, which he assumed meant this morning’s hadn’t arrived yet. These would
almost certainly be left over from the previous day and the dates on all of
them read 27th December 2024. So if it was early morning on the 28th now, then
he must have travelled back in time by around four days on his latest jump.


He quickly scanned the headlines,
looking for anything that seemed out of the ordinary. He still had no idea if
he was travelling within his own universe, an exact copy, or another universe
altogether.


As far as he could see, everything
was as it should be. He couldn’t recall the minutiae of all the news stories of
this time period, but there was nothing on the front pages that leapt out at
him as not being right.


The more highbrow papers were
leading with some story about yet another Scottish Independence Referendum, so
nothing unusual there. The red-top tabloids were screaming about an
indiscretion by some long-forgotten soap star, whilst the Daily Express
led with “Coldest Winter in 100 Years to Cripple Britain”.


“Yeah, you’re about five years too
early for that one,” murmured Josh. Weather scare stories were a staple of that
paper: he had lost count of the number of heatwave summers and new ice ages
they had predicted.


A quick look at the sports pages
showed nothing unusual either. The football league tables were exactly as they
should have been. If he was in a different universe, it was remarkably similar
to the one he had grown up in.


Apart from his brief spell in the
cold meat aisle, he had warmed up considerably during the hour or so he had
spent in the shop, but as soon as he got outside the freezing air sliced
through him again. The snow was continuing unabated.


He made for a small bus shelter a
few yards along from the entrance to the store. At least this would offer a
modicum of shelter against the elements. Inside, he sat down on the freezing
cold iron bar that laughably passed for seat, wondering if he might end up
sticking to it. There was glass all around and above him, but the front of the
shelter was open, causing gusts of wind to whip in, blowing powdery snowflakes
all around him.


Opening his bag, he took out the
pack of pork pies and ripped open the wrapper, stuffing the first one into his
mouth almost whole, just as Barry had done with his biscuit at the hospital.
Savouring how good it felt as the meat, jelly and pastry swirled around his
mouth, he quickly reached for another. Ravenous as he was, he had devoured
three of them before turning his attention to the Scotch eggs.


As he ate, he pondered what to do
next. He couldn’t stay in the bus shelter all night: he would freeze. There was
no way he could walk anywhere else in the current weather conditions, and the
tachyometer was out of action until further notice.


Casting his eye up at the
electronic scrolling board inside the shelter, he saw that the next bus would
not be until 7am. That was assuming it was even running. He could see the snow
settling on the roads outside and knew from experience what chaos that would
cause.


Hopefully it wouldn’t get that
bad. He had been in the future, four days from now and there hadn’t been a
trace of snow on the ground then, so this couldn’t have been that severe.
Snowfalls during this period, before the asteroid strike, rarely were.


As long as the buses were running,
he would be just fine. He could get back into the centre of Oxford and that
would open up more options. All he had to do was find some way to get through
the next four hours until the bus came.


He looked out of the side of the
bus shelter at the bright, inviting lights of the store. He really had only one
viable option at the moment – he had to go back inside.


“More shopping it is, then!” he proclaimed,
and headed back into the store. It was a huge Tesco, one of their flagship
stores selling practically everything, but even he was going to struggle to
fill four hours in it – wasn’t he?


As things turned out, it wasn’t
half as bad as he had expected. He started off by grabbing a trolley and
popping a few random items in it, figuring this would make him look like a
genuine shopper, rather than some vagrant seeking shelter for the night. Then
he headed for the non-foods area at the far end of the store.


There was a certain retro quality
in wandering around a supermarket from thirty years ago. Heading for the games
section, he marvelled at the range of PS5 games, reminiscing about some of the
old classics he had played in his younger years. There were no brain control
implants then. Most of it had been done using a handheld controller.


In the electronics section, he
laughed at the clunky holographic TVs that had become popular around this time.
One of them was switched on, showing a demo of a man and a woman from some
ancient talent show dancing in front of it. He marvelled at how lame the fizzy
and ill-defined shapes in front of him looked. Fortunately, the technology had
improved a lot since then.


Further on he found some old
vacuum cleaners of the type people used to push around. What a hassle that must
have been in the days before robots. It was a similar story along most of the
aisle, which was like visiting a museum. He noticed that the toasters had dials
with numbers on the front, something that had long since disappeared since
voice activation had become ubiquitous.


Elsewhere in the store, some
things had changed remarkably little. Toilet paper was still toilet paper, even
in his time. A robot hadn’t yet been developed that wiped your arse for you, at
least to his knowledge, but doubtless someone, somewhere, was working on it.


The hours didn’t drag anywhere
near as much as he had feared. Finishing his third lap of the store, he noted
on the clock behind the desk at customer services that it was approaching 7am.
No one had bothered him at all during his lonely vigil around the store. His
tactic of popping an item into his trolley every few minutes seemed to have
done the trick. The trolley was now full and needed to be got rid of.


Abandoning it down the deserted
booze aisle, he headed back to the front of the store, noticing that the
morning papers had arrived. A few early birds were already in store, picking up
papers and snacks, so he decided to join them, grabbing a copy of the i paper,
paying for it at the automatic checkouts and heading outside.


Although it was still dark, the
snow had stopped and he could see traffic moving freely on the ring road. It
seemed the gritting machines must have done their job properly for once. He was
also pleased to see a bus with ‘City Centre’ marked on the front turning into
the car park. At last he would be on his way.


As the bus trundled down
Headington Hill, he again contemplated his situation. What should he do next?
Wait for the tachyometer to charge and then jump again? The last leap had sent
him four days back in time, so what about the next one?


Was there any way he could get a
message to the future to tell Alice where he was? Could he find her in this
time period? Or could he find his own younger self, and get him to come back on
a rescue mission, just as he had done before in the helicopter?


Where would they be at this time?
In 2024, Josh had begun lecturing at the university, in conjunction with
studying for a postgraduate degree. It was around this time he had started his
initial studies into time travel, assisting the long-retired Professor Hamilton
with his tachyonics experiments. Those experiments had gone nowhere, but had
laid the groundwork for the more successful ideas that came later.


As for Alice, she would have been
an undergraduate student at that time, but the current timing was unfortunate.
The two of them had only met and started dating in early 2025. He was a little
too early to hope for any help from her. A year or two later would have been fine.
She would have known all about his interest in time travel by then, but at this
stage she would be completely unaware. That would make seeking help from her
decidedly difficult.


Anything he might say to her now
could affect his potential future relationship with her. He could hardly go up
to her and say, “Hi, I’m Josh from thirty years in the future. You’re going to
meet a younger version of me in a few weeks’ time and start going out with
him.”


He couldn’t imagine anyone
uninitiated in the ways of time travel taking that seriously. He may well end
up screwing up the relationship before it even started, at least in this
universe, the one in which he currently needed help.


That ruled out going to Alice.
That left his younger self or Professor Hamilton, but tracking either down in
the week between Christmas and New Year could prove troublesome. The university
would be closed for the holidays and young Josh would be at home with his
family. He couldn’t just turn up at his house. For a start, he would have his
father to contend with. He was bound to want to know who this oddly
familiar-looking stranger was turning up at the front door.


Josh’s bus had reached town by
now, on a morning that was cold and clear. The snow had stopped and the sky was
beginning to brighten as the sun neared the horizon.


Getting off the bus, he made for
the Covered Market, a welcome familiar place which, like Mario’s, seemed immune
to the passage of time. Making his way through the historic alleys, past
butchers setting up their fayre for the day, he walked down to one of the cafés
at the back for a good, old-fashioned fry-up. Despite his late-night feast of
pies and crisps, he was already hungry again.


It was early and he was the first
customer in the café. With uncertainty over where he was going and when he
would eat again, he decided to breakfast like a king. He chose the largest
offering on the menu, the one that came with two of everything. Before long, he
was soon tucking into a plate generously laden with bacon, eggs and sausages,
washing it down with copious amounts of coffee.


Having gone through all the
options, he had decided against contacting anyone for the time being. So where
could he go next? Another hotel would seem his best option, but it was the
wrong time of day for that. The earliest he would be able to book in would be
lunchtime, so that left him with a few more hours to kill.


By then the tachyometer might have
started working again and he could risk another jump. It had taken him four
days back in time before. Would it do the same again? If he could get back to
mid-December, he might be able to find the Josh or Professor Hamilton at the
university.


His only other option was to wait
around a couple of weeks for everyone to get back from the festivities, and he
really didn’t have the patience for that, not to mention the money. Using the
tachyometer to steal money from the cashpoint was no longer an option – like
most of its functions, he needed the screen lit up to do that.


Washing down his last piece of
sausage with a swig of coffee, he made up his mind. He would wait for the
device to charge up again and attempt another jump. Recalling his embarrassing
arrival in the midst of the couple having sex, he also vowed to ensure that
this time he was somewhere safe.


That time came by mid-afternoon.
After a morning spent wandering aimlessly around shops in Oxford, he was
relieved when the sole working light on the device once again glowed a
reassuring green.


He headed for Christ Church
Meadow, for his favourite spot behind an ancient tree which he had used many
times before for his jumps. This area was a popular place in the summer, but
there was no one around today. This was hardly surprising, given the weather.
The early sunny start had been replaced by a relentless drizzle out of leaden
skies that was turning last night’s snow to slush already. It was hardly
conducive to walks in the park. Even the ducks on the River Cherwell behind the
tree looked depressed, and they were supposed to like that sort of thing.


There was no point hanging around
here any longer. Activating the device, he stepped forward, wondering where his
next jump would take him.











Chapter
Eleven


December 2024


As was often the case, the most
noticeable sign he had jumped was the weather. Drizzly wet skies were instantly
replaced by a dazzling blue, making him wish he had packed a pair of dark
glasses. The sun, gorgeous and orange, was close to the western horizon. It
looked very warm but lacked the power to heat the air. It was noticeably colder
than the time he had just left.


His hunch was that he had again
jumped a few days back in time. Heading out of the park, he made straight for
the newsagent’s booth in the Covered Market. The Christmas decorations were
still up all around the market, so he knew he hadn’t travelled far in time. At
the booth, he picked up a paper and checked the date.


It was Friday 20th December in the
same year, which meant he had travelled back a total of eight days this time. A
pattern was starting to emerge. The first time he had jumped back two days.
Next it had been four, and now it was eight.


He was reminded of the original
time bubble which had sent people into the future. That had doubled each time
someone had entered. Now the tachyometer seemed to be producing a reverse
effect, doubling his distance back in time each jump.


If this was the case, he would
know for certain next time he jumped because he would be sixteen days further
back in the past. That wouldn’t be for a while. The power indicator on the wand
was on red again and would presumably stay that way for the rest of this day at
least.


He was once again going to be in
search of a bed for the night, but he didn’t fancy the travel tavern again. The
place was soulless and depressing and that wasn’t what he needed right now. He
needed to find somewhere better.


His eyes were drawn away from the
date by the newspaper headline which screamed out:


ROCKSTAR ANDY GREEN DEAD AT 47


He didn’t remember a rockstar
called Andy Green and Josh knew his music well. Still, the name was vaguely familiar.
Where did he know it from? He scrutinised the accompanying picture of the dead
singer. It wasn’t just the name that was familiar. He had seen that face
before, long ago.


Perhaps it would come to him
later. He walked over to the kiosk to pay for the paper, intending to read more
as soon as he was settled into his hotel. If he was going to be stuck here for
a while it would be a good idea to familiarise himself with what was going on
in the world.


The paper was a good start, but
what he really needed was internet access. This would require a little effort
on his part. In his era, practically every device could talk and was in a state
of ‘always on’, but here he’d need to acquire a device that could use good,
old-fashioned Wi-Fi.


He walked up from the Covered
Market towards Cornmarket Street where he found an old-fashioned mobile phone
shop. He just needed something basic that would allow him to access the
internet without eating too much into his funds.


Getting a high-spec device on a
contract would be impossible in this time when he had no official identity or
even an address. Attempting to pass himself off as his younger,
twenty-something self on his futuristic driving licence would be certain to
fail.


Getting a phone on an
old-fashioned, pay-as-you-go 5G contract was also a non-starter. He would still
have to give some personal details and they would have to activate it for him.
Even if he did manage to get them to do this, he would probably not be able to
use it once he jumped back in time again. Then he would be in a time prior to
activation.


In the end, he decided to buy a
cheap tablet with no 5G access at all, figuring he could just use it on Wi-Fi
in hotspots. As long as the hotel he booked himself into had free Wi-Fi, he
could use that at his leisure.


With his new tablet safely in his
backpack, he turned his attention to the question of where to stay. Much as he
would have loved to have booked into the Randolph or another upmarket hotel, he
still had to manage his funds. He might need to stay here for a while. If the
tachyometer really was doubling his jumps, he was going to need to ration them,
otherwise he would be back in medieval times before he knew it. Before jumping
again, he needed to rest, recuperate and take stock of his situation.


Making his way down Abingdon Road,
he found a family-run guest house that he could stay in for just £80 a night.
It was quiet, affordable, and most importantly, it had Wi-Fi.


Settled in his room, he picked up
the newspaper again and read the tributes to the dead rockstar. Most of the
first eight pages were taken up by dedications to him. This sort of coverage
was only reserved for major stars, so why had Josh never heard of him?


Reading on, he discovered that the
mysterious Andy Green had become a huge global star after winning a TV reality
show in the early noughties. Looking through his pictures, he again had the
uncanny feeling that he had met the man before. When he read in the obituary
that the deceased was from his own home town, he suddenly realised who he was.


He did know him and his name was
indeed Andy Green but he was no rockstar in Josh’s world. He was just a lowlife
drunk, the sort that could be found propping up the bars in any town. Josh
remembered that this Andy had been more or less a permanent fixture at the bar
in The Red Lion back in the days before the Black Winter.


He had also been one of the first
people to enter the time bubble, observed by Josh and Charlie on the very first
day they had discovered it. So how was it that he was now apparently a dead
rockstar?


Further down the article, Josh
found something even more unsettling. Apparently Prime Minister Ed Miliband had
paid tribute to the star, saying his music had been inspirational to him during
his early political career. It was the sort of guff all politicians came out
with on such occasions, but it wasn’t Miliband’s sincerity or lack of it that
concerned Josh.


It was the fact that Ed Miliband
was Prime Minister that stood out. The evidence now was irrefutable. The
damaged tachyometer wasn’t just taking him back in time; it was taking him to
other universes as well. Was this a result of the splintering effect of what
had happened in the hospital? If so, did he have any hope of ever getting back?
He couldn’t hope for any rescue from Alice now. Even if she was looking for
him, how could she know which universe he was in?


What had caused this universe to
deviate from the path his own had? How had Andy become a rockstar, and how had
Ed Miliband become Prime Minister? Was it down to something he or one of his
other selves had done?


For the first time since he had
started on this lifelong quest to conquer the secrets of time travel, he began
to experience feelings of regret and fear. The realisation that he might be
trapped in the past forever was bringing negative emotions to the fore. Alice
had warned him over and over to be careful but he had been blasé about it and
now he had paid the price. Things had got seriously out of hand.


He lay back on the bed, close to
tears at his predicament. All these years of tinkering and experimenting and
where had it got him? Lost in the past, in another universe, with a device that
could only send him further and further back in time each time he used it. Next
time it would be sixteen days, then thirty-two. If the time he was in now
seemed unfamiliar, what was it going to be like when he started travelling back
further into history – perhaps to a time before he had even been born? And how
different might some of the other universes turn out to be?


The prospects were frightening. In
his head, he started to make a few mental calculations based on the assumption
of the doubling of each trip. Within five more jumps he would be more than a
year in the past. Another five would take him back into the 20th century. The
prospects of finding any assistance that far back in time would be remote.


If he was going to get out of
this, he needed to find help sooner rather than later. By far his best hope
would be to track down his younger self in the current universe to explain his
predicament. Then, perhaps his counterpart could come back from the future to
help him, just as he had helped his own younger self that time with the
helicopter.


It was the only plan he had on the
table for the moment, and was certainly a better choice than taking another
trip with the tachyometer. Only if he could not get help in this world would he
use it again.


Since it seemed he was going to be
staying for a while, he needed to sort out a few things, not least of which was
a fresh set of clothes and some toiletries. He would go into town, get what he
needed, have a decent meal with a much-needed bottle of wine, then come back
and enjoy a nice, long soak in the bath and a decent night’s sleep. Seeking out
his younger self could wait until tomorrow.


The following morning, suitably
refreshed, he left the hotel, booking himself in for another night as a
precaution. With no idea what the day would hold he was unsure if he would be
coming back or not.


He packed as much stuff as he
could squeeze into his backpack, leaving most of his dirty clothes behind. If
he managed to find a way home today, he wasn’t going to be bothered about them.


He walked through the centre of
Oxford, and made his way to the station to catch the train to his home town.
His plan was to go straight to his family home. If his life here hadn’t
deviated from his own, then that was where his younger self ought to be. He
would be twenty-three years old and living back at home, prior to getting a
flat with Alice a year or two later.


It was Saturday and he didn’t have
to wait long for a train. Getting a seat proved out of the question, though.
The train was packed with visitors to the designer shopping mall outside his
town. It attracted thousands of people every day from all over the world.


Josh was a little nervous about
knocking on the door of his family home. Would they recognise him? They had no
reason to. Although there might be a family resemblance, there was no reason
whatsoever why any of them could even contemplate the possibility of an older
version of him turning up out of the blue.


Was going straight to the front
door the right idea or not? Might it not be better to wait for Josh to go out?
Possibly, that would avoid any awkward conversations with other members of the
family. But it was cold, and he was impatient. He had come this far: he
couldn’t wait any longer.


In 2024, Josh’s family had lived
on Magnolia Avenue in a large, detached house. It was a new build completed a
few years previously and had cost over half a million pounds. His father had
his own building business and had done well enough out of it for them to afford
it.


As Josh approached the house where
he had spent his late teenage years, he recognised his father’s van outside,
which had Geoff Gardner and Son, General Builders printed along the
side.


That was a promising start. The
son didn’t refer to Josh, but rather his elder brother. He had taken over the
business after his father had died, and was still running it in the 2050s,
along with his own son.


Josh had mixed feelings about the
possibility of seeing his parents again. Both had died many years ago and he
had only visited them once in the past since he had begun time-travelling. That
was to attend their wedding day in 1992 and Josh had found the whole experience
so bittersweet that he had decided not to do so again.


Now circumstances had led him to
their door, but it wasn’t them he had come to see. Ideally he wanted to avoid
them. His father would be bound to want to know who this middle-aged man was
calling for his son on Saturday lunchtime. He always wanted to know everybody’s
business. Attempting to explain the truth would be pointless – he knew his
father would dismiss him as a conman, his usual take on people he didn’t know
or trust.


Josh noticed that the front garden
looked a bit of a mess. There were weeds growing all over the lawn which
surprised him. His father had always kept it immaculate. Hoping this wasn’t a
sign of anything untoward he strode up to the front door and rang the bell.


It took an age for anyone to answer
and when the door opened, as expected by Josh’s father, he was shocked by what
he saw.


“Who are you? What do you want?”
bellowed his father.


The blunt manner and aggressive
questioning weren’t completely out of character for his father, who had always
been blunt in his approach to people. But his appearance was all wrong.


He looked dishevelled, tired and
much older than Josh had expected. He was also in his dressing gown, which was
unheard of for his father at this time of day. He had always been an early
riser, a keen devotee of that old proverb ‘the early bird catches the worm’.


It seemed he had let himself go,
just as much as he had neglected the front lawn. Josh would need to tread
carefully.


“I’m a friend of Josh’s,” he said,
swiftly adding, “from the university” by way of explanation.


“Are you taking the piss?” replied
his father. “What are you, some sort of journalist, after a cheap story? You
people make me sick.”


“No, honestly, I’m a good friend
of his,” replied Josh. This conversation wasn’t going according to plan at all.
“I’m a lecturer at the university. We’ve been working together on a project.”


“If you really were a friend of
Josh’s, you would know he’s not here. He’s not been here for a long time.”


“Where is he, then?” replied Josh.


“I don’t want to talk about it,”
replied his father, almost trembling. Josh had never seen him looking this
upset. He had been a tough, powerful man with a strong voice to match, but now
his tone was wavering.


“Are you alright, Dad,” blurted
out Josh, without thinking.


“Dad?” exclaimed his father
angrily. “What sort of sicko are you? Get off my property now, or I’ll call the
police.”


With that, the door was slammed
firmly in his face, leaving Josh to ponder the little exchange that had just
taken place.


Something had clearly deviated
seriously off-track here. Had something bad happened to him in this timeline?
That would certainly explain why his father had been so upset. It hadn’t helped
matters that he had accidentally called him “Dad”. It was something that had
just come naturally to him, without even thinking about it.


Despite this little faux pas, his
father hadn’t recognised him, but then why would he? What reason would he have
for expecting a middle-aged version of his youthful son to turn up on his
doorstep? Josh was used to this sort of thing, it was an invariable consequence
of time-travelling, but it was beyond the experience of the vast majority of
people.


It was only as he turned and
walked away from the house that he saw something that added some perspective to
the conversation. On the back of his father’s van was a missing person poster
which read:


Have you seen this man – missing since June 2024.


Phone 01869 734825 with any information.


The photo was inevitably of Josh’s
younger self. For whatever reason, he had gone missing in this universe. Now he
needed to find out why. Was it something to do with time travel? It would seem
the most likely explanation and there were precedents.


He couldn’t try and get any more
information from his father after the earlier conversation, but there was
someone else in the town that might be able to shed some light on the
situation.


Ten minutes later, he was standing
at the front door of Charlie’s childhood home. This would have been a couple of
years before he and Kaylee had got married. They had been living together in
Charlie’s mother’s house at the time, trying to save the money for a deposit on
a house.


When the door opened, Josh was
relieved to see a perfectly normal and youthful-looking Charlie standing right
in front of him. Perhaps he would have more luck here.


“Alright, Charlie?” he said
confidently. “Guess who?”


Unlike Josh’s father, Charlie
realised who he was right away.


“Josh! Oh my God, you did find a
way back, then. But look at you! You’re an old man!”


Josh didn’t know where Charlie
thought he had been, but clearly there were two different stories going on
here, an inevitable consequence of getting your universes mixed up, it seemed.


“Can I come in?” he asked. “And
put some coffee on, I could really do with one.”


Charlie led the way through to the
kitchen. There didn’t seem to be anyone else about.


“Are we alone?” asked Josh.


“Yes, Kaylee and Mum have gone
Christmas shopping,” replied Charlie.


“That’s handy,” replied Josh. “It
gives us a chance to talk – and we’ve got a lot to talk about.”


“We certainly have,” said Charlie.
“How did you get back? And why did it take you so long?”


“I think this is going to be a
very long explanation,” replied Josh. “And possibly not the one you were
expecting.”


Over the next half-hour, Josh
summarised everything that had happened, right back to their original
adventures with the time bubble.


“So that’s how I ended up here,”
he concluded.


“Fascinating,” said Charlie,
“absolutely fascinating. There are so many parallels between our worlds, yet so
many differences, too.”


It was time for Charlie to tell
the story from his perspective. He explained how, at first, things had followed
the same path here as they had in Josh’s universe. The two of them had
discovered the time bubble back in October 2018, just as Josh remembered, but
in this timeline, events had played out differently.


The first point of difference they
could find in their own timelines revolved around Andy Green. He had been one
of the first people to fall into the original bubble, but here that hadn’t
happened. He no longer lived in the town in 2018, as he was busy finding fame
and fortune elsewhere on the planet.


“The rockstar lifestyle didn’t do
him any good, did it?” remarked Charlie. “Dead because of drink and drugs like
so many others.”


“Well, he didn’t exactly take it
easy on the booze in my universe either,” replied Josh. “Nor did he last much
longer. In just a few years from now he’ll fall over drunk in the snow and
freeze to death.”


As they continued to compare
notes, they examined how the timeline had changed more and more from that point
onwards. The Time Bubble Team still existed, albeit in a reduced capacity.
Kaylee had not gone missing in this timeline and consequently the police had
never become involved. Charlie had never had any dealings with Hannah who
consequently had never met Peter. Charlie confirmed the inevitable consequences
of this, which was that Peter had died of leukaemia during their final year of
A Levels.


The time bubble had, however,
proved troublesome in other ways, leading the reduced team to conclude that it
had to be shut down. This had resulted in Josh deciding to enter the bubble in
June 2024, with the aim of travelling to the future to find a way to disable
it.


He had by that time begun working
with Professor Hamilton who had agreed to help. Charlie didn’t know all the
technical details, but between them, they had seemed confident of success. If
all had gone well, Josh would have returned to this time, the same age as when
he left, leaving nobody any the wiser.


“That’s why I asked why you had
been gone so long,” said Charlie. “I assumed you’d become stuck in the future
and not been able to make it back for decades, hence why you now look so older.
But since you aren’t him and after all you’ve told me, I’m starting to wonder
if the other you will make it back at all. Is it possible if he did try to come
back from the future that he ended up in the wrong universe?”


“Virtually anything’s possible
judging by my experiences over the last few days,” replied Josh. “So when I
failed to reappear, did you say anything to my family? I saw my dad earlier –
he’s in a pretty bad way.”


“What could we say?” asked
Charlie. “At first we thought you might be back in a few days, but the longer
it went on, the harder it got. And you know what your dad’s like. What would he
have said if we’d rolled up and told him all this? I know it’s hard for them,
but at least now we know it didn’t work, we can stop him jumping again,
assuming he comes out safe and sound in January 2030.”


“Yeah, I wouldn’t count on that,”
said Josh, recalling that, in January 2030, the tunnel would be under several
metres of snow. He was almost certain the Black Winter would still happen
whatever other changes had occurred to the timeline. It fell into the category
of events on a cosmic scale that no amount of tinkering down here on the
surface of the planet could change.


“So, what are you going to do
now?” asked Charlie.


“Well, I thought about going to
see Professor Hamilton to see if he could help, but he’s not going to be around
for a few weeks yet. He always used to go back to Scotland for Christmas and
Hogmanay. I’m not sure he’ll be able to help me anyway. He retired long before
I started having any success with the time travel experiments, so it’s not like
he’s going to have the solution. I think I’m going to have to make another jump
and hope next time I can find my other self.”


“I’m sorry I can’t be more help,”
said Charlie.


“There is something you could do
for me, actually,” said Josh. “When your Josh does eventually reappear, can you
tell him everything I’ve told you? Even if I’m not in this time or this
universe, if I can spread the word around the multiverse, then maybe rescue
might be forthcoming at some point. Have you got a scanner on your phone?”


“Of course,” replied Charlie.


“OK, then can you take a copy of
all of these notes and pass them on to him?”


He produced his notebooks,
detailing all his trips in time and the different universes he had visited.


“There’s a lot here,” remarked
Charlie.


“I know, but it could prove vital.
I know it’s a long shot, but I’ve got to explore every possible way of getting
home.”


“Do you want to stick around for a
while?” asked Charlie. “Kaylee and Mum will be back soon.”


“It’s probably best I don’t,” said
Josh. “Obviously I’d love to see Kaylee again, but how would we explain my
presence to your mum? I assume she’s in the dark about the time bubble, just as
in my universe?”


“She is,” said Charlie. “Yes, I
can see how that could cause some awkward questions.”


Josh had enjoyed chatting with
Charlie and wasn’t in any great rush to leap on to the next universe. There
would be no harm spending another night here with so much uncertainty ahead.


“Tell you what,” he said. “I’m
staying at a small hotel in Oxford and have booked in for tonight already. How
about I delay my next jump until tomorrow morning? Then you, Kaylee and I can
meet up for a bite to eat tonight. It’ll give me a chance to tell you about
some more of my adventures. I’m also fascinated by some of the other
differences I’ve noticed between your universe and mine – Ed Miliband being PM
for a start. Maybe we can figure out how they came about.”


“Sounds like a plan,” said
Charlie. “Where and when?”


“Is that little French restaurant
down George Street still there? You know, where we went to celebrate you and
Kaylee getting engaged? I used to love that place.”


“It certainly is,” replied
Charlie, picking his phone up from the table to look it up.


“There, it’s booked,” he said, a
couple of taps on the screen later.


“Fantastic,” said Josh.


After the feeling of despair that
had engulfed him the previous evening, Josh was now starting to feel a lot
better. Whatever his next trip held, at least he was safe among friends for the
moment.











Chapter
Twelve


December 2024


The following morning, Josh
returned to his usual spot in Christ Church Meadow feeling optimistic about his
next jump back in time. It was the 22nd of December, so if the pattern
continued as expected, he ought to arrive on the morning of Friday 6th
December.


Although things hadn’t worked out
on this jump, he had really enjoyed the previous evening with Charlie and
Kaylee. She had been delighted to see him again, eagerly lapping up his stories
of time travel and other universes.


They weren’t technically the same
Charlie and Kaylee he had grown up with, but that didn’t make any difference.
Quintessentially, they were still the same people and they got on just as well
as they ever had.


Discussing the differences between
their home universes was one of the main topics of conversation. Between them,
they attempted to trace the timeline back to the point of divergence. It seemed
that the whole of history was identical up until the early 21st century. The
earliest event they could find that differed was Andy’s talent show win. In
Josh’s universe, Andy had drunkenly fallen off the stage, becoming a laughing
stock. That hadn’t happened here.


Quite how that seemingly minor
event had led to Labour returning to power in 2015 wasn’t clear. Ed Miliband
had claimed to have been inspired by Andy’s music. It was hard to see how that
could affect the result of a general election, but somehow it had. Something
seemingly as trivial as who did or didn’t win a TV talent show in the early
noughties had produced enough ripples to create that change.


Josh found it absolutely
intriguing. There was a mystery here to be figured out that doubtless he could
solve, given time. In other circumstances he would have hung around to play
detective, but he had more important things to worry about at the moment. It
was time to move on.


Checking there was no one around,
he stepped behind his favourite tree, and held out the tachyometer. The light
was growing green again, which meant he was good to go. It had once again taken
just over twelve hours to recharge this time which seemed to be pretty
consistent with before.


He didn’t experience any sudden
changes in the weather this time. It had been sunny when he left and it was
still sunny now, but he knew the jump had taken place because there were
puddles on the gravel path beside the tree where there were none before.


To make sure he was where he
expected to be, he once again headed into town to check the date on the
newspapers in the Covered Market. It was exactly as expected, so there could be
no doubt now. His jumps back in time were definitely doubling in length.


He bought a copy of The Times and
headed for his favourite café in the market. Scanning every column inch over
his coffee, he was relieved to find that every story seemed consistent with
what he remembered from his original universe, including the identity of the
prime minister.


Could it be that he had made it
home? It might not be the right time, but if it was the right universe, he was
halfway there. All he needed to do now was track down his younger self and
enlist his help.


Young Josh shouldn’t be too
difficult to find. The university would not have finished for Christmas yet, so
the college would be the best place to start. He would make for Professor
Hamilton’s lab first and look for him there. Even if he wasn’t, the Professor
almost certainly would be. Apart from around four hours of lectures a week, he
rarely went anywhere else. It would be good to see his former mentor again.


Leaving the café, he headed north
into St Giles’ and towards the college. Since he had no official status in this
time, he resorted to buying a ticket to enter the grounds, along with all the
other tourists.


Once inside, slipping into the
building and making his way to the lab was easy. It had not changed at all in
the last thirty years. Opening the door he was pleased to see his aging former
tutor at his bench, just as he had expected.


“Professor Hamilton!” he
exclaimed. “It’s so good to see you again.”


The Professor looked up from where
he was sitting at the bench, poring over his tachyonics equipment. He was a
small, thin man with wire-framed glasses and a head that was almost completely
bald apart from a few wisps of hair behind the ears. Josh knew he was in his
sixties by this time, but he could see from his eyes that he was still lively
and full of the energy which drove him on in his research.


“I’ve never seen you before,” he
said in his light Scottish accent, tempered by four decades of living in
Oxford.


“Don’t you recognise me,
Professor? It’s me, Josh – your student!”


“Josh?” replied the Professor,
peering at him through his glasses. “I don’t think I have a Josh.”


He’s just being absent-minded,
thought Josh. He hadn’t recognised him, but neither had his own father, so it
was nothing to worry about. He would just have to explain further.


“Yes, you do. Look closely – I was
one of your students – Josh Gardner, and I used to help you with your time
travel experiments. You must remember?”


The Professor just looked back at
him with a blank look on his face. Josh kept going, hoping the penny would
drop.


“The truth is, I’ve come here from
thirty years in the future to tell you that we’ve cracked it! Or I have,
anyway. You really want to move on from that tachyonics stuff, you know, that
is so last century.”


The Professor looked him up and
down closely, but there was no sign of recognition.


“I’m telling you I’ve never
clapped eyes on you before in my life,” he said. “This isn’t some sort of
wind-up, is it? I wouldn’t put it past Garfunkel to send one of his cronies
over to try and wheedle my secrets out of me. Is that it?”


“Of course not,” replied Josh,
remembering the Professor’s arch rivalry with his equivalent number from
Cambridge. “This is nothing to do with Garfunkel, and before you say it, this
is not a student prank either, just to get that question out of the way, too.”


“So, who are you then?”


“I told you I’m Josh. Josh
Gardner. Here, I’ll prove it to you. Take a look at this.”


He pulled the tachyometer out of
the bag and presented it to Hamilton.


“This,” he said reverently, “is
the tachyometer. It’s how I got here, through time. I am actually from the year
2055.”


Although the Professor still
looked sceptical, Josh had clearly grabbed his attention.


“The tachyometer, you say? So
tachyonics does work?”


“Actually, no, it doesn’t,” said
Josh. “We sort of named it that as a joke.”


“At my expense no doubt,” said the
Professor grumpily.


“Of course not,” replied Josh,
remembering how irascible the Professor could be at times. “It was more of a
tribute, really.”


“Why, am I dead in 2055?” asked
Hamilton.


“No man should know his own
future,” replied Josh. He wasn’t actually sure if Hamilton was dead or not. He
hadn’t seen him since he had retired back to Scotland.


“Well, I bloody hope I am,” said
the Professor. “I’ll be almost a hundred by then and I really don’t fancy
ending up as some gibbering old wreck in a nursing home. My lungs are bad
enough now.”


Almost on cue, the older man began
coughing. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out some tablets. “As you’re
here, you may as well make yourself useful. Pass me a glass of water, will
you?”


Josh obliged and watched as he
knocked back a pill. Turning his attention to the tachyometer, the Professor
looked it up and down, examining it in detail.


“How exactly does this work,
then?”


“It doesn’t at the moment,”
replied Josh glumly, “at least not properly. That’s why I’m here. I need your
help.”


He then explained everything that
had happened up to this point, just as he had with Charlie before. By the time
he had finished, Hamilton had relaxed his guard, seemingly accepting Josh’s
story and taking a keen interest in the tachyometer.


“Have you attempted to repair it?”
asked the Professor.


“Quite honestly, I don’t think I
would be able to in this time period. I don’t have access to the technology
that I used to build it in the first place. What I need is right in this very
room, in my universe, but thirty years in the future – which is a trifle
inconvenient to say the least.”


“Are you sure it’s not just
something simple – a loose connection or something?” asked the Professor,
attempting to be helpful. “I’ve got a soldering iron over there. We could open
it up and take a look?”


“A soldering iron?” asked Josh in
disbelief. “What is this, the 20th century? There’s no way we can go hacking
about at it like that. At the moment I’ve got it just barely working. I can’t
control where it takes me anymore, but even at this low level of functionality,
I’ve got a remote chance of getting home. Hacking about at it with primitive
tools isn’t going to do it any good.”


“Alright, I was only trying to
help,” said the Professor. “You did say that was why you had come here. But
clearly there is not a lot I can do with my prehistoric equipment.”


“Just do what you did before. Take
the young Josh under your wing, support him in his time travel experiments and
help him develop the technology needed to come and rescue me.”


“That’s all very well, but I’ve
already told you, I don’t know your younger self,” he replied. “There is no one
called Josh in any of my classes and he certainly doesn’t hang out here in the
lab. None of my students do. If he does exist, you’re far more likely to find
him in The Lamb and Flag with the others.”


“But you must know him,” protested
Josh, getting seriously concerned by Hamilton’s denial of his existence.


“I can assure you I don’t,”
replied Hamilton. “Look, this is easily settled, we’ll look him up. What did
you say your surname was again?”


“Gardner,” replied Josh.


The Professor turned to a touch
screen set into the wall and called up a list of the students registered at the
university. Scrolling to the letter G, he started to read down the list of
names.


“Let’s see now. Gale, Gascoigne,
Geary. Hmm. It seems we don’t have a Gardner.”


Josh was getting a disturbing sense
of déjà vu. This was just like before. Why couldn’t his other selves stick to
what they should be doing? Why wasn’t he here?


“Clearly I’m not a student here in
this timeline, then,” said Josh. “So where am I?”


“At another university?” suggested
the Professor. “You had better not be at Cambridge working with Garfunkel. It
wouldn’t be the first time that scoundrel has poached the cream of the crop
from under my nose.”


Ignoring the Professor’s paranoia,
Josh knew that, whatever the reason, this was a serious setback. If he wasn’t
at Oxford, then he wouldn’t be inventing the tachyometer in this room or
possibly anywhere else.


“Well, wherever he is, I’m going
to have to try and track him down,” replied Josh. “Thanks for your time,
Professor. It’s been good to see you again.”


“Come back and see me and let me
know how it all goes, won’t you?” asked the Professor.


“I’ll try,” said Josh.


“It’s been a pleasure to meet
you,” added Hamilton. “Not least because I now know for certain that time
travel truly is possible. I’m only sorry your younger self isn’t here. From
what you’ve told me, I’m sure I would have loved working with him.”


“If it’s any consolation, I
certainly enjoyed working with your alter ego,” replied Josh. “Without your
help, I probably wouldn’t be standing here right now.”


Leaving the college, Josh headed
for a quiet restaurant down Little Clarendon Street that he used to frequent in
this era. It was exactly as he remembered it. This universe seemed identical in
every respect to his own, so why wasn’t Josh where he was supposed to be?


Settling down at a table, he
pulled out his tablet and hooked up to the Wi-Fi. The next step in finding his
elusive other self was to track him down on social media.


He hadn’t realised how much
Facebook had changed over the years, but he soon managed to find his way around
it. By the time the waiter came to take his order, he was looking at his old
profile page. As he looked through it, his heart sank. It was looking as if
this Josh wasn’t going to be able to help him at all.


His occupation was listed as
builder at Gardner & Sons. The subtle change from Son to Sons
didn’t go unnoticed. His relationship status was even more startling. It seemed
he was married in this timeline, not to Alice, but to Lauren. The cover picture
on his profile page showed the two of them standing outside his home town’s
registry office. To top it all, in the picture Lauren was clearly heavily
pregnant. It was a classic shotgun wedding pose.


He sat for a while and mulled it
over while he waited for his food to come. So, he was a father here, something
he had never achieved in his own timeline. But married to Lauren? How had that
happened? Sure, he had gone out with her for a few months when they were
teenagers, but she wasn’t the settling down type. She had been rather too
flirty with other men for his liking, and he hadn’t been in any rush to settle
down either. His sights had been firmly set on getting to Oxford – but not
here, apparently.


Even though help from this Josh
seemed unlikely, he couldn’t just move on. He had to find out why he was living
such a different life in a world that was seemingly otherwise identical.


Finding his address wasn’t
difficult. All he had to do was look at the electoral roll, which was freely
available online via his tablet. By 2pm, with a solid lunch inside him, he was
once again on the train bound for his home town.


The address was somewhere he had
never lived in his own life, but he knew where it was. It was in a 1980s estate
to the north of the town where all the streets were named after types of trees.
As he approached the house on Sycamore Drive, he could see that it was tiny,
just a one-bedroomed starter home. It was also looking seriously run-down.


The window frames were grimy and
rotting. There were cobwebs around the front door, upon which the faded yellow
paint was peeling. It looked like it was the only house in the street that
still had its original front door from forty years ago. It didn’t look as if
any work had been done on the whole house since it was built.


As he pressed the doorbell, he
wondered whether his younger self would be in. If he was, how would he be
likely to react to Josh’s arrival? Would he be as amenable as the Professor had
been once he had explained everything?


After a few seconds with no signs
of life, he wondered if the doorbell was working. He hadn’t heard it chime when
he had pressed it. Was it broken, or was it one of those that couldn’t be heard
from outside? There was a panel of clear glass in the top half of the front
door, but he couldn’t see a lot, as the sun was reflecting directly back from
the pane.


He moved closer, using his body to
shield the window from the sun, and peered through the glass, trying to see
more of what was inside.


What he saw was a mess. The house
was open-plan with a kitchen at the front and he could see piles of crockery on
the breakfast bar that separated the kitchen from the living room. There were
toys scattered around on the floor and he could see that it all looked in need
of a good hoovering, even from where he was standing.


Deciding that the doorbell was
probably in the same state of repair as the rest of the house, he banged on the
door. That caused a baby to start crying followed swiftly by a woman shouting
out, “For fuck’s sake, who’s that?” It was unmistakeably Lauren’s voice.


Thirty seconds later, she
appeared, wearing a grubby-looking, white dressing gown and clasping her baby
to her chest. The child, who couldn’t have been more than about six months old,
was screaming its head off.


She flung open the door
aggressively, immediately assailing him with, “Who are you and what do you
want? You’ve just woken my baby up, banging on the door like that.”


Josh had never seen Lauren looking
like this before. Motherhood didn’t seem to be suiting her at all. She looked
worn out and it was impossible not to notice how big she was – at least four
dress sizes larger than he had ever seen her.


He could tell that the baby was a
boy. He looked at the child, still crying uncontrollably, a strange and
melancholy feeling washing over him as he met the son he had never had.


There was no sign of his younger
self, so he would have to try and see what he could find out from Lauren. He
didn’t imagine he was going to get long before she closed the door on him, so
there was no point skirting around the issue. He would just have to come right
out with it.


“Don’t you recognise me?” he
asked.


She looked closely at him. “No,”
she replied. “Should I?”


“It’s me, Josh,” he said, “your
husband.” It felt weird saying it, but not nearly as weird as it probably
sounded to her.


“My husband?” she said
incredulously. “I don’t think so. My husband’s out at work, earning the money
to keep this roof over our heads. Are you some sort of weirdo?”


“Look closely at me,” said Josh.
“I am him, just older.”


She examined his face closely.
“OK, I’ll admit, you do look a little bit like him. But get real, will you. My
husband is twenty-three years old. You’re an old man!”


He was getting fed up with people
telling him how old he looked. He guessed that was something he was going to
have to get used to.


“It is me, Lauren. It’s hard to
explain, but I’ve time-travelled here from the future. That’s not difficult to
believe, is it, when you consider all the adventures we had with the time
bubble?”


“What’s the time bubble?” she
asked.


“You must remember the time
bubble,” said Josh. “In the tunnel, under the railway line, transports people
forward in time?”


He looked at her hopefully, but
the blank look on her face said it all.


“I’m sorry but I have absolutely
no idea what you’re talking about. You’re obviously wrong in the head. Now get
off my doorstep or I’ll call the police.”


The door was firmly slammed in his
face, as he had been expecting, causing the baby, who had calmed down during
the conversation, to start screaming again.


There was no point trying again.
She couldn’t help him and may well carry out her threat to call the police if
he kept pestering her. He was pretty sure by now that young Josh wouldn’t be
able to help him either, so there was no point waiting around for him. If she
had never heard of the time bubble, then it was highly likely he hadn’t either.


As he walked back towards town, he
went over the conversation he had just had. How had things ended up like they
had in this universe? Weighing up the evidence, he tried to come up with a
theory as to how these changes had come about.


If the time bubble didn’t exist
here, or had not been discovered by him and Charlie, then that could explain
how his life had followed the route it had. He would not have derived any
inspiration from the adventures when he was seventeen if they hadn’t happened
here.


Subsequently, he hadn’t developed
a desire to investigate time travel and hadn’t gone to university at all.
Instead he had followed his brother into the family business.


That had led him to be stuck in
the town, and seemingly stuck with Lauren. He would never meet Alice. Was this
life what this Josh would have really wanted? He had enjoyed what he and Lauren
had got up to in their younger years, but he had never considered her marriage
material. She was hardly the marrying type, either.


What had been blatantly obvious in
their brief encounter was that she wasn’t happy. Everything about her, from her
demeanour, appearance and surroundings, hardly painted a picture of domestic
bliss and joyful motherhood.


Was his other self equally
unhappy? Had they just settled for each other due to having no other ambition
in life? Would they have married if it had not been for the sake of the child?
He was sorely tempted to find out by looking for the other Josh and asking him,
but was that really a good idea? How would his counterpart feel, having another
version turn up from a universe?


“Hey, my life turned out to be so
much more interesting than yours!” was probably not something he would want to
hear.


Would this Josh and Lauren even
last? A few months going out with her had been more than enough in his
universe. He couldn’t imagine it was any better in this one.


He thought about the baby again,
feelings of regret flooding through him once more. He had come to terms some
years ago with the realisation he would never become a father, but seeing in
flesh and blood what might have been filled him with sadness.


How different would his life have
been if he really had had a son? That son would be grown up by now, giving him
a legacy and passing on his genes. Instead, he was leaving nothing behind.


Was this Josh here better off
after all? Maybe he was living in a run-down house in what was possibly an
unhappy relationship. But he did have the one thing that he didn’t – a child.
And he knew nothing of the other life he could have led. Maybe ignorance was
bliss after all. At least this Josh wasn’t going to end up trapped in the past
in the multiverse, unable to find his way home.


Thinking about all of this was
quite upsetting. He had to try and put it out of his mind and focus on his next
move. Trying to find any further help in this universe was clearly a lost
cause, but there was one more thing he wanted to do before he left. He began to
make his way towards the railway tunnel, to where all of this had begun.


It was just possible that there
might be a way back to the future using the time bubble, if he could possibly
gain access to it. It wouldn’t be back to his own universe, but if he could get
back to the 2050s, even in another universe, he might be able to acquire the
technology he needed to repair the tachyometer.


He had all the dates that Peter
had originally jumped when he was using the time bubble permanently committed
to memory. He knew that in his universe he wouldn’t be able to use the bubble
now as Peter was inside and would be for at least another five years.


But that had been in his universe,
not this one. In this one, it was fair to assume that Peter wasn’t in the
bubble. He had only found out about its existence through Josh, and since this
Josh seemingly didn’t know about it, how would Peter?


Perhaps the time bubble didn’t
even exist here, hence why they hadn’t found it, but he may as well go and have
a look. There was a tiny chance that if he went to the tunnel now, he might be
able to make a jump. It was a very slender chance, but he wasn’t going to lose
anything by trying.


Predictably enough, after walking
up and down the tunnel a few times, absolutely nothing happened. While he was
doing this, a few other pedestrians passed through as well, and none of them
vanished.


Had the tachyometer had been
functioning properly, it would have been able to detect the bubble and tell him
all he needed to know about it in an instant, but without this information, he
was blind. He hadn’t expected any miracles here, but it had been worth a try.


He thought about Peter’s jump in
2024 and the ones before that. In theory, if he could find a universe where
those jumps still happened, he could intercept Peter before he jumped. Maybe he
would let him take his place to travel forward.


It was a sound idea in principle,
but not one he could really bring himself to utilise. Peter had been using the
tunnel to get far enough forward in time to find a cure for his disease – a
goal he ultimately achieved.


If Josh were to take Peter’s place
in the tunnel he would be condemning an innocent man, and a friend, to death.
Offering to come back in time later to help him would be a promise he couldn’t
be sure he could keep. No, he was going to have to find another way.


Leaving the tunnel, he decided
there was no point going back to Oxford tonight. Other than a few dirty
clothes, he had all the possessions he needed for the next jump right there. He
would stay in the town overnight and make the jump first thing in the morning.
He had seen all he needed to of this universe. It was time to move on.


Early the next morning, he made
his way to a park on the outskirts of town. He didn’t imagine there would be
anyone around at 8am on a cold December morning. It would be a safe place to
jump.


The light on the tachyometer was
glowing green. How much longer would it keep working? If it gave up the ghost
on him, he would be stuck for good. Holding it out in the gathering gloom, a
feeling of apprehension washed over him as he wondered what the next world
would have in store.


His feeling of apprehension was
well placed. He was completely unprepared for what was to happen next. As soon
as he stepped through, the entire landscape around him was utterly transformed.











Chapter
Thirteen


November 2024


Josh had seen many subtle changes
during his travels through other universes, but they were still fundamentally
the same world. Nothing so far had been anywhere near the scale of change in
the scene that now lay before him.


Seconds before, he had been
standing on the grassy field where he and Charlie used to play football as
kids.


Now he was standing in a clearing
in a large wood. Great oak and horse chestnut trees towered all around him,
half-covered in golden, autumn leaves. Here and there, chinks of sunlight
penetrated through gaps where the branches were already bare, as a steady
stream of leaves broke off and fluttered downwards in the breeze.


Underfoot, the mown grass of the
football pitch had been replaced by rough, uneven ground which was covered with
a carpet of open acorn and conker shells, their fruits scattered liberally
across the area.


A crow began cawing harshly
overhead, a sound Josh often heard during the colder months. He wasn’t sure
where he was, but in terms of time, it looked very much like late autumn. He
had been expecting to arrive in early November, which fitted the conditions, so
why wasn’t he where he was supposed to be?


The tachyometer may have been able
to transport him through time and between universes, but the one thing it
didn’t do was move his physical location. It wasn’t something he had ever
programmed into the device. Now it seemed as if it had inexplicably transported
him to an unknown location – or had it?


What if he was in the same place,
but rather than thirty-two days earlier in time, he had been transported back
centuries to the era when England was still covered in forests? The
consequences of that were extremely troubling to contemplate.


Whilst some people might harbour
romantic ideals of a pre-industrial golden age, the reality of poverty, disease
and medieval brutality were not things he had any desire to experience. With
his modern clothing and backpack, he would be more likely to get burned at the
stake as a witch than get any help from the locals.


There was a small path leading out
of the clearing into a thickly wooded area. If there were any answers to be
found, perhaps they would lie at the end of the path. He wasn’t going to get
any here.


He started to make his way through
the woods. It was slow progress, with the path overgrown in places, and he
cursed as he snagged his coat on a stray branch, causing him to temporarily
lose his footing. It seemed to take ages to reach the perimeter, even though in
reality it was probably only a hundred yards or so.


When he did eventually emerge from
the trees, he was encouraged to see a few signs of civilisation. A
single-track, narrow road ran alongside the edge of the woods, with a hedgerow
and a field beyond which was full of sheep.


The road wasn’t tarmacked and he
could see large ruts in the rough terrain that looked as if they might have
been made by a tractor or some other heavy-wheeled vehicle. Hopefully these
were signs he wasn’t as far back in time as he had initially feared.


He followed the road along the
edge of the wood until it turned a corner around the edge of the trees, giving
him a panoramic view of the landscape ahead. He paused for a moment, taking
stock of the very changed world he now saw before him.


The town he had grown up in was
still there, albeit in a much smaller version. He recognised a few of the older
buildings, most notably the church, but most of the other infrastructure was
gone. There was no Sainsbury’s, no petrol station and none of the out-of-town
housing estates that had swelled the population in recent decades. There were
no proper roads, only tracks.


He had barely reached the edge of
the town in its current guise, yet in his world, he estimated that he would be
standing just about where Kwik Fit was.


Where the garage had previously
stood, there was now a large, wooden stable that appeared to be attached to an
inn about fifty yards further on. These were more or less the first buildings
on the outskirts of the greatly reduced town. As he looked up at it, he noted
that the inn was named The Fox, which brought back a vague memory. Wasn’t there
once a pub of that name in the town? He remembered his dad talking about a
famous punch-up there in the 1980s during an England vs Scotland football
match.


Pausing outside the stable, Josh
heard the sound of a horse neighing inside and a repetitive clink-clink-clink
sound which he took to be a blacksmith fitting a shoe.


Deciding against opening the
stable door, he decided to press on. The road widened as he reached The Fox,
becoming quite recognisable. It followed the same route as the main road
northwards towards Buckingham in his own world. This version was devoid of
tarmac, traffic lights and anything else that might suggest the invention of
the motor car.


He turned right here, heading into
the town, passing the church and towards a narrow street, one of the oldest
parts of the town. Here there were recognisable clusters of houses, at least in
terms of their basic structure. Their exterior appearance, however, was very
different. There were no kebab shops, tanning salons or Indian restaurants to
be found here.


As he walked on into the market
square he could see a huge amount of hustle and bustle going on as the
townsfolk went about their daily business. Gazing around in awe, he nearly got
himself run over as a horse and carriage came up the road towards him at speed.
With the driver clearly having no intention of moving out of the way, he was
forced to throw himself to one side, in the process almost falling into the small
brook that ran through the town centre.


“Watch out, will you!?” shouted
the driver in a strong, rural accent. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”
And with that, he rushed on by. Like most of the men around, the driver was
dressed very formally in a suit and tie, and donning a hat.


“Come on,” yelled the man,
whipping the horse brutally as he passed, in a manner that would be deemed
totally unacceptable in Josh’s world.


Recovering his composure after
nearly being run down, he continued to walk through the centre of the town and
the hive of activity all around him. It was like something out of a period
drama. Everything he could see around him suggested he had gone back to
sometime in the 19th century.


There were two more blacksmiths on
the square, both busy shoeing horses outside their shops, a man driving a small
herd of pigs towards the far end of the square, and various other men and women
in formal and old-fashioned clothes, some smart, but others tattered and torn.
This applied particularly to the grimy children playing all around him, some of
whom were shoeless, despite the cold.


Josh felt a growing feeling of
desperation gnawing away inside him. Maybe he hadn’t been in the right universe
before, but at least there had been the comfort of familiar people and places
around him. Here he had been ripped well and truly out of his comfort zone.


If he really had been transported
centuries back in time he was going to find himself seriously up the proverbial
creek. He didn’t belong here – he knew it and, worryingly, so did the people
around him.


He was more than aware that he was
attracting a lot of looks from the people in the town. Not only was he a
stranger in their midst, but he was also one wearing clothes of a design and
fabric unknown to these people. To them, the parka probably looked like a
spacesuit.


Thankfully these people didn’t
seem hostile, just curious. A couple of young women a few yards away across the
square pointed at him, one making a comment that caused both to burst into
laughter. This was reassuring in a way. He could cope with people taking the
piss out of him – it was infinitely preferable to being burnt at the stake.


Pausing in the heart of the
square, he stopped to look around him. This area was fairly recognisable in
comparison to his world. The biggest difference was the lack of cars and
facilities such as car parks built around them.


It wasn’t just the sights and
sounds that were different, but the smells were, too. Rather than the usual
exhaust fumes that polluted this area, the air was instead filled with all
manner of other smells. These ranged from the pleasant waft of freshly baking
bread, to the less pleasant that made the nose wrinkle, manure and a clearly
primitive sanitation system.


At the front of the market square
was a general store and haberdashery, outside which he could see a small
newspaper stand. Yet again, the press would help him identify where he had
arrived in time.


He crossed the busy square, making
a guestimate as to exactly what period he was in. The complete absence of motor
vehicles suggested it had to be before the 20th century. There was no sign of
any electric lighting, either, but there were gas lamps in the street.


As he approached the shop, he
heard the distinctive toot of a steam train in the distance, so it had to be
sometime in the second half of the 19th century. He decided to go for 1875, but
as he was shortly to find out, that guess was well wide of the mark.


As he focused on the top of the
old-fashioned, black and white newspaper, he discovered that it wasn’t the 19th
century at all. It wasn’t even the twentieth. The date on the paper was
actually the one he had been expecting to arrive at all along:


Tuesday 5th November, 2024.


The date was right, so what had
happened to the world all around him? It was well over a century behind the
times. Something seismic on the Gardner scale must have happened to the
timeline to cause this much change.


Once he had got over the surprise
of finding out the date, his eyes were drawn to the headline below. It was in a
modest font, much smaller than the bold and brash front pages he was used to in
his world, but it caught his eye nonetheless. This headline alone confirmed he
really was in a vastly altered world:


Millions celebrate coronation of King Harold XX


King Harold the twentieth? There
had been only one Harold he could remember and that was in the 11th century. If
there had been eighteen of them since that time, then things had wandered off
at more than a tangent here.


Whilst it was discomfiting to find
himself in such strange surroundings, he was at least heartened by finding out
that he was in the correct time period. He could jump again once the
tachyometer recharged, hopefully to somewhere resembling something a little
more like reality.


But what was he to do in the
meantime? He scanned the top of the paper, looking for the price. It was listed
as 3d, indicating that they were using the old English money in this universe.
The decimalised, polymer notes in his wallet would be useless to him. He was
going to be struggling just to fulfil his basic needs, like food and shelter.


Did he have anything of value he
could sell? Not really, unless he could trade his coat, and would anyone even
want it? A parka was hardly the height of fashion where he had come from, and
it certainly didn’t fit in with the dress of people here.


He toyed with the idea of stealing
some money, but how? Even if the tachyometer was working properly, there
weren’t any cashpoints to defraud. He wasn’t about to try and steal from a shop
or an individual. Somehow to him that always seemed worse than stealing from
large corporations. Besides, he didn’t fancy being thrown in the stocks, or
hanged, or whatever other savage, archaic punishments they might have here for
stealing if he got caught.


He wandered up the street towards
a large hotel on the corner, a stone, whitewashed building which was also a
hotel in his own universe. Engrossed in his thoughts about what to do next, he
didn’t notice the woman in the pink, frilly dress leaning against the wall
until he was almost at the corner. She certainly noticed him, though, and
accosted him in a voice that was vaguely familiar.


“Hey, stranger,” said the woman.
“You new in town?”


He looked up at the woman, a sense
that he knew her washing over him. She was tarted up with way too much make-up
and smelling of strong perfume. It was blatantly obvious what trade she was
plying. She was selling her wares, her outfit reminiscent of a good-time girl
in a Texan whorehouse.


He was initially surprised by
this. Hadn’t people been a lot more puritanical in Victorian times? He couldn’t
imagine prostitutes being allowed to conduct their business in broad daylight
in his town in those days.


But then, these weren’t Victorian
times, he reminded himself. There was not even a Queen Victoria, and probably
never had been. Perhaps moral values were a lot more relaxed in this world and
prostitutes hanging around on street corners were just a normal part of the
everyday scene.


“You want to have some fun?” she
asked. “I’ve got a room just upstairs here.”


Suddenly he realised who she was.
The tone of her voice was unmistakeable, even masked as it was in the strong,
rural accent her counterpart in the other universe lacked. Her clothes and hair
were completely different, as befitted her trade, but even under the layers of
make-up, he knew that chubby, cheeky little face anywhere.


“Lauren?” he asked.


“No, dearie, my name’s Annie.
That’s Annie Watson, at your service. Now, what’s it to be?”


He looked closely at her face
again. It was undoubtedly Lauren, or someone who looked incredibly like her.
The surname was right, too: it was only her first name that was different, but
why?


“Very pleased to meet you, Annie,”
he said. “Tell me, how did you get your first name?”


“After the princess of course,”
she said. “Princess Annie of Cornwall.”


“There’s a Princess of Cornwall
now?” he asked.


Like every world he visited,
curiosity was getting the better of him, and he knew now he wouldn’t be able to
leave until he had found out more about this so very different world.


“There always has been! Now come
on, time is money,” stressed Lauren/Annie impatiently. “What’s your pleasure?
Come upstairs with me, and you can stick it anywhere – and I mean anywhere.”


This may not have been the same
Lauren as the one he had grown up with, but she was every bit as filthy. He
imagined that this version of her probably enjoyed her profession immensely.
Recalling their past sexual adventures, he was almost tempted for a moment, but
then remembered that he was a married man, even if it wasn’t in this universe.
He also didn’t have any money, so couldn’t have done the business even if he
wanted to.


“I’m really sorry, Annie, I’d love
to stay and play, but I’m a little financially embarrassed at the moment. You
don’t know if there’s any work going around here, do you?”


“Try up at the station,” she said.
“They’re putting in a new railway line and are always looking for men. There’s
plenty of work going – most of the farm labourers have been working up there
since the harvest came in.”


“Thanks,” replied Josh. “I’ll
check it out.”


“Don’t do your back in,” said
Lauren. “I’ll still be here later if you want to come back and spend your wages
in me.”


She winked at him theatrically.
She really was every bit as incorrigible as the original. He bid her farewell,
heading out of the town centre in the direction he had heard the train toot
from earlier. Hopefully the station would be in the same location it was in his
world.


Getting a day’s work was
remarkably easy. Despite his strange appearance and late arrival, the foreman
seemed only too happy to have another pair of hands on the job. He offered him
a few hours’ work on the spot, which he was delighted to discover was paid
daily in cash.


Annie hadn’t been joking when she
had mentioned his back. It was exhausting work, laying railway sleepers along a
track that would soon connect the town to Buckingham. Chatting to his fellow
workers, he got the impression that Buckingham was a much larger and more
important town in this universe than in his. Milton Keynes, however, didn’t
exist, as he discovered when he asked if the tracks would continue on to there.


He found the men a friendly bunch
to work with, surprisingly tolerant of having a stranger in their midst. It
seemed there were more jobs going than there were people to fill them, and they
were only too glad for the help.


After his Milton Keynes question,
he was a little guarded in what else he asked his fellow workers. He didn’t
want to ask questions about things that everyone ought to already know. A
question such as, ‘Is London the capital of England?’ would make him look
seriously strange.


What he did glean from the general
conversation was that the lack of workers was down to repeated outbreaks of the
Black Death, a scourge that was still killing millions, even in the 21st
century. Fortunately, it had been over five years since it had last struck. It
would be a sorry end indeed to Josh’s travels if he was to die of bubonic
plague.


He had been forced to leave his
backpack in the care of the foreman when he had gone out to work, breaking his
golden rule not to let the tachyometer out of his sight. Thankfully it had not
been tampered with when he returned at the end of the day’s work, with fading
light calling a halt to proceedings by late-afternoon.


The foreman doubled as a wages
clerk, handing out the pay packets to each man in turn. There didn’t seem to be
any paperwork involved: this appeared to be a completely cash-in-hand culture.
That suited Josh no end – it made the passing through nature of his existence a
lot easier with no PAYE codes or National Insurance numbers to worry about.


The stationmaster was a large,
middle-aged man, who was somewhat reminiscent of Barry from the hospital but,
unlike Annie/Lauren, this was definitely a different man.


“Let’s see now,” said the foreman.
“It’s ten shillings a day but since you didn’t turn up until 11am, you get six
shillings. Try getting out of bed a little earlier tomorrow.”


He may not have been Barry, but he
had a similar attitude.


“Can I have my backpack?” asked
Josh hopefully.


“Ah yes, the mysterious backpack,”
said the foreman, lifting it up from behind his desk. “I’ve never seen anything
like this before. Tell me, what’s it made out of?”


“It’s a special kind of cotton,”
replied Josh, thinking on his feet. “They grow it in America.”


“Where’s America?” asked the man.


“You’ve never heard of America?”
queried Josh. This place really was behind the times if they hadn’t discovered
America yet.


“Is it near China?” asked the man.


“Yes, that’s right,” said Josh,
knowing he was on safe ground with this blatant lie. He made a mental note that
he must find out why this man was unaware of the existence of America. How
could he go about doing that? What would people have done in the old days, when
they didn’t have Google or Wikipedia to help them? Then the answer came to him.


“Tell me, is there a decent
library anywhere around here?” he asked, hoping that these people weren’t so
primitive that they were all illiterate. They had newspapers, so surely they
must have books.


“We don’t have anything like that
here,” replied the man. “But you could try the Bodleian in Oxford.”


Thank goodness, thought Josh. The
good old Bodleian exists. There was intelligent life on the planet after all.
He would have to go tomorrow, though. It was too late for tonight.


“Are there any trains running to
Oxford tomorrow?” he asked. He wasn’t particularly hopeful, given the current
state of the tracks.


“We’re not reopening until next
week,” replied the man. “I thought as much, you’re one of those academic types,
aren’t you? I knew you weren’t one of us, with your fancy coat and special
cotton backpack. What do you need a day’s work on the train tracks for, then?”


“Oh, it’s just a bit of research,”
replied Josh airily. “It’s for a book I’m writing about the railways.”


“Can I be in it?” asked the
foreman.


“Of course,” said Josh. “So tell
me, what’s the best way to get into Oxford tomorrow if there are no trains?”


“Try the stagecoach,” replied the
man. “Or you could walk. People do, you know.”


“Thanks, you’ve been very
helpful,” replied Josh, before turning and heading back towards town. There was
no way he was walking all the way to Oxford. He would have to take the
stagecoach. He just hoped he had enough money to cover the fare, bearing in mind
he also needed to pay for a bed for the night.


He managed to get a room at The
King’s Head, where he had encountered Annie earlier, but it cost him four of
his precious six shillings. That seemed pretty reasonable in relative terms.
You certainly wouldn’t have got a bed for the night for four hours’ work in his
universe, not in a hotel this good anyway.


Perhaps that was a consequence of
the population depletion. Wages were high, and accommodation costs were low.
This world may be primitive compared to the one he came from, but basic market
forces were still at work.


Much as he would have liked to
have spent the evening in the bar downstairs with the locals, supping the local
beer and finding out more about this mysterious world where everything was so
different, he forced himself to have an early night. To reach Oxford tomorrow
he would definitely need the stagecoach which would use up his remaining funds.


He couldn’t even afford any food,
but rummaging around in his backpack, he found a Twix and a packet of Roast
Beef Monster Munch. It wasn’t much of a dinner, but it would have to do. At
least there was some running water in the hotel, even if it wasn’t en suite. He
had to go down the corridor to a primitive shared bathroom to get it.


It was quiet outside and there
were no signs of any fireworks, despite it being November the 5th. That was
almost certainly down to changes in the timeline which clearly stretched back
hundreds of years.


It was not so quiet inside the
hotel, though, where he was forced to endure the sound of Annie’s orgasmic
screams as she entertained a succession of clients in the room next door to
his.


His trip to Oxford the following
morning proved to be quite an experience. His perception of stagecoaches was of
landed gentry being held up by highwaymen. The real thing was far less
glamorous. The wooden coach was designed to seat eight people, pulled by four
horses, but considerably more passengers than that wanted to get on.


The concept of a limit on numbers
and health and safety regulations in general seemed non-existent here. Josh had
been fortunate to be early enough to get a seat – others were sitting on the
roof and hanging off the back. There must have been at least fourteen people
aboard.


Progress on the main road, if you
could call it that, was painfully slow. It was single carriageway, and followed
the route of what would have been the A34 in Josh’s time. There were frequent
stops to negotiate farm animals and even at top speed, the coach didn’t go much
more than about six or seven miles an hour. Even so, it was still faster than
some of Josh’s journeys on the A34, where he had been trapped in some
horrendous traffic jams over the years.


The journey was also extremely
uncomfortable. Suspension was another thing that they didn’t seem to have heard
of in this world and every pothole sent jolts through the coach that almost
threw Josh out of his seat. How the people on the roof were staying on was
beyond him. They must be well practised at riding this mobile bucking bronco.


It didn’t smell very pleasant in
the coach either, largely because of the other people. There were no landed
gentry in here. Most of the other passengers, all male, looked in need of a
decent wash. Deodorant clearly hadn’t caught on here. Thank goodness it was
November – he would have hated to have been trapped with these people during a
heatwave.


It took nearly three hours to
reach Oxford, but despite his discomfort, Josh had found himself enjoying the
journey. The slow speed had given him time to get a really good look at the
landscape around him and make comparisons to his own.


As he approached Oxford, it was
clear that it was also a great deal smaller here. This wasn’t any great
surprise, given what he already knew about the depleted population. The
outskirts didn’t even begin until he reached roughly a mile from the city
centre, about where Summertown was in his world.


He couldn’t be completely sure
exactly where he was, as the roads and buildings were so different, but he
could make a reasonable estimate of his location based on the gleaming spires
in the distance. They were more or less as they should be.


Thankfully this also applied to
the Bodleian which was not only where it was supposed to be, but also almost
identical to the building he knew. It seemed that the older things were, the
more likely they were to be unchanged. Hopefully he would be able to do all the
research he wanted.


Over the next few hours, he
devoured as many history books as he possibly could, putting together the
pieces of the mystery. Finding the source of the change had been easy. He had
already been given a huge clue with the news of a new King Harold being on the
throne. It all stemmed back to one of the most important events in the history
of England – the Battle of Hastings in 1066.


In this universe, William the
Conqueror had been vanquished, leaving Harold as the victor bringing a whole
new line of succession. William’s death didn’t therefore support the theory
that everyone in Britain was descended from him. If that was true, how did that
explain Annie the prostitute? She was so similar to Lauren that it had to be
the same person. Clearly some bloodlines must have persevered into this
century, whether William was present or not.


After Hastings, history had
deviated considerably. With the Normans not established in Britain, centuries
of warfare continued to rage between England, France and other countries in
Europe. The concept of parliament had never been properly established, leaving
England and many other countries in Europe still ruled by absolute monarchies.
No wonder there had been no fireworks the previous evening. Guy Fawkes, if he
had even existed, would have had nothing to blow up.


With resources continually
required to fight the wars in Europe, exploration of the world had taken a back
seat. America had not been discovered until the 19th century, and was not even
called America. The whole of the North American continent was now referred to
the West Indies, and remained under the control of the native population who
had managed to resist colonisation. The same was true of Australia, now called
Kamerra, according to the world map. In fact, the map of the world looked very
different to the one Josh was familiar with. The shapes of the continents were
the same, but many of the names on it differed.


He was not surprised to discover
that the world’s population was estimated at only around 700 million, less than
one tenth of what he was used to. Of these, only around eight million lived in
England, the population kept down by the wars, the plagues and the complete
lack of modern medicines.


Josh could have quite happily
stayed in the library all night, but was ushered out at closing time into the
early evening darkness. With no money left, and feeling incredibly hungry, not
having eaten all day, he knew he couldn’t stay in Oxford another night.


The tachyometer was charged up and
ready to go, so he headed for Christ Church Meadow. Despite the very different
nature of most of this world, this area was remarkably similar. Even his
faithful old tree was there, in the same location it had always been.
Hopefully, next time he would find himself somewhere a little more like home.











Chapter
Fourteen


September 2024


He emerged, blinking as his eyes
reacted to the bright sunshine that suddenly illuminated the world around him.
The time of day hadn’t changed, but he had jumped more than two months back
this time, straight into the lighter evenings.


After several trips arriving in
the long, dark November and December days, it made a welcome change to arrive
in late summer. Pleasant as the warmth of the sun on his skin was, it also
served as a wake-up call. It was a reminder that the duration of his trips back
in time were increasing exponentially. He was going to have to find a way out
of this predicament soon. He had already jumped five times and was no nearer
finding salvation than when he started.


Scanning the Oxford skyline, he
was encouraged to see that everything seemed to be back where it should be.
There were lots of people in the park, all wearing clothes appropriate to the
era, and he could hear the distant hum of traffic on the High Street in the
distance.


Everything around him was
screaming out as reassuringly normal. Now he just had to hope that applied to
the Josh here as well. He just had to hope he wasn’t missing, or dead, and that
he hadn’t screwed up his life in some way or other.


It had just gone 7pm, too late to
go hunting for his counterpart tonight, and besides, he was absolutely starving
after two days with hardly any food. He was also extremely tired. He needed
food and rest. Thankfully his money was once again legal tender so he headed
straight for an all-you-can-eat buffet restaurant on Magdalen Street. There he
pigged out to his heart’s content.


“Got my money’s-worth there,” he
quipped to the young girl on the till, patting his stomach. He was quickly
learning that when he got the chance to eat, he needed to take full advantage.
His last trip had demonstrated all too well that during this journey he could
never be sure where the next square meal was coming from.


After he had finished, he went
straight back to what was becoming his regular hotel on Abingdon Road. He
booked himself in and went straight to bed, stuffed and exhausted. He didn’t
even bother turning the TV on to check the news. It could all wait until
morning. He wasn’t too worried about things in this world. He hadn’t noticed a
single thing out of place here since he had arrived.


He slept better than he had for a
long time, his body still recovering from the effects of his recent day’s work
on the railway tracks. It had been a long time since he had done any physical
labour – at least thirty years in fact, when he had worked for his dad during
the holidays when he was doing his degree.


Consequently, when he awoke, ten
hours later, his whole body felt extremely stiff. His sore limbs didn’t bother
him too much, though, because his mind was in a good place. Things might not
have gone according to plan so far on this adventure, but he was feeling pretty
optimistic that things were going to work out this time.


To reassure himself further, he
stopped by the Covered Market to pick up his paper, dated Wednesday 4th
September. Checking the front page, he was pleased to see that there were no
fake, dead rockstars this time. The headline was consistent with a story he
remembered very well as it had dominated the news for several weeks in the
summer of 2024:


TRUMP GIVES KIM JONG-UN FINAL WARNING


There had been an escalation in
hostilities between America and North Korea at the time over the latter’s
continued development of nuclear weapons. The Russians and Chinese had also
become involved and things had got very tense before a peaceful resolution was
reached.


Unlike the previous evening, it
was wet and drizzly outside, so Josh decided to stay undercover and read about
what was happening in the world in his favourite café. Sticking to his new
fuelling-up-when-he-could policy, he ordered the largest breakfast and took his
time looking through the paper.


The sports pages were full of
vitriol directed at England’s football team after an abject performance in
their first qualifying game for the 2026 World Cup. Alan Shearer, writing in
the paper, had described the 1-0 away defeat to Lithuania as a “new low”.


If only he knew, thought Josh,
remembering England’s remarkable recovery and unlikely triumph, culminating in
a second World Cup triumph, sixty years after the first. Such had been the
euphoria that David Baddiel had even dusted down his vocal cords to record a
new version of “Three Lions” to celebrate the win. A new golden age of English
football was confidently forecast, but it proved to be a false dawn. In 2055,
after another thirty years of hurt, England was still waiting for another
trophy.


Turning his mind away from
football, he speculated that with everything here being so similar to home,
there might be a chance he had found his way back to his original universe. If
that was the case, it ought to be plain sailing from here on in. Leaving the
café, his spirits couldn’t be dampened by the rain as he headed towards the
college, full of hope of finally finding his younger self.


Although it was early September, a
few weeks before the start of term, there was still a strong chance that the
young Josh would be there, and possibly the Professor, too. Although lectures
only took place on around thirty weeks of the year, researchers, fellows and
other academics spent a great deal more time there than that. In fact, Josh had
known quite a few over the years who seemed to practically live in their rooms.


Josh had also preferred the
holidays to term time while he was carrying out his time travel research. He
had been able to get a lot more work done without the irksome distraction of
giving lectures.


It was peak tourist season in
Oxford and the college was packed with visitors, far more than on his last
visit. He more or less waltzed straight in and through to the laboratory
unchallenged. Security had never been the college’s strong point. When he
opened the lab door, he was delighted to see his younger self tinkering about
with some of the Professor’s equipment.


“Still messing about with that
tachyonics stuff, then?” he stated. “Yeah, I wasted about three years on that,
too.”


His younger self looked up,
surprised at this sudden intrusion.


“Who are…” began the younger Josh,
but that was as far as he got before recognition quickly dawned. “You’re me!”


“Clever lad,” said Josh, “I knew
you wouldn’t let me down. Yes, it’s me, come to visit from the future, and you
know what that means, don’t you?”


“That time travel really is
possible!” said the young Josh, instantly seizing on the implications. “I can’t
believe I look so old, though! How long did it take? Decades by the look of
you.”


“Hey, less of the old,” replied
Josh, who was still feeling the aches and pains from his day on the rail
tracks. He felt a pang of jealousy, seeing this young pup in front of him. What
would he give to be his age again?


He hadn’t figured out a way of
making himself younger, yet, though he had thought about it. Could it be
possible? Could he transfer his consciousness into a younger version? That
would be an interesting way of cheating death. He’d have to investigate it when
he got back, which was looking a lot more likely now.


“So what brings you here?” asked
young Josh. “This is just awesome! There’s so much I want to ask you!”


“Believe it or not, I’ve come
because I need your help,” replied Josh. “And in return, I’m going to help you.
You don’t want to spend the next three decades trying to figure out all this
lot, do you? With my help, you’ll be able to get there a lot quicker.”


Over the next hour or so, Josh
once again related the tale of everything that had happened up to this point.
Young Josh eagerly lapped it all up, hanging on his every word, seemingly
indistinguishable from himself at that age. Surely he was as good as home.


“So what I’m really counting on is
you inventing this, and then coming back here with a working replacement so I
can get home,” concluded Josh, handing his younger self the tachyometer to
examine.


“And you say it took you nearly
thirty years to create this?” asked the young Josh.


“Well, a bit less than that,”
replied Josh. “I travelled here from 2055, but I’ve been using various earlier
versions and prototypes for several years already. But, yes, it did take a long
time, with a lot of trial and error involved. Now I’m here, you can cut out all
the blind alleys and do it in a fraction of the time.”


As he finished the sentence, he
became aware that there was a lot of noise coming from the window. He could
hear people shouting and then a woman screaming.


“What’s going on out there?” he
asked.


“I’ve no idea,” said the younger
Josh. “It’s not normally this lively, even in Freshers’ Week.”


They both made for the window,
peering through the venetian blinds to the quadrangle outside.


Outside, there were people running
in all directions, screaming and panicking.


“Oh my God, get away from the
window,” said the younger Josh. “This must be some sort of terrorist attack.”


“In Oxford?” queried Josh. “I
don’t remember that.” There had been constant terrorist attacks in the early
decades of the century but they had mainly been in the bigger cities. Something
unusual was clearly going on here, though.


Whatever it was, he really hoped
it wasn’t going to mess everything up. It had taken long enough to find a Josh
that could help him and he didn’t want anything to jeopardise that now.


“Let’s see if we can figure out
what’s going on,” said Josh, turning towards the touch screen on the wall. “TV
on,” he said. “Turn to BBC News 24.”


What appeared on the TV was far
more horrifying than any local terrorist attack. The top half of the screen was
dominated by a distant view of what was clearly a nuclear explosion, a huge,
bright, orange base billowing up into the classic mushroom cloud shape against
the night sky. It was like something out of a big-budget film.


Seeing it on the BBC’s news
channel, with the familiar rolling captions underneath, left no doubt that this
was no movie. This was real and it was happening now. A large banner along the
bottom of the screen read:


BREAKING: NUCLEAR MISSILE
STRIKES GUAM


Beneath that was a scrolling bar,
on which Josh could read more details:


MILLIONS FEARED DEAD…TRUMP VOWS
RETALIATION…UK TRIDENT RESPONSE ON STANDBY…


While all of this was sinking in,
Josh could hear the familiar voice of the channel’s news anchor, Seema Mistry,
describing events, as the image of the bomb was replayed over and over again on
a loop.


“It’s understood that the missile
struck at approximately quarter past midnight, local time, which is quarter
past eleven in the morning here in the UK. We are also getting unconfirmed
reports of intercontinental missiles being launched by the USA in retaliation,
which would seem to be consistent with what we heard from President Trump just
a few moments ago.”


Josh had known Seema since she was
a local reporter in Oxford, and had never known her be anything but the
consummate professional, reporting calmly on all manner of shocking incidents
over the years. But today was different. He could feel the fear in her voice.
She was doing her best to mask it, but if even the unflappable Seema was
scared, this had to be bad.


“There has been no statement yet
from the Russian Federation, but you may recall that yesterday President Putin
clearly stated that use of nuclear weapons by the USA would not be tolerated
under any circumstances.”


“Oh my God,” said young Josh.
“It’s the end of the world.”


Josh could feel his hopes of
getting home slipping away from him once more. If this world really was about
to destroy itself in a nuclear Armageddon, then that would end any hope he had
of this Josh staying alive long enough to help him.


What had happened here to create
such a catastrophic scenario? He knew tinkering around in time had led to
deaths before, but nothing on this scale. Was he somehow responsible for the
demise of the billions that were about to perish here? One nuclear bomb in Guam
was bad enough, but if the Americans and Russians started taking pot-shots at
each other, the entire planet was very quickly going to turn into a giant
bonfire.


Seema’s broadcast continued, each
update more devastating than the last:


“And news just coming in, we are
getting reports from Reuters that at least six nuclear missiles have struck the
North Korean mainland.”


“What the hell is Trump thinking?”
said young Josh, aghast. “That’s right on the Russian border, not to mention
Japan, South Korea and China. He’s going to poison the entire area.”


They watched in horrified
fascination, unable to tear their eyes away, as new footage showed more
explosions taking place. Then reports of Russian missile launches began to come
in.


Despite the obvious fear in her
voice, Josh had to admire Seema’s professionalism in remaining at her post,
particularly as she was reporting from London which would almost certainly be
the first target for any missiles heading for the UK.


Young Josh standing beside him
made no attempt at hiding his fear. He was clearly petrified at the growing
realisation that his world was going up in flames. His terror was merely
exacerbated by the noise coming from outside, where screaming people and
wailing police sirens were all adding to the impending sense of doom.


Josh couldn’t remain here any
longer. There was nothing he could do to help these people, but he at least had
a way out. It was devastating, seeing a whole world self-destructing in this
way, but he had to remember that it wasn’t his world. He had to get away and he
had to get away fast. Picking up the tachyometer which had been left on the
desk when they started watching the TV, he held it out and prepared for the
jump. The green light was on and he was good to go.


This didn’t go unnoticed by young
Josh, who screamed at him in panic.


“What the hell are you doing?
You’re going to use that thing to escape, aren’t you? Please, you can’t just
run off and leave me like this. Take me with you.”


His younger self looked at him, a
pleading look of desperation in his eyes. It was the look of a condemned man
clutching at one last straw of potential salvation.


“Josh, I’d love to, I’d do
anything to save you, but only one person can travel in a bubble at a time.
This isn’t my world. I’m really sorry, but whatever the people have done here
to cause this, they’ve brought it upon themselves.”


“Brought it upon themselves?”
screamed Josh. “You said yourself that you believe it’s your own
time-travelling that’s created all these other worlds? How do you know it’s not
something you’ve done in the past of this world to cause this?”


Josh was well aware of the
possibility, and had been trying to suppress such thoughts.


“There’s no way of knowing that,”
he replied.


“It must have been you,” yelled
young Josh, becoming hysterical with fear. “You’re going to be responsible for
the destruction of my entire world. The very least you can do is sacrifice
yourself and spare me.”


With that, he lunged forward at
Josh, attempting to wrest the tachyometer from him. Josh stepped aside, but not
quite quickly enough, causing the two of them to collide and crash into the
table, sending the Professor’s glass jars and other equipment flying and
smashing in all directions.


Josh still had hold of the
tachyometer and, as he attempted to get up, pointed it in front of him to
activate the bubble. He pressed the button but before he could get through. he
felt the younger Josh’s arms wrest him backwards, pulling him off balance once
again, dropping the tachyometer in the process. The two wrestled, both trying
to get their hands on the magic wand, then suddenly it was all over as the
younger Josh vanished.


In despair, Josh realised
immediately what had happened. His younger self had fallen into the bubble
which, of course, was now gone. He had got his wish after all and escaped,
travelling back months in time to another universe.


To his relief, Josh saw that he
had not lost the tachyometer. It was still on the floor where it had fallen,
but having used up all its power for now, the light was back on red.


He turned back to the TV to see
more mushroom clouds billowing upwards on the screen. The scrolling bar gave
confirmation that both Moscow and New York had been obliterated as the Russians
and the Americans threw everything they had at each other.


The apocalypse scenario that had
always been feared in his own universe was now being played out right in front
of him. He couldn’t see any way the human race was going to be able to survive
this. Even if areas were not directly hit, the radiation released would surely
traverse the entire globe and wipe out most life on Earth in a very short time.


What was it he had read once? Only
cockroaches would survive a nuclear holocaust? He had no desire to be around
long enough to be eaten by them.


He had no way out now until the
tachyometer recharged. Until then he had to focus all his efforts on survival.
He checked the time on the TV to find it had just passed midday. If he was
going to stay alive for another twelve hours, he needed to come up with a plan,
fast.


Lifting one of the slats on the
venetian blinds, he looked out of the window again. From here he could see
right out through the college gates into the street beyond. Outside the
confines of the college he could see a lot of people running around and more
screaming than before. These panicky people would doubtless be the first to
die. Perhaps that would be a merciful thing as he didn’t rate their long-term
chances, even if Oxford wasn’t directly hit.


But London would surely be
targeted, and it was only fifty miles away. How much damage would a missile
striking London do here? It would all depend on the size, he supposed, but he
wasn’t hanging around looking out of the window to find out. If the blast did
reach, it might still be possible to survive in some sort of shelter for the
short time he needed.


Doubtless there would be others
out there seeking shelter but their long-term prospects weren’t good. Even if
they did survive the blast, a long, lingering death from radiation poisoning or
starvation would be the inevitable outcome.


All he needed was somewhere
underground with sufficient shelter to survive the blast and where hopefully
any radiation wouldn’t seep in before it was time to jump. So, what were his
options?


What underground places were there
in Oxford? He knew that many of the shops, bars and restaurants in the city
centre had basements. He had eaten in one only the previous evening, but what
would the situation be in those places? He couldn’t imagine being crammed in
with hundreds of other screaming, panicking people would be a particularly
enjoyable experience. And how could he create a bubble to jump through in such
circumstances where someone else could fall into it, just as the younger Josh
had?


Then suddenly he remembered what
Future Josh had said to him at the meal at Mario’s.


“Don’t forget about the cellar.”


Of course – this must have been
the situation he had been referring to. He had the perfect place to hide out
right here in the college. With the place running on a skeleton staff there
would be few people onsite who knew about it, and the visitors to the college,
if they hadn’t all run away by now, certainly wouldn’t.


Getting to the cellar wouldn’t
take him more than a couple of minutes. Once he was down there he would be in
the dark about what was going on up here, so he decided that he could risk
waiting a while longer to keep an eye on the news coverage. If it seemed likely
that a bomb was going to hit London, he was sure he could be safely tucked away
before the blast reached Oxford.


If no bombs did reach the UK, then
getting through the next twelve hours should not be a problem. Even if America
and other places had been wiped out, it would take longer than that for the
poisonous radiation to be scattered around the globe by the prevailing weather
patterns and the jet stream.


What about radiation if London was
hit? How long would that take to reach Oxford? Would it even come this way?
That would depend on the weather, he figured. It had been raining on and off
all morning and that might be his salvation.


Trying to recall his meteorology,
he was fairly sure that wet weather came from the south-west, across the
Atlantic. That was good news in the short term, as potentially it would carry
any radiation away from him.


If only Kaylee were here. She
would be able to tell him in an instant what to expect, but she wasn’t, and he
was hardly about to ring her up for a weather forecast under the current
circumstances.


He continued to watch the news,
trying to ignore the noises increasingly coming from outside.


A few minutes later the screen cut
away from the pictures of devastation to show Seema, alone in the studio in
front of camera. There was what sounded like an old-fashioned air-raid siren
going off in the background.


“And I’m sorry to have to tell you
that we now have confirmation from Downing Street that nuclear missiles of
Russian origin are on course to strike London in the next two to three
minutes.”


Professional to the end, she was
delivering her final word to the camera with barely a flicker of emotion on her
face, even though she knew she must be about to die.


“All I can say is please try to
find whatever shelter you can, following the advice we gave out earlier. I
would also like to say, as I believe we will be going off the air very shortly,
that it’s been my absolute pleasure to report for the BBC these past six years
and I thank you all for your support during that time. God bless you all.”


She paused, as a low, rumbling
sound grew all around her, a single tear emerging from her right eye and
rolling down her pretty Asian features. Then the picture cut off, turning
instantly to static.


Josh switched the television off.
He could have flicked through to see if any other channels were still
broadcasting, but there was no point. It was blatantly obvious what had just
happened and it was high time he was making his way down to the cellar.


During his time at the university,
Josh had enjoyed the luxury of many an evening’s fine banqueting in the company
of the other Fellows. These exquisite meals took place in the college’s
historic dining hall, a medieval building with thick, stone walls which ought
to stand up well should the shock wave reach this far.


Even better, beneath the massive
flagstones that made up the floor was a hugely prized, fully stocked wine
cellar, accessed through a wooden trapdoor in the floor leading to a stone
staircase. It had been there for centuries and this was where Josh was headed
now. It was undoubtedly the cellar that Future Josh had tipped him off about
and he was hoping it would be far enough below ground to give him the
protection he needed.


He didn’t see a soul as he made
his way through the college which suited him just fine. Most of the people
onsite had been visitors and they had all fled. As he made his way down the
steps into the cellar, pulling the door shut above him, he was relieved to see
that there was no one else down there. Much as he felt sorry for the doomed
people of the planet, he had no desire to spend the next twelve hours in their
company.


It was eerily quiet in the cellar.
The thick stone walls of the building and the floor above had effectively
insulated him from the outside world. It was almost as if the doomsday event
taking place above wasn’t happening at all.


He tried not to think about what
must be happening up there, but alone and with no other distractions he
couldn’t help it. He kept thinking about what the younger Josh has said,
accusing him of somehow causing all of this. He really didn’t believe he would
be capable of such a thing, not intentionally, anyway, but he couldn’t deny it
was a strong possibility.


After he had been in the cellar
about fifteen minutes, the light went out. Whatever was going on up on the
surface was clearly now close enough to wipe out the electricity.


To blot out his anguish at his
potential culpability, he pulled his trusty corkscrew out of his backpack,
rummaged around until he found his torch and then went off in search of a
decent bottle of wine. Settling on a bottle of 1982 claret, a year he
remembered Charlie telling him was a fine vintage, he sat down on the dusty,
stone floor and drank straight from the bottle.


Eventually, having downed the lot,
he felt tired. Lying down on the cold stone slabs, he swiftly fell asleep. He
had no idea how much time had passed when he awoke, but he was very relieved to
see the tachyometer glowing green again. There was no sign of any bomb damage;
he just hoped that the cellar had afforded him the protection he needed against
the radiation. He would know in a few days’ time if his hair started falling
out if he had avoided it.


Ordinarily he would not have
considered jumping in an enclosed space like this. He had already visited one
world radically different from his own. What would happen if he arrived next in
a world where this building didn’t exist? He’d be buried underground which
would result in an agonising, choking death. Perhaps that was all he deserved,
as the man who had potentially wreaked genocide upon this world.


Jumping from within the cellar was
a risk, but it was the lesser of two evils. There was no way he could risk
going back up to the surface – that could be suicidal.


The only comfort was that Future
Josh would undoubtedly have made the same decision and he had clearly survived.
Clinging to that crumb of comfort, he prepared to jump once more, praying that
he would survive to see another day.











Chapter
Fifteen


December 2023


He knew that if he landed
underground, the game would be well and truly up, but it hadn’t stopped him
taking the deepest possible breath before he stepped through. There was little
this would achieve other than prolonging his life by a few seconds, but to his
relief, he reappeared in exactly the same spot. There was no initial sign that
he had jumped at all.


He fervently hoped that the
tachyometer hadn’t failed him now. He really didn’t relish being trapped down
here, waiting for the radiation to kill him, even if he did have a few hundred
bottles of vintage wine for company. Still, what changes had he expected to
see? It wasn’t like outside where the changes in the weather were a dead
giveaway.


He turned and looked back to where
he had been sitting on the floor before he fell asleep, flashing his torch
around the area like a searchlight. There was no sign of the empty wine bottle
he had left there. Reassured that he must have left the hell-hole of the
previous world behind him, he climbed the stone steps and heaved open the
cellar door.


There was no one in the dining
room, which was in darkness. He could see through the gaps in the curtains it
was night-time outside. Only a few narrow shafts of yellow light from the
old-fashioned lamp in the quadrangle penetrated through the gaps to dimly
illuminate the room. It was just enough for him to make out the time on the
old-fashioned grandfather clock at the far end of the room. It was just coming
up to 5 o’clock.


Presumably that would be 5am
rather than 5pm, judging by the complete absence of noise from outside. It was
so quiet, he suddenly became extremely aware of the ticking from the pendulum
of the clock. He had dined in this room many times, but had never noticed how
loud it was before.


He was a little unsure as to
exactly what date he had arrived at. He had calculated that he should have
jumped back 128 days, but his younger self’s unexpected hijacking of the bubble
may have altered that. Had he gone 128 as well, or would it be 256? He made
some brief mental calculations to try and figure out where that would leave
him.


If he had gone back 256 days then
it would be late December. 5 o’clock could mean morning or afternoon, as it was
dark at both in December. He was still pretty sure it wasn’t the afternoon,
though. That suggested he had slept nearly 24 hours, which couldn’t be right.
It had to be the morning.


The clock chimed loudly for the
hour, making him jump. He was still feeling a little on edge after the
experience of the previous world. It was time to go and explore, confirm the
date and find out what this universe had to offer.


There was no one around in the
corridors as he headed back towards the lab. Unless the Professor was pulling
an all-nighter, he ought to have the place to himself. Pausing to look through
a window on the way, he got the confirmation he needed that he had definitely
arrived once again in December. There was a large, Christmas tree, glittering
with lights in the centre of the quadrangle. Some wag of a student had stuck a
puppet of Boris Johnson on the top.


When he switched on the lights in
the lab, he was reassured to see the Professor’s equipment scattered around on
the desk as usual. He looked around but couldn’t find any evidence of his own
presence here.


This was his last chance of finding
a younger Josh in the lab. He was now in the year he had graduated. His next
jump would take him back to a time when he was still a student, and before he
had started working with the Professor. The further back he went in time, the
less developed his counterpart’s knowledge of time travel would be.


Remembering what the Professor had
done previously, he called up the database of college alumni on the touch
screen but was aghast to find once again that his name was not on it. This was
happening all too often.


Next he switched the screen to TV
mode, checking for differences on the news channel. Thankfully there was no
sign of impending nuclear Armageddon this time, just bog standard news with
nothing unexpected.


Realising that he would have to go
in search of Josh elsewhere, he left the lab and wandered into Oxford, waiting
for his favourite café to open.


By late-afternoon, he was sitting
at the bar of The Red Lion in his home town, feeling depressed and downing the
pints. His day’s search had once again led him to a dead end.


Once again, he had found young
Josh working for his father in the family business. Rather than approach him,
he took a trip to check up on the time bubble, a journey that proved fruitless.


The tunnel which housed it, built
for pedestrian access beneath the newly constructed HS2 railway line, was
non-existent in this universe, as was the line. Further investigation revealed
that the line had been diverted several miles north of the town instead after a
successful campaign by the local residents.


It wasn’t much of a change on the
Gardner scale, not in comparison with Harold winning the Battle of Hastings or
nuclear obliteration, but it was enough to screw up any hope he had of getting
help from Josh here.


It was time to start looking at
some other options. He couldn’t keep wasting his jumps like this. He still had
plenty of money left – perhaps it was time to stay put for a while and try and
come up with a Plan B. He mulled over the various possibilities now, as he
ordered another pint from none other than Kent, the policeman turned landlord.


He wasn’t sure why, but he wished
Lauren were here. He wasn’t sure what she was doing in this world, perhaps she
was married to Josh as she had been in the last similar world. Perhaps Kent
would know – she had worked here on and off during the 2020s, after all.


“Excuse me,” he said to landlord.
“Do you have a girl called Lauren working here?”


“We did have, for a while, but
she’s got a flat in Oxford now,” replied Kent, being unusually helpful for
once. “She went off to become a beautician. A pity really, she was good for
this place.”


“You only say that because you
wanted to shag her,” said a man sitting on a bar stool a couple of metres
further along, turning towards them as he spoke. As he caught his eye, Josh
recognised him as Andy, the rockstar that never was. By the look of him, fame
had passed him by in this universe.


“What was that?” said Kent’s wife,
Debbie, emerging from the door behind the bar that linked to the restaurant on
the other side.


“Take no notice of him, my sweet,”
said Kent, quickly looking to dispel any suggestion that he might have been
lusting over Lauren. He had hopes of persuading the girl to come back and work
there at some point, but not for romantic reasons. She worked hard and pulled
in the punters. He certainly didn’t want Andy ruining that possibility for him.


As Debs started to harangue both
of them, Josh decided to find a quieter corner of the pub to think things over.
He had spent many an evening in this pub in his younger years listening to this
lot bantering on about nothing in particular. He simply wasn’t in the mood for
it today.


A quiet spot was hard to come by
as the pub was very busy. It was the final Friday before Christmas, which was
always a lively time. Eventually, grabbing a stool at a small, round table
close to the fire, he sipped his lager and considered his options.


He would stay here over Christmas
and try to look up a few friends. He needed a break from all the
time-travelling and a few days here would not cause him any harm. Then there
were a few other things he could try. Firstly, he would go and find Thomas
Scott to see if he was still living backwards in this universe. He would also
try and track down Amy, the nurse, to see if anything unusual had happened to
her.


Once he was done with that, he
would travel to Cornwall, to the cave near Zennor, to see if the second time
bubble was there. If it was, he would try and use it to move forward in time.


It was highly unlikely he would be
successful as the chances were high that there would already be someone inside
it. But if there was any chance at all, he had to give it a try. With all the
disappointments so far, he had to explore every possible avenue available.


He spent the night in the hotel on
the square where Annie/Lauren had touted her wares to him not so long ago.
While he was there, he contemplated seeing if he could find her in Oxford. She
had lived in a flat in Walton Street around this time, but would there be any
point. With no tunnel and no time bubble she wouldn’t have any knowledge of
time travel rendering any conversations on the topic redundant. The same would
apply to Charlie and the others.


By the morning, he had decided
against seeking them out. Much as he would have loved an invitation to
Christmas dinner, it was unlikely his claims to be who he was would be believed
under the circumstances.


“Hi, I’m Josh,” he would say at
the front door, “your friend, but from thirty years in the future – any chance
of a mince pie?”


No, that was definitely not going
to work. He was done here and it was time to head back to Oxford to seek out
Thomas and Amy.


He decided to visit Thomas first
as he ought to be easy to find. He knew that he had lived in a house in Botley.
He had visited it before when he had taken Thomas time-travelling to his own
future. Hopefully he would find him there, being a weekend. If Thomas was
living his life backwards in time like he had been in Josh’s universe, then he
was sure he would be only too delighted to welcome another time traveller.


Josh was greeted at the front door
by Thomas’s daughter, Stacey, whom he recognised from the hospital. She was the
woman who had been crying outside Thomas’s room the night time had been
splintered. Explaining he was a friend of her dad’s, she let him in and ushered
him through the hall towards the kitchen.


“Friend of yours to see you, Dad,”
she said. Josh caught sight of Thomas sitting at the kitchen table, reading the
paper, drinking coffee and smoking a cigarette. That accounted for why the
whole house reeked of stale cigarette smoke. Josh had noticed it the second he
walked in the front door.


Thomas looked up at Josh, with no
hint of recognition in his eyes.


“Hi, Thomas,” began Josh. “How are
you?”


Before Thomas could speak, Stacey
interjected. “Well, I’ve got presents to wrap, so I’ll leave you two to it.”
Thomas waited for her to leave before he spoke.


“Who are you?” he asked. “I’ve
never clapped eyes on you before in my life.”


“Ah, of course, you won’t have met
me yet, will you, not with you living your life backwards. You won’t meet me
until December 2021 at Cheltenham Races.”


“What are you talking about, 2021?
That was two years ago. Are you mad? And what do you mean, living my life
backwards?”


Josh began to get an all too
familiar feeling that things were going wrong yet again. Why couldn’t anyone or
anything be what they should be in these bloody alternate universes?


“You mean you’re living a normal
life?” asked Josh. “What day will tomorrow be? Sunday or Friday?”


“Sunday, obviously,” replied
Thomas belligerently. “Now you are clearly some sort of nutter, and I want you
out of here, right now, or I’m calling the police.”


As he finished speaking, he
descended into a protracted, hacking coughing fit, but still drew on his
cigarette once it had stopped.


“You know, you really ought to
give that up,” said Josh. “It’ll kill you, you know.”


“Who the hell do you think you are
coming into my house telling me what I can and can’t do? For your information,
I enjoy a good smoke. It’s one of the few pleasures I’ve had in life since my
wife died.”


“Yeah, but seriously – it really
will kill you – in about a year from now,” replied Josh. “I know – I’m from the
future and I’ve seen you on your deathbed. If you want my advice, you’ll stop
right away and get yourself checked out immediately. You might just about catch
it in time.”


“You’re insane,” replied Thomas,
calling out, “Stacey! David!” The urgency in his voice brought Stacey and her
boyfriend rushing into the room.


“You need to be more careful who
you let in, Stacey. This bloke is no friend of mine, he’s clearly escaped from
the local loony bin and he’s ready to leave, right now. David, do you want to
give me a hand escorting him to the door?” asked Thomas, stubbing out his
cigarette and getting to his feet.


“It’s alright, I’m going,” said
Josh. “It’s obvious I’m getting nowhere here. Remember what I said, though.
Quit the fags or you’ll be dead in a year.”


He just about made it out before
they threw him out, Thomas hurling a torrent of abuse at him all the way. His
house call had been a complete waste of time. This Thomas wasn’t travelling
back in time, so that was another unexplained mystery he was never going to
solve. Perhaps each day had two Thomases – one going forwards and one going
backwards.


Whichever it was, it was no help
to Josh. It wasn’t worth wasting any more time on, that was for sure. He had
tried to do a good deed and warn Thomas of his impending death in this
universe. Judging by the response, he highly doubted he would follow his advice
and instead continue to smoke himself to death.


That still left Amy, but after
this experience he wasn’t holding out much hope. He did manage to track her
down at the hospital and start a conversation with her on a pretext of visiting
a patient, but it was quickly clear there was nothing unusual about her either.


Was there another Amy, out there
somewhere, living her life backwards, the way Thomas had? If there was, it
seemed unlikely he would never find out.


So, he had drawn two more blanks.
This was becoming ever more frustrating. No matter what he did, who he saw, or
where he went, he seemed destined not to find a way home.


The only thing left to try was the
time bubble in Cornwall. Heading back to the hotel, he pulled out his tablet
and started looking for somewhere to stay in St Ives for the following night.


Normally getting a room during the
winter shouldn’t have caused too much difficulty, but he had arrived at a bad
time. Tomorrow was Christmas Eve and nearly everywhere he tried was either
booked up or closed. The few that did have places demanded payment by card,
something he didn’t have.


At last he found a cheap bed and
breakfast who said he could stay in a single room if he paid cash on arrival,
but there would be no breakfast on Christmas Day. That didn’t bother him; he
just wanted a bed for the night and could take his own food. The B&B would
suit his needs very well and at £40 a night wouldn’t eat too heavily into his
funds. He committed to two nights and then got on with preparations for the journey.


Checking his funds, he counted
that he still had nearly £1,500 of his original £2,000. He had been
exceptionally frugal up until now, but perhaps he could afford to spend a
little more now on this trip. The currency he was carrying was not going to be
of use to him much longer. Notes changed on a regular basis and soon he would
arrive in a time when these wouldn’t yet be legal tender. What was he going to
do for money then?


He had at best two more trips with
useable currency so it was time to start making use of it. To begin with, all
of the clothes he had originally brought with him were now dirty and he didn’t
have the time or the inclination to search out laundry facilities, so he went
out to Primark and kitted himself out with three fresh sets of clothes. Once he
was finished there, he went to stock up with provisions for the journey and for
the following day. He didn’t want to get caught out with no food on Christmas
Day, the one day of the year when no shops would be open.


After a good night’s sleep he was
all set for a bright and early start the following morning.


By mid-morning, after another
hearty breakfast at his usual café, he was on a train pulling out of Oxford
station heading towards Reading, where he would change for Cornwall.


The journey brought back memories
of the time he had first gone down to the South-West on this same line in
search of this same time bubble. That trip had taken place in heavy snow during
the start of the Black Winter and the train hadn’t made it to the end, but he and
Alice had got out and continued on foot. Eventually they had confirmed the
existence of the second time bubble in the cave near Zennor.


Thankfully today, like most
Christmas Eves, was snow-free and he was able to enjoy the scenery on a
pleasant, sunny winter’s day. At just after 3pm, his train pulled into the
beautiful town of St Ives.


He had been back here a few times
over the years, and the views of the ocean never failed to take his breath
away. It was stunningly bright, even in December, as the sun shimmered across
the bay. He had heard it said that artists flocked here because the light was
better than anywhere else in the UK. It certainly seemed that way today.


Making his way down from the
station into the picture postcard town, he wandered through a narrow, cobbled
street. It was full of whitewashed fisherman’s cottages, now converted into
holiday homes, cosmopolitan restaurants and art galleries.


The streets were bustling with
people as if it were midsummer; clearly this was a popular destination for
Christmas, too. No wonder he had struggled so much to find a room.


Locating his tiny B&B in a
narrow street just behind the town centre, he got himself unpacked, cleaned up
and ready to enjoy the evening. He knew that there was no point attempting to get
to the cave today, it would be dark soon. He may as well relax and enjoy the
evening.


He dined at a gorgeous little
restaurant at the top of some stone steps in front of the harbour, enjoying
some locally caught fish. He then headed to his old favourite, The Sloop, for a
few pints and some chat with the locals and the tourists, all of whom were full
of Christmas spirit.


The following morning, the serious
work began. As he had anticipated, breakfast was hard to come by on Christmas
Day, so he improvised with a cereal bar and a banana that he had brought with
him, some free biscuits from the tray in the room, and a couple of cups of
mediocre instant coffee. Just after 9am, he was out of the door and ready for
action.


A few well-wishers greeted him
with “Merry Christmas” as he made his way towards Porthmeor Beach. He returned
their wishes, although it felt rather hollow. He wasn’t feeling particularly
Christmassy after all he had been through. Besides, it wasn’t even Christmas in
his personal timeline. If he added all the time he had spent on this journey to
the date he had left, it would be sometime in August.


It was about a three-mile walk
along the coastline to the cave, which was quite difficult to get down to,
located as it was in a small cove near Zennor. He needed to get there as early
in the day as possible as high tide was due just after 2pm. By this time the
entrance to the cave would be inaccessible, cut off by the sea, and then he
would have to wait until after dark for the waters to recede.


What was he hoping to find when he
got there? His best-case scenario was that the time bubble was there, and he
could use it to jump forward to his own time. Hopefully then he could access
the technology and materials he needed in order to repair the tachyometer, or
even build a new one. Quite where he was going to do this without the resources
of the university at his disposal, he hadn’t figured out yet.


It was a plan fraught with
pitfalls, like pretty much everything he had done lately. Even if the bubble
was operational, it could end up sending him thousands of years into the
future. He didn’t know the history of the bubble in this world, if it even
existed, so he would be effectively jumping blindfold into the unknown. But
then again, most of his jumps recently had been a bit like that.


It was far more likely nothing
would happen at all, because there was either someone in it already or it just
didn’t exist in this world.


The journey to the cave was a lot
easier than the first time he and Alice had negotiated the snowbound coastal
path on their first visit. In just over an hour he was rounding the small
headland, opening up the view of the cove below.


Remembering how Alice had fallen
and hurt herself here, he was mindful of watching his footing at this point as
he picked his way carefully down to the beach. The tide was still out, leaving
him no difficulty accessing the cave. As he reached the beach, he could see it
clearly, about a hundred yards in front of him on the far side of the beach.


He hadn’t seen anyone since he had
left St Ives, and hadn’t expected to. Most people at this time would be busy
unwrapping presents and boiling sprouts. So what happened next was a complete
surprise. He was no more than ten yards from the edge of the cave when a
strange figure emerged from within.


He was a teenage boy, no older
than fifteen or sixteen. What instantly caught Josh’s eye was the unusual state
of the boy’s attire.


Unless he was taking part in some
sort of pageant or being filmed for a historical TV drama, the lad could have
stepped straight out of some past century. He was dressed in what would
probably have been called Sunday best at the time – a white, frilly shirt with
a notable ruff, a doublet over the top and a pair of brown, woollen breeches.
His dress was even more historic than that of the people Josh had encountered
in the Victorian-style world a few days ago.


The boy looked fearful and was
shivering in the cold breeze coming off the ocean, as the sea crashed into the
rocks a few yards away, sending a fine spray of cold moisture over both of
them. Josh noted that he wasn’t wearing any sort of coat.


“Who are you?” asked the boy
nervously. “Why do you wear such strange clothes?”


Perhaps this lad really had come
from hundreds of years in the past. If he had, Josh’s clothing must look just
as strange to him as his did to Josh.


“Don’t be alarmed,” said Josh.
“I’m a friend. My name’s Josh. What’s yours?”


“My name’s Matthew. Matthew
Trewella.”


Matthew Trewella – the name rang a
bell. Josh had heard it before somewhere.


“What have you done with
Morveren?” asked Matthew? “Are you a demon? Did you spirit her away?”


His superstitious and fearful
words left Josh in no doubt that this boy had come from long ago.


“Relax, Matthew. I’m not a demon.
Who’s Morveren?”


“She is my love,” replied Matthew.
“I came here with her after church. We wanted to be alone together so we went
in the cave. Then she vanished. Why is it so cold?”


It was obvious what they had come
here for, thought Josh. It seemed teenagers were the same whichever century
they came from. Josh decided to try and establish when exactly he had come
from.


“What time of year is it,
Matthew?” asked Josh.


“You don’t even know that?” asked
Matthew. “It’s harvest time: we had our festival at the church this morning.”


“And can you tell me the year?”
added Josh.


“Everyone knows that, mister,”
said Matthew. “It’s the year of Our Lord, 1533.”


What was Josh to do now? He had a
person on his hands from nearly 500 years ago. That meant no jumping in the
time bubble – it would send him almost a thousand years into the future. In
addition, what was he to do with Matthew? He couldn’t just abandon him here. He
would be completely lost in this century. He would have to try and help the
boy, somehow.


“Look, Matthew, I know this is
going to be very hard for you to understand, but it’s not summer here or 1533,”
began Josh. “Morveren I imagine is where you left her, in the cave. There’s a
time portal in there, and it’s transported you forward to the year 2023. It’s
Christmas Day, here.”


Matthew had a perplexed look on
his face, his primitive mind completely unable to grasp this concept.


“You are a demon,” he said in a
raised voice, starting to back away. “You brought me here, spirited me away
from Morveren so you could have her for yourself.”


“No, I didn’t, Matthew. It was an
accident, but I want to try and help you get back.”


“I don’t believe you!” he shouted.
“I want Morveren. I love her. You said she’s still in the cave so I’m going
back to find her.”


He turned on his tail and ran back
towards the cave, as the largest wave yet crashed close to Josh’s feet. The
tide was coming in.


“No, don’t!” shouted Josh. “You
have to trust me.” He chased after Matthew, but he was too far behind. As Josh
entered the cave, Matthew was too far ahead of him and before he could reach
him, he vanished.


In despair, Josh realised that
Matthew had just leapt ahead to the next millennium. There was no helping him
now and he had to get out of this cave before the tide cut him off.


Leaving the cave, he trudged up
the cliff path, with a crushing sense of failure washing over him like the sea
over the rocks. This was turning out to be the worst Christmas Day ever.











Chapter
Sixteen


August 2022


A week had passed since the
dramatic conclusion to his visit to the cave in Cornwall. After spending a few
more days in St Ives, Josh had returned to Oxford, preparing to embark on his
next journey.


While he was down in Cornwall, he
had uncovered some fascinating facts about his strange encounter on the beach.
What he had unearthed solved a long-standing local mystery and explained
exactly who the mysterious Matthew Trewella was.


Looking up the name online, he had
uncovered the story of The Mermaid of Zennor, an old English folk tale
about a boy of the same name who had vanished, never to be seen again, many
centuries in the past.


The legend told of a beautiful
woman who attended the church services in Zennor every Sunday. She was
enchanted there by the beautiful singing of the young Matthew in the church
choir. So entranced was she by him that one day, after church, she lured him
down to the shore after which he disappeared without trace.


Over the years, it became folklore
that she was a local mermaid, known as Morveren, who had lured young Matthew there
to live with her beneath the sea. Some claimed that it was possible still to
hear him singing from beneath the waves.


Now it seemed the mystery had been
solved. Clearly there had been a Morveren, but Josh suspected she was just a
mere mortal and the mermaid bit had been added later. The most likely
explanation was that, like teenagers from any other generation, they had
fancied a bit of nookie and gone down to the cave to have it off.


Presumably that was when Matthew
had inadvertently fallen into the time bubble. What had happened to the girl
was anybody’s guess. Perhaps she had drowned in the cave or run away. It was
interesting that her name ‘Morveren’ had come to be associated with the legend
of the mermaid. How had this story evolved the way it had? Presumably it was
just superstitious locals trying to make sense of Matthew’s mysterious
disappearance and building the story around it.


Josh didn’t like to think about
what fate had ultimately befallen Matthew. Maybe he was now living in some
incredibly advanced futuristic world sometime around the Year 3000. He hoped he
had arrived safely, wherever he had ended up, and he hadn’t faced death by
drowning, or encased in solid rock due to long-term changes in the shoreline.


He couldn’t ponder much further on
Matthew’s fate, not when his own situation was so perilous. If he didn’t want
to find himself living back in the Middle Ages, he was going to have to either
find a way out of this situation fast, or resign himself to living in the past.
He was almost tempted to stay right where he was, in 2023. At least this was an
era he had lived through, and the world was very similar to his own.


What would happen if he jumped
again into another unfamiliar or dangerous world? He would have to jump again
and then maybe again. The years were going to start falling off pretty rapidly
soon. It was like continually raising in a game of poker where you weren’t sure
if you had the best hand. If he didn’t fold soon, he may end up going all in
and losing everything.


He mulled it over but in his heart
he knew that, while there was still a chance, he had to try again. He would
allow himself two more jumps and look for help in both worlds. If none was
forthcoming and he was somewhere safe, he would stay put.


Those two jumps would take him to
August 2022 and October 2019. After that it would be 2014, by which time his
younger self would be only thirteen years old and four years away from
discovering the time bubble.


The time bubble would almost
certainly be inaccessible in 2014 in any universe. It was prior to the
commencement of work on HS2 and would therefore be buried under the tons of
earth and mud that had been gouged out to create the tunnel. There would be no
chance of escape there. The situation was clear. He had two more shots at this,
and that was it.


He had used up a fair bit of money
on his trip to Cornwall and was down now to about £800. To economise, he had
finally caved in and taken a trip to a launderette on the Cowley Road. It was
the first time in his life he had ever entered such an establishment and, after
an entirely disagreeable experience, he vowed it would have to be his last.


His money ought to be good for one
more trip. After that he would have to find a way of getting hold of some older
currency. Either that or find a way to make money some other way. Gambling was
the most obvious option. As long as he arrived in a world not too different
from his own, hopefully the results of major sporting events and horse races
would be the same.


In preparation for this, he went
onto Wikipedia to check up on a few events, looking through the list of Premier
League champions from the past few decades. Clearly this world was extremely
similar to the original, as they all checked out as far as he remembered,
including unusual results such as Leicester City’s triumph in 2016.


It was definitely worth recording
some of this information for when he went back to the past. He spent the last
evening before he left writing down the winners of various major events from
1980 to the present day. That would cover him for at least four jumps back in
time in case the worst happened and he had to jump more than twice.


He also noted down the results of
the EuroMillions for the week after the arrival of his next couple of jumps. If
he was destined to end up trapped in the past, he was going to make damned sure
he lived a champagne lifestyle while he was doing it.


Jumping from his usual spot behind
the tree, his initial impressions were favourable. The skyline was as it should
be and there were a few people around in the park – possibly not as many as he
would have expected to see on a sunny summer morning, but seemingly nothing to
worry about.


It was only as he reached the High
Street and began to walk up towards the centre that he began to get a feeling
that something wasn’t quite right. Whatever it was, it niggled at him, but he
couldn’t initially put his finger on it.


Here, too, there were notably less
people than normal around this busy part of town. The traffic was flowing
freely, a rarity at anytime in Oxford, and the crowds of tourists were
noticeable only by their absence.


He also started to get an
uncomfortable sensation that everyone was looking at him. Was all of this
making him paranoid? He looked more closely. No, he wasn’t being paranoid –
every woman he passed was staring at him. And then it clicked. They were all
women. He couldn’t see any men.


He began to panic, casting his
eyes around him, desperate to spot a male face. Relieved, he saw a slim guy,
aged roughly late-twenties, on the other side of the road. He quickly crossed
the street and approached the man, hoping to engage him in conversation.


“Excuse me,” began Josh, his
intention to ask why there were so few males about.


“Wow, look at you,” said the man,
in a voice that didn’t sound quite right. It wasn’t low enough. “Where did you
get your op done? You look fabulous. That even looks like a real Adam’s apple!”


By the time he had finished
speaking, Josh realised he wasn’t dealing with a natural-born male at all. This
‘man’ was transgender and had clearly had surgery at some point. While his
features were undoubtedly male, he didn’t have an Adam’s apple. What he did
have, was a slim, almost effeminate figure.


“Oh no, I’m not transgender,”
protested Josh. “I’m a real man,” he added. After he said it, he winced,
thinking this might have been an incredibly offensive thing to say, but the man
didn’t seem fazed by it.


“Oh yes, that’s what we all say to
try and pull the girls,” he said. “They know it’s not true, of course, but it
works for me.”


“Well, it’s true for me,” said
Josh. “Where are all the men?”


“Come on, you know as well as I do
they’re all dead. Don’t you?”


The man peered closely at Josh.
“Oh my God,” he said. “I think you really are a man. Here, girls,” he said,
accosting two passing young women. “This guy reckons he’s a real man – what do
you think?”


Josh was starting to feel rather
uncomfortable as the two women stared at him as if they were examining a
specimen in a zoo.


“Ooh, he looks real, doesn’t he?”
said one of the girls.


“Come on, then, ‘Mister I’m a real
man’, show us your bits,” said the other, and they both cackled coarsely.


“Look, I don’t know what’s going
on here, but I am a real man,” protested Josh, slightly irked at having his
masculinity brought into question. “I’m not about to whip my tackle out in the
street to prove it, you’re just going to have to believe me.”


Unexpectedly, one of the women
reached forward and grabbed at his crotch, giving his meat and two veg a good
squeeze.


“Ouch! Do you mind, that’s my
bollocks!” complained Josh. That had really hurt – she had given his left one a
right bruising.


“EEK!” screeched the woman who had
groped him, excitedly. “I think he really is a man!”


Then she shouted at the top of her
voice, “Girls, girls! Over here! It’s a man!”


Suddenly there was an excited
crowd of screaming women rushing towards him from all directions. This was
getting seriously out of control. There was only one thing he could do now –
run.


Any hope he had that sprinting
away from the scene would be an end to the matter was swiftly dashed. As he ran
up the High Street towards Carfax, he could hear the crowd screaming behind
him. Now he knew how Lennon and McCartney must have felt. This was like some
sort of Beatlemania.


He tried to figure out what was
going on as he ran. All the men were dead, that guy had said. So did that mean
Josh was now the only natural-born male left on the planet? It certainly looked
that way from the reaction of the crowd.


As he ran, all he could see was a
sea of women. There were plenty of women dressed up as men, and quite a few
with varying degrees of transgender, certainly far more than in his own world.
But he was pretty certain there were no actual men.


Some might consider this a fantasy
come true. The only man left on Earth, in a world full of billions of horny
women? It didn’t feel much like a dream right now – more of a nightmare if
anything.


He wasn’t going to be able to
outrun the pack: that was abundantly clear as they began to close on him. He
may have the advantage of a male body that was in theory faster than the
average woman’s, but that was cancelled out by being fifty-three years old
compared to many of his pursuers who were half his age.


Desperate times called for
desperate measures. He tried to avoid committing crimes on his travels unless
he absolutely had to. Even when he did, it was mostly victimless crimes like
defrauding cashpoints or not paying in chain restaurants. Unfortunately, this
was an emergency situation. Spotting a woman on a bicycle waiting for the
lights to change at a pedestrian crossing, he ran over to her, shoved her off
and began peddling for all he was worth.


“Sorry!” he shouted behind him to
the poor woman whom he had roughly manhandled to the ground, and he genuinely
meant it. “My need is greater than yours.”


With pedal power, he turned into
Cornmarket Street and weaved his way along, trying to keep his head down to
avoid any more unwanted attention. As the sound of the crowd began to fade
behind him, he upped his pace, passed Debenhams and the Randolph and continued
on into St Giles’.


There was no point going to the
college, as the Professor wouldn’t be able to help him, being dead, but he had
to find somewhere to lie low. He couldn’t possibly stay out in the open after
what had just happened, but where could he go?


Getting off the main streets, he
turned left down Little Clarendon Street where it was quieter, and then right
into Walton Street. It was an area he knew very well. Being there reminded him
of a place close by where he might just find a friendly face and sanctuary.


Abandoning the bike outside the
Phoenix Picturehouse, he walked, head down, the last hundred yards or so to the
flat where in his universe, in 2022, Lauren used to live. By keeping his head
down and not making eye contact with anyone, he managed to avoid being
identified as a male by anyone else.


Ringing the bell of the flat, he
kept saying to himself over and over again, “Please be in…please be in…”


“Thank fuck for that,” he
exclaimed, as Lauren opened the door. She looked exactly like he was hoping she
would – right hair, right clothes, and all-round right version, for once. He
immediately pushed his way in, adding, “Am I glad to see you!?”


Unusually, he didn’t have to
explain himself, as Lauren recognised him almost straightaway.


“Wow!” exclaimed Lauren. “I can’t
believe it’s you. We’d pretty much given up all hope of you ever coming back.”


“You recognise me, then?” said
Josh, a little surprised.


“Of course,” she replied. “I take
it you found the cure, then?”


“The cure?” asked Josh, a little
perplexed.


“The cure you went into the time
bubble to look for about a year ago?”


“My memory’s a bit hazy,” said
Josh. “You’ll have to fill me in.”


“You must remember,” said Lauren.
“You promised you would go to the future, find a cure and bring it back to save
all the men. Unfortunately, you’re a bit late…they’re all long dead. And by the
look of you, it’s taken a hell of a long time to find a cure. How old are you
now, exactly?”


“I’m fifty-three,” replied Josh.
“Now, look, I think we’re at cross purposes here,” said Josh. “Why don’t you
stick the kettle on and make me a nice cup of coffee.”


“Bit sexist, that isn’t it?” she
replied. “Asking the girl to make the coffee? Still, it’s a long time since I
had the opportunity to make a man a cuppa, so I suppose I can forgive you this
once.”


Josh glanced around the flat,
noting it was in the usual messy state he had come to associate with Lauren.
They had lived together briefly in this very flat for a while, and he hadn’t
been able to stand her slovenliness.


“You live here by yourself, then?”
he asked.


“No, I have a partner,” she said.


“I thought you said all the men
were dead,” said Josh.


“They are,” replied Lauren. “It’s
a female partner.”


“Well, that doesn’t surprise me,”
said Josh. “From what I recall, you were quite partial to taking the occasional
sip from the hairy cup, even when there were men around.”


“You cheeky twat,” said Lauren,
laughing. “You’d be surprised how many women have revealed their Sapphic
tendencies since men became extinct. And just to correct you on your earlier
comment, it’s not a hairy cup. She shaves.”


“Who is she, then?” asked Josh. “Is
it Kaylee?”


“Gosh no, of course not,” said
Lauren. “That’d be like incest. She’s practically a sister to me. I’ve been a
shoulder to cry on since she lost Charlie, but that’s all. However, you do know
her – or of her. It’s Seema.”


“The newsgirl?” asked Josh.


“The very same,” said Lauren. “We
met years ago, that time Kaylee disappeared. I bumped into her again when she
was here in Oxford reporting on the virus when the men started dying and we
sort of hit it off then. We’ve been together ever since.”


“Where is she now, then?” he
asked.


“She’s down in London for a few
days, covering The Queen’s Speech and the State Opening of Parliament. You
wouldn’t believe the mess all of this left the Government in. With over half
the MPs dead, not to mention the Prime Minister, it’s taken a good year to get
it all sorted out. Thank goodness The Queen’s still alive. She’s been the one
constant through all of this.”


“But all her sons are dead,
presumably?”


“Correct,” replied Lauren.
“Princess Charlotte is next in line to the throne, can you believe? She’s going
to be the youngest monarch in centuries. Now look, enough chit-chat. Why are
you asking all these questions? It’s like you’re completely unaware of all of
this. You knew what was happening when you went in that bubble, so what’s the
story? Have you got amnesia or something?”


“Not exactly,” he replied, “But I
don’t remember things the way you do because I’m not the same Josh you grew up
with. I’ve come here from a different universe.”


With that, he began once again to
relate his well-worn story, showing her his notes of his various trips through
time and the damaged tachyometer. When he had finished, Lauren gave him her
version of events.


It seemed that everything here
corresponded with events in his original universe, including all of their
adventures with the time bubble. That was up until just over a year ago, when a
new and lethal virus had swept the globe, killing all of the males, adults and
children, in a swift and brutal manner. They had died in agony in a matter of
hours, internal organs literally melting from within.


It had taken just two weeks from
the first case being reported in Russia, for every male human on the planet to
be declared dead. The world had been in chaos, the remaining 50% of the
population having to keep society from completely breaking down. The first and
most grisly task for the survivors had been disposing of the bodies.


The heartbreak hadn’t ended there.
In the months that followed, male babies born to women who had been pregnant at
the time of the outbreak suffered the same fate.


“So the human race is going to die
out?” asked Josh. “After all, if there are no men, how can we reproduce?”


“Well, that might not be the case.
Wherever the virus came from, there’s evidence to suggest it’s gone. It may
have killed all the babies whose mothers were exposed during the outbreak, but
a couple of weeks ago, a woman in America gave birth to a male, a baby boy. He
was created using artificial insemination from sperm frozen before the virus
spread. That boy is still alive.”


“He’s going to be popular at
school,” said Josh, remembering his experience of being chased down the street
by a crowd of sex-starved women a couple of hours earlier.


“Well, if the virus is indeed
gone, they’ll be able to create a whole new breeding stock of males from the
sperm still in storage.”


“I hope the virus is gone,” said
Josh. “Because I don’t fancy having my internal organs turning into a puddle in
the manner you described.”


“I hadn’t thought of that,” said
Lauren. “Do you feel OK? It comes on very quickly. Within an hour or so of
exposure you start getting flu-like symptoms. How long have you been here?”


“At least two hours,” said Josh.
“And I feel fine.”


“I’m very pleased to hear it,” she
said, “I’ve got the only man left in the world in my flat; I don’t want him
dying on me.” She gave him a look he recognised all too well, leaving him in no
doubt as to what she had in mind for him.


Ignoring her blatant hint, Josh
tried to keep the conversation on track. “You haven’t told me yet about this
plan I had to go the future to find a cure,” said Josh.


“Yes, well, it was a variation on
a theme really. You’ll remember Peter had the same idea in order to cure his
leukaemia. Well, your plan was to go to the future, find a cure for the virus,
and then try and find some way of travelling back in time with it. You didn’t
have that ability at the time, but you were convinced you would do eventually.”


“Which I did – in my timeline,
anyway,” he replied.


“On the day you left the virus had
arrived in the UK, but there hadn’t been any cases in Oxford yet. Peter was due
to emerge from the tunnel that day so you went to meet him. He agreed to swap
places with you and stay here, in the hope you’d come back with the cure.”


“And presumably I never did?” said
Josh.


“No, you didn’t. Until now –
except that it isn’t even the same you. And Peter died, along with all the
others. Hannah was inconsolable.”


“I wonder what happened to the
other me?” pondered Josh. “I’ll probably never know. There are so many other versions
of me wandering around the multiverse now that I’ve lost track of them.”


“Well, it’s clearly too late now,
even if he does come back. Which just leaves you – and what are you going to do
now?” she asked.


“I was hoping I could lie low here
for a few hours,” replied Josh, “just until the tachyometer recharges.”


“And then you’ll be off again?”
she asked.


“I think I’ll have to,” said Josh.
“This isn’t my world, and what’s it going to be like, being the only man here?”


“You could lie and say you’ve had a
sex change,” said Lauren. “You’d be amazed how many are. They are hugely
popular with women who aren’t quite sure about their sexuality. There’s a whole
sexual revolution going on out there.”


“So I’ve seen,” said Josh,
recalling the transgender man he had spoken to earlier.


“Of course, being a real man,
you’ll never want for female attention,” she added.


“But I’m married,” explained Josh.
“I haven’t met my wife yet in this time, but she’s waiting for me in my own
time, in my own universe. I can’t give up trying to get back to her.”


“Maybe it’s time you did,” said
Lauren. “You said already you’re running out of options. Yes, this world might
seem a little strange, but at least it’s not been destroyed by nuclear weapons
or still in the Dark Ages. You could make a life here. I’ll help you.”


Josh was finding all of this quite
exhausting. It was only early afternoon but his earlier exertions during his
escape from the sex-starved mob had tired him out.


“I’ll think about it,” he said.
“In the meantime, do you mind if I get my head down for a couple of hours. I’m
absolutely knackered.”


“Be my guest,” she said, ushering
him through to the bedroom. “I’ll join you if you like.”


“Do you ever think about anything
else but sex?” asked Josh.


“Everyone has to have a hobby,”
she replied, grinning. “And it’s always better if it’s something you’re good
at.”


“You know, there’s one thing
that’s consistent about you in every universe,” said Josh. “You’re always a
slapper.”


“Wouldn’t want it any other way,”
she replied.


“Well, I really need to sleep,” he
said. “We’ll talk later.”


It was teatime when he woke up. He
could hear the TV in the living room, and decided to stay put for a moment and
think things through.


He thought about what she had
said. Could he stay here? The idea of repopulating the species did have its
appeal, but would it really be that fun? What if the Government took him
prisoner, poking him, prodding him and taking endless vials of blood from him
to try and find out why he was immune to the virus?


What if they decided that letting
him fertilise one woman at a time was a waste of sperm? What if they strapped
him down and milked him like a cow to get the sperm they needed to fertilise
millions? That didn’t sound like fun at all.


The other alternative was to stay
hidden in Lauren’s flat forever, but what sort of life would that be? He had
tried living with her before and she had driven him crazy in the end. Yes, the
sex had been amazing, but the relationship hadn’t. They realised quite quickly
that they were better off as friends.


And what about her girlfriend?
Would she just casually drop her now she had a man to play with?


He had made his decision. He was
going to have to move on. He might as well tell her now, there was no point in
putting it off. Dressing quickly, he wandered through to the living room, where
she was watching the news.


“Hey, come and look at this,” said
Lauren, excitedly, as she heard him enter the room. “You’re on TV.”


Josh looked to see some shaky
mobile phone footage that was unmistakeably him, wrestling the woman off her
bike prior to peddling his way to freedom earlier in the day. The coverage then
cut to interviews with various bystanders, giving their opinions on whether he
really was a man or not. This included the transgender man he had spoken to
before it had all kicked off and the rather brassy young woman who had grabbed
hold of his balls.


In addition, a brief interview
with a young policeman, a PC Trafford, revealed that male, or female, he was
wanted by the police for assault and bicycle theft. The news then moved on to
the sports bulletin which was all about the upcoming women’s football World
Cup, which had assumed a whole new level of importance since the demise of the
male version.


“Looks like you are going to have
to lie low here for a while,” remarked Lauren. “Still, I’m sure we can think of
a few things to do to pass the time,” she added, winking at him. To his shame,
and with a feeling of disloyalty to Alice flooding over him, he felt an all too
familiar rush of blood to his loins. He had been travelling for weeks now
without any intimacy, and his body was responding to his base needs.


He had to try and fight it.


“Look, Lauren, you know I would
love to roll in the hay with you, but I can’t stay here. You saw what they were
saying on the TV. I’m like some sort of freak show – a real man with real bits.
Who knows what they’ll do with me?”


He walked over to his backpack and
started to rummage through it, looking for the tachyometer.


“That’s exactly why I want you to
stay,” replied Lauren.


“Where is this damned thing!?” he
exclaimed, unable to locate the tachyometer in his pack. Had she taken it?


“It’s not there,” she said,
confirming his suspicions. “I had a feeling you were going to turn my offer
down, so I thought I’d give myself a little bargaining power. Now we both have
something each other wants.”


He couldn’t believe it. She was
blackmailing him into having sex with her.


“Stop playing games, Lauren. Where
is it?”


“Oh, you’ll get it back,” she said
playfully, “when I’m ready. Don’t worry: it’s hidden in a safe place. And
before you start tearing the place apart, it’s not here. I went out while you
were asleep.”


“You can’t keep me here like this
against my will,” protested Josh.


“I’m not keeping you against your
will. You’re more than welcome to go out that door anytime you like. But
remember what happened earlier? Now who do you fancy taking your chances with –
me, in a nice cosy bed, or hordes of predatory women out there who haven’t had
a man for over a year? They’d rip you to pieces, like dogs fighting over a
bone, and you know it.”


She had him over a barrel, and he
knew it.


“Why are you so desperate for me?”
he asked. “You’ve got Seema.”


“I’ll put it bluntly,” she said.
“I want cock.”


“But you and Seema use strap-ons
and things, don’t you? I saw them in the bedroom.”


“It’s not the same if it’s not
real,” she replied. “Now look, I’ll make a deal with you. You be my sex slave
for twenty-four hours until Seema gets back tomorrow night. That’s all I ask.
Then you can have your magic wand back – if you still want it after a session
with me.”


“And what if Seema catches us in
the act?” asked Josh.


“Oh, she won’t mind. She’ll
probably join in. We were fantasising about having a threesome just the other
night while we were having sex. It really turned her on. So how do you fancy
that? It’s meant to be every man’s dream, isn’t it? And just to top it off,
she’s famous as well.”


Josh could feel himself wavering.


“And what about Alice?” he asked
weakly.


“What happens in this universe
stays in this universe,” replied Lauren. “If you ever want to see her again,
you don’t really have a choice.”


No matter how much his mind was
telling him this was wrong, his body disagreed. The thought of having Lauren
and Seema in bed with him had sapped any last ounce of resistance. Lauren knew
she had him. Noting the bulge in his trousers, she stood up, took him by the
hand and led him to the bedroom. They wouldn’t emerge again until morning.











Chapter
Seventeen


March 2014


Josh was sitting on a bench in the
park, head in hands. He was virtually on the point of tears at the truly
traumatic experience he had just enjoyed.


His emotions were a mix of relief
at reaching a place of relative safety, mixed with despair at his
ever-deepening predicament. He was feeling extremely sorry for himself, but he
knew he only had himself to blame. This mess had all been of his own making and
he was accordingly filled with self-recrimination and remorse.


A few days ago it had all been so
different. Two days of losing himself in sexual fantasies had allowed him a
brief respite from the trials and tribulations of his long journey. But any
lingering glow he may have felt from that experience was swiftly erased by the
horror of the following world.


Here he had come closer than ever
before to losing his life. He thought the nuclear war world had been bad, but
at least he had been able to detach himself somewhat from the events that had
occurred there. This time, there had been no convenient cellar to hide in – he
had been well and truly in the thick of it.


Why hadn’t he just stayed in 2022
with Lauren and Seema? At least he had been safe there, not to mention happy
during his short stay in Lauren’s flat, even if it had been on her terms. When
Seema returned it got even better. Just as Lauren had predicted, she was every
bit as pleased to see him as Lauren. For the next couple of days he enjoyed the
greatest sexual adventure of his life.


But he knew he couldn’t live that
fantasy forever and while there was still a chance of getting home, he had to try.
He also felt guilty at betraying Alice, even if it was another universe and
under exceptional circumstances.


Over a takeaway the third night
Josh was there, the three of them discussed his options.


Lauren had been against him
leaving – she thought he was crazy giving up a safe haven in exchange for the
unknown, but Seema disagreed. She felt that they had no right to keep him there
against his will and disapproved of the way Lauren had effectively coerced him
into sex. She insisted that Lauren should return the tachyometer, putting the
decision to stay or go back into Josh’s hands.


Lauren backed down, and the
following evening, he jumped from within the flat, figuring that was less risky
than venturing out onto the streets again. As long as the building was still
standing in 2019 in the next universe, he ought to be OK, although it would be
to a time before Lauren had lived there. That meant running the risk of a
repeat of the incident when he had disturbed the amorous couple in the hotel
room.


That would have been tricky, but
it would have been infinitely preferable to what he encountered on arrival in
the next world. Within seconds, he realised he had made a ghastly mistake.


It was getting dark when he
arrived, but there was still enough light to see that the first-floor flat was
almost unrecognisable from the one he had left. There was no one living in it,
because it was completely uninhabitable. The windows had been blown inwards,
leaving broken glass all over the floor.


Half the front wall that led out
onto Walton Street was completely missing, and there was rubble and dust
everywhere. Loose pipes and wires were hanging out of what bits of wall
remained, and there was water gushing from the pipe where the sink had
previously been. At his feet lay a small toy racing car, with the rear wing
snapped off.


It looked as if a bomb had gone
outside and blown half the front of the building in. Fortunately the part of
the floor Josh was standing on was still there, as there was a gaping hole down
to the ground-floor flat below. He could also smell gas, so didn’t dare try the
light switch, but he doubted whether it would work anyway.


Then he heard an explosion in the
distance, and the unmistakeable sound of machine-gun fire. Fearful of what he
might see, he made his way carefully to where the window had once been, hoping
the remaining portion of the floor wouldn’t give way beneath him.


It looked like something he might
have seen on the news from Syria or Iraq. The entire city was devastated, with
burnt-out cars, destroyed buildings and smoke and dust everywhere. In the
distance, he could see a group of British soldiers in full retreat, firing
ahead of them, as a group of what resembled ISIS fighters pursued them.


When another missile hit the
building next door, the noise was deafening, taking out another wall and
showering him with dust and debris. With his building looking like it might
collapse at any moment, he had no choice but to take his chances outside.


A nightmarish night followed which
he spent running, hiding and trying to stay alive. It was exhausting,
terrifying and distressing. He witnessed some truly horrific things along the
way, from raped and murdered women to dead children, some still clutching soft
toys they had been holding when they were killed.


He escaped only by a hair’s
breadth, the tachyometer turning green not long after dawn, just as he was
cornered by an ISIS fighter. If he had entered the bubble a fraction of a
second later he would have been dead, ripped to pieces by the hail of bullets
unleashed in his direction.


That had left him here, all the
way back in 2014. He hadn’t been able to do any of the things he had hoped in
2019, busy as he was just trying to stay alive. So now he was stuck with a load
of useless currency that he wouldn’t be able to spend for years. He had about a
fiver in loose change that was still legal tender and all the money he had in
the world.


He was now in a time before the
time bubble had been discovered. Neither his thirteen-year-old self nor any of
his friends would know anything about it so there would be no help there. He
could hardly approach them, anyway. A fifty-three-year-old man accosting some
young teens with stories of time travel would probably be labelled a
paedophile.


There was only one person who
might listen to him in this time, and he lived back in his home town. Spending
his last few pounds on the train fare, he left Oxford and headed home once
more.


At least this world seemed normal,
something for which he could be thankful. He may have no money, no home, and no
food but at least he was alive and not about to be blown up, shot or otherwise
despatched from the world.


His plan was to visit Peter, who
at this time had been one of his schoolteachers. It had been Peter in whom he
and Charlie had first confided when they had discovered the time bubble all
those years ago. He had been open-minded about it then; hopefully he would be
again.


All Josh really needed right now
was someone to talk to who might understand, give him some shelter and help him
out in the short term. If he was here for the long term, well, he still had his
list of sporting results. If he could convince Peter of the truth, then perhaps
they could come to some sort of arrangement.


It was a Monday morning, the 10th
March, so Peter ought to be at school. He couldn’t just march in, he’d have to
try and catch him at the end of the day.


Unfortunately, that plan went out
of the window shortly after getting off the train and walking towards town. He
had barely walked a hundred yards along the street when a police car, siren
wailing, drew up alongside him. Two police officers, one of whom he knew
extremely well, were out of the car and manhandling him before he knew it.


Held against the side of the car
by the man, he was handcuffed by none other than Hannah. This must have been
her very early days on the force, as he had never seen her looking so young,
but she lacked nothing in confidence and assertiveness.


“You are under arrest on suspicion
of vehicle theft and armed robbery,” she began, going on to recite the rest of
the spiel that he had heard so many times on TV.


“But I haven’t done anything,” he
protested.


“That’s what they all say,”
replied Hannah as he was bundled into the car. Speaking to the male officer,
she said, “Johnson, radio into the station and let them know we’ve got him.”


“Kent will be pleased,” replied PC
Johnson.


Josh inwardly groaned – not Kent
again. That man kept turning up like a bad penny. Presumably he was now going
to have to endure his old school interrogation techniques.


“What exactly am I supposed to
have done, Hannah?” he asked.


“That’s PC Benson to you,” she
replied. “And you’ll be able to see for yourself when we get to the station.
We’ve got it all on CCTV.”


Whatever he was supposed to have
done, she seemed pretty sure about it. Was it a case of mistaken identity, or
something more? With all these other Joshes running around the universes,
anything was possible. Had one of them done something? Was he going to be
convicted for the crimes of one of his other selves? Was he to end up living in
prison? It would be a pretty dismal end to his adventure. On the plus side, at
least he’d get fed.


Back at the station, Hannah took
him into an interrogation room and shortly after, Kent came in, looking as
chubby and red-faced as ever. Even though this incarnation hadn’t reached his
forties yet, he still had an undeniable look of middle age about him.


The two of them threw all manner
of questions at him, none of which he had answers to, so he simply stuck to
some advice his brother had once given him. He had been nicked for allegedly
stealing some building supplies off another site and had just denied everything
or said ‘No comment’ to any difficult questions.


This clearly frustrated Kent.
While Hannah remained cool and level-headed, her boss quickly became irate.


“Look, we know you did it,” said
Kent. “We’ve got clear CCTV footage from the petrol station of you holding them
up.”


By this stage, Josh had figured
out most of what he was supposed to have done. It seemed he had stolen a car, driven
to a garage, filled up with petrol, and then held up the cashier at gunpoint,
demanding she hand over the contents of the till.


“How do you know it was me?” said
Josh. “It could have been my twin brother.”


In a way, it was. It was almost
certainly one of his alter egos who had done this, but armed robbery? Could he
have gone that far? Maybe, if he was desperate enough. Clearly his counterpart
was.


“Oh, and your twin brother just
happens to wear exactly the same outfit as you do, does he?”


“Why not?” said Josh. “Parents
often dress their twins identically. It looks cute.”


“You’re like fifty years old, for
fuck’s sake, not five,” exclaimed Kent. “Credit me with some intelligence.”


Josh thought it best not to
respond to that. He estimated Kent’s intellect to be somewhere on the same
scale as the Neanderthals.


“Now look, I’ve plenty of
experience of armed robberies,” added Kent. “Busted a whole gang last year when
they tried to raid the bookies. Didn’t I, Benson?”


“Yes, sir,” she replied wearily,
giving the impression she had been asked this question many times before.


“There, see?” said Kent. “I’ve got
a nose for this sort of thing and I can sniff out a wrong ’un from a mile off.
You’re up to your neck in shit in this one, mate and no amount of denying it is
going to get you off. So why don’t you save me a lot of bother, confess, and
then I can be down The Red Lion nice and early after work tonight.”


Before Josh could reply, they were
interrupted by PC Johnson who came to the door asking if he could borrow Hannah
for five minutes. It seemed he had some problem with the computer that couldn’t
wait.


Normally this sort of interruption
would have annoyed Kent, but on this occasion he welcomed the opportunity to
get Josh on his own. Declaring the interview suspended and pausing the tape, he
waited for Hannah to leave the room, before rounding on Josh.


“Right, now she’s out of the way,
let’s get down to serious business. What have you done with my car?”


“Your car?” asked Josh. He hadn’t
mentioned anything about that before.


“You know damn well it was my car
– my Lotus. I can’t believe you had the nerve to steal it from outside this
very station.”


“You’ve got a Lotus?” said Josh,
surprised. “And the police always complain that they’re underpaid.”


“Yes, I have got a Lotus, or did
have before you nicked it, and I want it back. And yes, we are underpaid,
considering what we have to go through, dealing with the likes of you. I
couldn’t afford a car like that on my salary.”


“How did you get it, then?” asked
Josh. “Did you take a backhander from the council or a local businessman for
turning a blind eye to something dodgy? That’s not very becoming conduct of an
officer of the law, is it?”


He couldn’t resist trying to wind
Kent up. It was so easy.


“If you must know, I had a big win
on the horses,” said Kent.


“Gambling, eh? And then flashing
fancy cars around with your ill-gotten gains? Isn’t that a bit immoral from
someone who’s supposed to be setting an example?”


“Immoral, maybe, but not illegal,
and it’s my job to uphold the law,” replied Kent. “I’m good at catching
criminals and I’m good at picking horses.”


Josh didn’t recall Kent being
particularly good at either from past experience. He also didn’t recall him
being particularly wealthy and had never heard a Lotus mentioned before in his
own universe. Perhaps the Kent of this world was a superior, genetically
enhanced version.


If he was, it certainly didn’t
show in his appearance. His tie was askew and stained, and his top button
wasn’t done up, presumably because Kent’s neck had got too fat for him to do
it.


“Did you know you’ve spilt egg
yolk on your tie?” he asked.


“What?” said Kent, looking down,
“Bloody hell, not again.” He tried vainly wiping at the now dried stain. No,
this was definitely not a Kent of superior intelligence to the original.


“Tell me about this win on the
horses, then,” said Josh, curious to know how Kent had managed it.


“Auroras Encore – last year’s
Grand National. 66/1 it was – I made a killing.”


“Oh, Grand National winners,
they’re easy pickings. You know I could tell you the winners for the next five
years. Let me off and I’ll tell you them. Fair deal, wouldn’t you say?”


“No, not really,” said Kent.
“Who’s to say I don’t already know them?”


“And how would you know?” asked
Josh.


“You’d be surprised. Go on, then,
tell me who’s going to win this year, if you’re the local clairvoyant.”


“I can’t remember off the top of
my head,” said Josh. “But if you look in the backpack you took off me, you’ll
find a notebook with all the winners of all the major sporting events from now
until 2023 written down in it.”


“This I have to see,” said Kent.
“Wait here,” he said, handcuffing Josh to the chair as a precaution.


Five minutes later he returned to
the room carrying the notebook. Josh had been expecting him to rubbish the
contents and dismiss it as all fantasy, but Kent’s reaction took him by
surprise.


“You really are a time traveller!”
exclaimed Kent. “They’re all here: Pineau de Re, Many Clouds, One For Arthur.
And that’s not all.”


He held out a ten-pound note, portraying
Jane Austen on the reverse. It was of the polymer design that Josh had brought
with him.


“Johnson’s been going through your
wallet and he showed me this. He thought it was Monopoly money, but I know
different. In a few years, these notes will be in common use, but right now, I
thought I was the only person in the world who would recognise them. And then
you turn up, carrying a whole wad of them.”


“You seem remarkably well
informed,” said Josh. How did Kent know all this?


“How did you get here?” asked
Kent. “Are you from the future? Did the angel send you?”


“What angel?” Josh had encountered
a lot of strange things on his travels, but couldn’t count an angel among them.


What the hell was Kent talking
about? Josh couldn’t believe he was sitting here having this bizarre
conversation with the last person he could imagine would know anything about
time travel. He wouldn’t have credited the witless fool in front of him with
being able to wire a plug, let alone build any sort of time-travelling device.


“The angel who sent me here,”
insisted Kent. “Did he send you, too?”


Josh was stumped for an answer,
not even having the remotest idea who this mysterious angel could be. He was
spared having to muster a response by Hannah as she came back into the room.


“Sorry about that boss,” she said.
“Johnson thought Russian hackers had got into the police database again because
he couldn’t access it. Turns out he was putting the wrong password in.”


Impatient to get rid of her, Kent
quickly changed the subject.


“All this questioning’s making me
hungry,” he declared. “I expect you’re hungry, too, aren’t you?” he added,
looking at Josh.


Turning to Hannah, he continued.
“Tell you what, Benson, why don’t you pop out to McVie’s and get us fish and
chips all round? My treat – here you go.”


He reached into his jacket pocket,
took out his wallet and handed over a couple of his old-fashioned twenty-pound
notes.


Hannah took the money with a
perplexed look on her face. She wasn’t used to her boss being pally towards
prisoners like this.


“Come on, chop chop,” added Kent,
patronisingly. “I’m starving. Get some cans, too, and make sure they’re out of
the fridge and not off the shelf. There’s nothing worse than warm fizzy drinks.
And get a couple of battered sausages as well. And make sure they put plenty of
salt and vinegar on mine, they always skimp on it in there. That bloody McVie’s
a right tight arse.”


“Is there anything else I can get
you, sir?” replied Hannah. “Perhaps you’d like to show our guest here
the wine list as well?”


“No need to be sarcastic, Benson,”
said Kent. “There’s no reason we can’t be civil to our guests.”


“It’ll be the first time you
have,” said Hannah.


“Look, just go and get the chips
and I’ll explain more when you get back,” said Kent, annoyed at his junior’s
insolence.


“Right you are, sir,” replied
Hannah, looking distinctly unimpressed. “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll skip
the chips and get a salad from Marks & Spencer. I’ve got my figure to think
about.”


“Whatever,” replied Kent. “Just
don’t try and force any of your rabbit food on us.” Kent wasn’t a salad fan and
it showed in his waistline.


With Hannah gone, the conversation
returned to time travel.


“How do I know you really are a
time traveller?” asked Josh. “This could all be some clever routine you’re
using to get me to confess. Tell me something from the future that’s not in
that notebook.”


“Alright, I will,” replied Kent.
“Theresa May is going to become Prime Minister, Donald Trump will become
President, and Prince George is going to have a sister next year and they are
going to call her Charlotte. How am I doing so far?”


“Impressive,” said Josh, who had
to concede that Kent knew his stuff. “OK, I accept you have time-travelled.
What I’d like to know is how and from when?”


“I came here from November 2018,”
began Kent.


Just after we discovered the time
bubble, thought Josh, as Kent continued.


“I was going through a bit of a
mid-life crisis at the time – not getting on with the wife, made redundant from
the job after a few investigations went a bit pear-shaped, the usual sort of
thing. So there I was, up on the roof of Sainsbury’s car park, thinking about
ending it all. Then, just as I was contemplating jumping, a younger version of
me appeared. At least he looked like me, though he claimed he wasn’t, he was just
taking my image.”


“Go on,” said Josh.


“He offered to let me live any six
days of my life over again. So I asked him to send me back to when I was seven
years old. Lo and behold I find myself in 1984 in my body as it was at the
time. After a day, I found myself back in 2018. Next, I asked him to send me
back to Grand National Day last year so I could foil a robbery and win a tidy
sum on the race.”


“Which explains how you got the
Lotus,” said Josh. “But you didn’t go back to 2018 afterwards?”


“No,” replied Kent. “That’s the
strange thing. This time nothing happened. I’ve been living here for nearly a
year since. I don’t mind, though. I’ve been given an extra five or six years to
live over again, and you’d be amazed how much more enjoyable they are with the benefit
of hindsight.”


Josh weighed up everything Kent
had said.


“It’s quite an incredible tale,”
he replied. “I, too, can travel in time, but not in the same way you did. The
whole concept of transferring minds back into people’s bodies at an earlier
time isn’t possible – or at least not yet in the time I come from, which is
2055.”


“So it could have been an angel,
then?” asked Kent.


“I wouldn’t have thought so,”
replied Josh. “Mind transfer has been talked about as a concept and it’s bound
to come. In 2055, we’re already working on uploading brains into new bodies. I
guess combining the time travel technology with that could be theoretically
possible. It’s something I’ll have to think about working on if I ever get
home.”


“If you’re from 2055, how did you
end up here?” asked Kent.


Mindful that Hannah would be back
soon with the chips, Josh gave him the edited highlights of a story he had told
several times now to several different people in several different universes.
It also enabled him to explain about the other Joshes running around the
multiverse and how it was almost certainly one of them that had stolen Kent’s
Lotus.


“Fascinating, the idea of multiple
universes,” said Kent. “Perhaps that’s why I’m still here. When I came back in
time I created a new universe and perhaps the old me has gone back to my old
body in the original.”


“That’s very possible,” said Josh,
impressed by Kent’s grasp of the concept. “Each trip does create both
possibilities.”


“This all still leaves us with a
bit of a problem, doesn’t it?” said Kent. “You’re still sitting here facing
these charges. Now you claim you didn’t do it – that it was another you from
another universe, but that’s not going to stand up in a court of law, is it?
Not when it’s all been captured on CCTV.”


“Maybe if you could track down the
other me…?” suggested Josh.


There was a knock on the door and
PC Johnson came in.


“Sorry to disturb you again, boss,
but there’s something important you need to know.”


“Can’t it wait, Johnson? You’re
always interrupting my meetings. First you drag Hannah out on some trivial
matter and now you’re bothering me.”


“Sorry, boss, but it can’t wait.
It’s about your car.”


“What about my car? Have they
found it? Is it OK?”


“Well, there’s good news and bad
news, but I think you should come outside. We shouldn’t really be discussing
such matters in front of a suspect.”


“Don’t mind me,” replied Josh,
hopeful that the car turning up could lead to his exoneration.


“Don’t go all protocol on me,
Johnson, just spit it out,” replied Kent, irritated as ever by his insistence
on doing everything by the book.


“Fine. Well, it seems your car has
turned up. A random patrol spotted it being driven down the A34 and pursued it.
That’s the good news.”


“And the bad news?” asked Kent
fearfully. “They had better not have damaged it.”


“Well, not exactly damaged it,
sir. ‘Totalled it’ would be a more accurate description. They chased it down
the Didcot slip road and unfortunately the driver lost control, turned it over
and hit the barrier.”


“Bloody idiot, I’m going to throw
the book at him for that,” exclaimed Kent. “Even if he is your twin brother,”
he added, turning to Josh.


“Your brother?” said Johnson,
worriedly looking at Josh.


“In a manner of speaking,” said
Josh.


“I think you’d better sit down,
sir,” said Johnson.


“He already is bloody sitting
down, you imbecile,” barked Kent. “Anyway, there’s no need to say any more, I
can tell what you’re going to say. He died in the crash, didn’t he?”


“I’m afraid so,” said Johnson.
“You have my deepest sympathy, Mr Gardner.”


“Never mind him!” exclaimed Kent.
“What about me? I’m going to have a bloody nightmare with that insurance
company now, I can tell you. If they try and wriggle out of it, there’ll be
hell to pay. And that’s the no-claims bonus shot to buggery.”


“Sorry sir,” said Johnson.


“Alright, lad, it’s not your
fault,” said Kent, relenting. “You can go. And get Hannah on the blower and
find out where those fish and chips are, I’m bloody famished.”


With Johnson out of the way, Kent
turned back to Josh.


“Looks like you’re off the hook,
then. So what’s the plan now?”


“Well, what I really need is some
money,” said Josh. “It looks like I may be stuck here for a while and my
Monopoly money’s no good to me. How about we strike a deal?”


“What have you got in mind? I’m
listening,” replied Kent.


“You can photocopy all of my
sports results – they go up to about the middle of the next decade. Add them to
the winners you already know from the next two or three years and you can
become a multimillionaire if you want – assuming the bookies don’t close you
down, that is.”


“How much do you want?”


“Not much. Just a couple of grand
to get me somewhere to stay for a couple of weeks while I get myself sorted. I
can use the sports results, too. I’m pretty sure it’s the Cheltenham Festival
this week. Lord Windermere’s going to win the Gold Cup on Friday at 20/1 so
that’ll set me nicely on my way.”


“I’ll have to have a few quid on
that,” remarked Kent. “Is that all?”


“Well, some help with creating a
new identity would be useful. All I need is a passport and driving licence. I’m
sure you must know people. A new name would come in handy, too. There’s a
thirteen-year-old version of me living in this town, not to mention all the
others in the multiverse who might decide to pop in. I don’t want any more awkward
mix-ups.”


“I’m sure we can arrange
something. Now, can you do something for me?”


“I can’t send you back to 2018 if
that’s what you want,” replied Josh.


“God, no, that’s the last thing I
want,” said Kent. “I’m happy to get there the long way, and I much prefer this
timeline to the old one. However, I am interested to know how all this happened
in the first place. If you ever manage to get home and figure it all out, can
you come back and tell me?”


“If I do, and it’s safe for me to
travel again, I will,” replied Josh. “But if I do get back, I don’t think I’m
going to be taking any more trips for a while. I’ve had enough these past few
weeks to last a lifetime.”


He thought about the holiday he
and Alice had planned to go on. How he wished he was on that now.


The door opened, and Hannah came
in, the vinegary waft of the chips preceding her from the large carrier bag she
was holding.


“Perfect timing,” said Kent. “This
chap’s off the hook, Benson. Did Johnson tell you?”


“He did,” replied Hannah.


“Brilliant,” said Kent. “Then we
can all enjoy a lovely slap-up meal with no unpleasant charges or anything else
hanging over us and be in the pub by teatime.”


He reached into the bag grabbed a
can of Fanta, and opened it.


“Bloody hell, it’s warm,” he said.
“I told you to make sure they got it from the fridge.”


“I did,” she said, “but it’s been
in the bag with the hot food.”


Rummaging around in the bag, Kent
added, “And you’ve forgotten my battered sausage. Bloody hell, I can’t rely on
anyone around here, can I?”


Despite his traumatic few days,
Josh found himself chuckling at Kent’s comments. It was all so trivial and
normal, which was exactly what he needed right now.


He began tucking into his food. He
didn’t think he had ever enjoyed a bag of chips more.











Chapter
Eighteen


June 2014


Josh awoke early to the sounds of
birds tweeting outside. He had left the window open to let some cool air in
overnight and the dawn chorus had started early.


He got up, stretched, and walked
over to the window of his rented luxury flat in the centre of Oxford, looking
out to the streets below. It looked as if it was going to be another beautiful
summer’s day.


For the last three months he had
been settled and comfortable, enjoying a life of leisure in the heart of the
city.


After a few weeks in hotels, he
was sufficiently affluent to be able to move into this flat. He started to make
friends, some old, some new, and began to come to terms with the idea that he
may have to stay permanently in the past.


Despite his comfortable existence,
the idea of getting home was never far from his mind. He spent many nights
tinkering with the tachyometer, wondering if there was any way of getting it
working properly again, but he just didn’t have the tools at his disposal to do
so.


He kept toying with the idea of
going back in time again, but his next jump would take him to 2002 and he
couldn’t see himself getting help there. After that, it would be as long ago as
1980, and he definitely didn’t want to go there. The idea of living in a time
when technology was so primitive horrified him. What was it his gran used to go
on about all the time? “I remember when we only had three TV channels?” That
definitely didn’t sound like fun.


He had one hope left which was to
try and get back to a time when he could catch one of his other selves on a
visit to that past. In his diary he had a record of every trip he had ever
taken, but trips back this far were few and far between.


He had only travelled back further
than 2018 three times. Two of those revolved around Thomas Scott, in 1974 and
1990, and the other was to attend his parents’ wedding in 1992. There was no
way he was going to travel back to 1980 and wait around a whole decade in the
vague hope of bumping into one of his other selves. And that of course was
making the big assumption that he would arrive in some sort of normal and safe
world.


He realised it was probably
foolhardy, but the nagging desire to try and go home kept eating away inside
him. At night he had dreams of other realities, many of which turned to nightmares
about some of the scarier worlds he had visited. It seemed that his
subconscious mind at least, couldn’t rest, just as had been the case with
Lauren and her nightmares about that night at the camp.


He also kept wondering why Alice
had never come to look for him. That suggested that he had made it back
eventually. She had a fully functioning tachyometer. If he hadn’t returned,
there was no reason why she hadn’t been able to track him down. To him, that
suggested he had made it home eventually.


What other options did he have?
Instead of jumping, could he wait a few years for the time bubble to be
unearthed? Could that help him? There were no guarantees. He would change the
timeline, which might again lead to the Josh of this universe not following his
time travel ambitions.


Maybe he could fix the tachyometer
himself if he could get to the future, but he would have no money, identity or
the resources of the university if he made it back there. The materials he
needed didn’t come cheap. And it was another four years to wait anyway – he
would be in his late-fifties by then. He just couldn’t wait that long.


After weeks of deliberation, a
possible solution came to him. There was a way he could get to 1992, and then
attend his parents’ wedding. This was a focal point in his life, and one of the
first trips he had undertaken with the tachyometer. He would just have to hope
that in the next universe things would be similar enough for his alter ego to
attempt the same trip.


To get to 1992, he needed to
re-create the situation where the Josh he had met in the nuclear war world had
unexpectedly jumped through the bubble. He needed to send someone or something
through to 2002, thereby resetting the device so it would send him back
twenty-two years instead of eleven.


He didn’t have anyone handy he
could send back to 2002. So what was to go through instead? It didn’t have to
be human – all it had to be was above a certain weight and organic.


A horse could do it. He thought
about the possibility of going to the races and creating a bubble in the parade
ring while the runners were walking around. But he dismissed that idea as being
too risky on a number of counts, not least that the horse’s lad or lass might
enter the bubble instead. He had screwed up his own life enough, without
messing up anyone else’s.


In the end, he came up with a
similar idea, that of trying to lure a cow into the bubble. He could go off
into the country somewhere, in a field and try and manoeuvre one in.


It wasn’t going to do the cow any
harm – it would just end up in a field full of a load of other cows. It
wouldn’t have any inkling of what year it was. One cow going missing in 2013
would be put down to rustling. Apart from some farmer in 2002 being perplexed
at gaining an extra cow, it would be no big deal to anyone.


Manipulating a cow into the bubble
proved remarkably difficult. The animals had viewed him with suspicion as soon
as he entered the field, becoming decidedly aggressive towards him. At one
point he thought they were going to charge him.


Backing away from them and losing
his footing, leaving him face-down in a cowpat, didn’t help matters either, but
the plan did succeed. A particularly rambunctious animal, coming rather too
close for comfort, fell right into his trap and vanished.


With that accomplished, he spent
the next couple of weeks making every possible preparation for his arrival in
early 1992. He had the date calculated to the day, a stack of old currency to
get him started, and of course, that old standby, the racing results.


Now he had to hope two things.
Firstly that he arrived in a normal and safe world – because if he didn’t, he
would have to jump again. That would take him to 1947 which didn’t bear
thinking about.


Secondly, assuming the world of
1992 was normal, all his hopes were pinned on the Josh of this world coming
back in time to attend the wedding in June. He would be arriving in January,
which would give him five months to prepare.


Heading for the tree on Christ
Church Meadow, for what he truly hoped would be the last time, he reflected
that this was a huge gamble he was taking and very likely to be his final roll
of the dice. If he failed to find his other self, then hopefully he could forge
a life in the 1992 similar to the one he had been living in 2014.


If the worst-case scenario
happened and he found himself again plunged into danger, he would have no
regrets. After all, how many people could say they had been able to have the
sort of adventures he had?


Holding out the tachyometer, he
pressed the button and stepped forward one last time.


 


The end…but now the adventure continues in Class of ‘92…











Class of ‘92









Chapter One


 


Peter Grant had found himself running away from quite a few
scary situations in his time.


There was the time he and a couple of mates had unwisely decided
to start throwing stones at a bees’ nest they found in a tree in the village he
had grown up in.


More recently he had found himself in the wrong place
wearing an Oxford United scarf after a particularly bad-tempered local derby
against bitter rivals Swindon Town.


Both of these paled into comparison against what he was
currently facing.


As he sprinted along the stony towpath that ran alongside
the River Thames, he could hear the deafening roar of the Tyrannosaurus Rex
behind him.


Dinosaurs rampaging through Oxford? It was like one of those
old Chewits ads or some old B movie. He had seen a few such films when he was
growing up but none of them had been particularly convincing. He hadn’t seen
Jurassic Park yet, but then nobody had. This was 1992 and the movie wouldn’t be
out for another year.


Unfortunately this wasn’t a movie. It was happening right
now and Peter had never been so terrified in all his life.


As he approached the boathouses on the left-hand side of the
path, he risked a glance back over his left shoulder to see where the monster
was. It was clearly visible, no more than a hundred yards behind him above the
tops of the aged lime trees that lined the path, still devoid of leaves after
the long winter.


The dinosaur must have been at least forty feet tall.
Despite the danger, he felt unable to tear his eyes away and watched as it
crashed through the trees, scattering thick, heavy branches in all directions
like pins in a game of tenpin bowling. As it did so, it roared, revealing a row
of hideous, razor-sharp teeth, dripping with saliva as it sought out its prey.


Peter could hear screams in the distance from the other side
of the park, but there was no one else on the towpath. It was late morning on a
cold, late winter day, too early in the year and too cold for the throngs of
tourists that flocked to this area for most of the year.


Hopefully that meant that nobody else would be killed, but
that was scant comfort to Peter. It also meant that there was no one else in
the way for it to eat before it got to him.


This was assuming it knew he was there, of course. Peter
couldn’t tell if it could see, smell or hear him. For all he knew, the ancient
creature was blundering around probably in confusion, not even aware of Peter’s
presence, but the problem was, it was coming in his direction. Even if the
giant yellow monstrosity didn’t devour him, he didn’t fancy being crushed to a
pulp under one of its enormous feet.


He had been quite surprised at the T Rex’s appearance. It
was yellow, with mottled black markings, like an overripe banana. The movie
makers had got that one wrong, he thought, as he ran towards the end of the
path at the edge of the boathouses. He had only ever seen dinosaurs portrayed
as a greenish brown colour.


“Get a grip,” he muttered, as he desperately tried to focus
on the rather more pressing matter in hand. Here he was fighting for his life
and he was ruminating about the colour of dinosaurs. Perhaps he ought to
concentrate more on not acquiring the unenviable record of being the first person
in history to be killed by one!


This wasn’t at all what he had in mind back at the start of
the year when he had resolved to make his life more interesting. He was
twenty-one years old and thus far his existence had been at best unremarkable,
and at worst downright disappointing.


“Go to university,” he had been told by teachers and
parents. “You’ll have the time of your life.” But university hadn’t turned out
to be all it had been cracked up to be.


He had got his place at the last minute through the clearing
house system after a set of A-level results that had been less than inspiring.
A bout of glandular fever had struck him down midway through the last year of
sixth form, turning him from an already listless youth into a positively
lackadaisical one. His final results of two D’s and an E left him well short of
the points he needed to get in to study Physics at Oxford.


In the end he had to settle for a place at a teacher
training college just outside Oxford, the only place left that would have him.
Up until that point, he hadn’t even considered teaching as a profession.


How he had caught glandular fever in the first place had
been a mystery. People had taken the piss when they found out, looking at him
knowingly and calling it the kissing disease. Chance would have been a fine
thing.


At the time, Peter had been just seventeen and his
experience with women bordered on the non-existent. He wasn’t bad-looking, he
had a slim build, his jet-black hair was cut fashionably short, and he hoped he
had some decent dress sense, buying most of his clothes from Topman on Queen
Street.


His problem wasn’t so much how he looked more that he was so
awkward around girls. Going to an all-boys’ school hadn’t helped. His only real
contact with girls in his mid-teens had come through the local church youth
group.


Peter wasn’t in the slightest bit religious. He had only
joined because they had a table tennis table. He got on well enough with the
girls there but there was no question of any of them obliging any of his
growing teenage fantasies. They were sweet, virginal, well-behaved girls who
wouldn’t dream of allowing a hormone-laden teenage boy touch their naughty
bits.


He wanted a girlfriend like Madonna. Specifically, like the
tarty version of Madonna he had seen dancing on a canal boat in her Like a
Virgin video. That had sparked a sexual awakening within him that was to remain
unfulfilled through the long, lean years of the mid-1980s.


Whilst he spent plenty of time alone in his bedroom
fantasising about Madonna, kisses from real-life girls had been few and far
between. If he had caught glandular fever from a kiss it must have been
incubating a long time because the only decent snog he had enjoyed had been on
a PGL holiday in the summer of ’87 with a chubby girl from Cheshire.


Other than that, 1987 had been like the previous three years
– a complete desert. It wasn’t helped by his schoolmates constantly bragging
about their sexual conquests. On later reflection, most of their bravado had
probably been bullshit but he had believed it at the time, only adding to his
feelings of inadequacy.


He had hoped that this sorry situation might change when he
got to university, but he was so late getting his place that there were no
rooms left in the halls of residence. He couldn’t afford to commute from his
parents’ village, just outside Cheltenham, every day or rent a room off campus,
so he ended up having to stay with his gran, in Cowley, on the other side of
Oxford.


He loved his gran and she was delighted to have him there
but she was old-fashioned in her outlook and made it clear there wasn’t going
to be any hanky-panky, as she referred to it, under her roof.


From what he heard, there was plenty of hanky-panky going on
in the dorms on campus, but once again, just like all those years at school
with barely a girl in sight, he was missing out.


After wasting the whole of the first year at college pining
after a girl who later turned out to be a lesbian, he did eventually get a
girlfriend during his second year. Thus, he succeeded at losing his virginity
at what he considered to be the rather late age of nineteen. The relationship
wasn’t to last and fizzled out after a year or so.


He liked Christina but there was simply no chemistry between
them. They were more like mates than lovers, sharing common interest in the
local indie music scene and going to gigs at The Dolly and The Jericho Tavern.
They had only paired up in the end because they were the only two single people
in a group of friends and it seemed the logical thing to do.


After a few dates, things did eventually progress to sex in
the tiny attic room she rented in a crowded student house in Botley. He had
been disappointed in the experience because there hadn’t really been any
passion at all. She had also been a virgin and neither of them really knew what
they were doing. It had all been rather mechanical and not anything like the
mind-blowing experience he had expected.


Eventually, in the third year, they called it quits. Both
were away most of that year doing their in-school training and after several
weeks apart with little contact, there seemed little point continuing. They
just carried on as mates, going to gigs just as they had before they had got
together.


Then, at the start of their fourth and final year, Christina
simply didn’t come back. Perhaps she had decided teaching wasn’t for her, but
he had no idea.


He thought about trying to get in touch with her a couple of
times, but he didn’t even have any contact details for her. He knew her parents
lived in Wiltshire somewhere but that was about it. Even if he could get in
touch with her, what was the point? She had clearly moved on – it was time he
did the same.


In the autumn of 1991, he was offered the chance to move
into the very room she had been apparently been kicked out of in the student
house for non-payment of rent, but he knew he couldn’t really afford it. On top
of that, when he had broached the idea to Gran, she had suddenly developed a
rather serious angina attack.


“I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to me and you
weren’t here,” she had said.


Admitting defeat, he realised he had no option but to stay
put. From what he had seen of his nights there with Christina, all the other
students in the house were having one non-stop party, but he tried to forget
about that and concentrate on preparing for his final exams.


Most of that fourth autumn term had been spent either
sitting with Gran in front of her endless soaps or up in his room listening to
his favourite bands on his Walkman. By Christmas, he hadn’t had sex for ten
months.


“Things are going to change!” he had said determinedly as he
looked into the mirror on New Year’s Day 1992. “Things have got to change.”


He needed to get a life and willed himself to go out there
and get one. Saying it was all very well, but he needed a slice of luck, too.
Despite his lack of religious conviction, he found himself offering up a silent
prayer for some divine intervention that might help him on his way.


Now, as he desperately tried to avoid the rampaging dinosaur
behind him, all he could do was reflect that if someone had been listening,
they had given him significantly more than he had bargained for.


Trying not to get squished by the T Rex was just the latest
development in a remarkable run of events that had begun with a man turning up
on his doorstep claiming to be from the future. Now it looked like potentially
ending with him being ripped apart in the jaws of a creature from millions of
years ago.


Had it been worth it? Life may have been boring before but
at least it was safe. Which was better – a long, boring life or a short,
exciting one? At the moment, he would quite happily settle for the former. But
then he would never have met Rebecca.


Rebecca. He tried not to think about her. This was no time
for wondering about what might have been. He had to keep running, but it was
getting difficult. The right shoelace on his cheap, Barratts trainers had come
undone and his shoe was becoming decidedly loose.


This had been happening consistently ever since he had
bought them. Why was it always the right lace that came undone? It was never
the left! It was maddening. He knew he should have bought a decent pair, but he
couldn’t afford it.


“You’re only paying for the name,” Gran had said when he’d
asked her if she could let him off his keep for a week so he could buy a pair
of Reeboks. He wasn’t sure about that theory because a few extra quid on a pair
of Reeboks without self-undoing laces might well have saved his life right now.


The creature roared again, coming ever closer. It was
incredibly loud, but didn’t drown out a new whistling sound coming from above.
He looked up to see the unmistakeable sight of a Harrier Jump Jet bearing down
on both him and the dinosaur. Peter knew his planes and recognised it
straightaway. He also knew where it must have come from – nearby RAF Brize
Norton.


So, they were going to shoot down the T Rex. That was great
from the point of view that he probably wouldn’t get eaten now, but very bad
because the plane was heading straight towards him. As he watched he saw a
flash of fire from the front that meant it had just unleashed its salvo of
AGM-65 Maverick missiles.


If the missiles didn’t hit him, there was a good chance the
fallout from the explosion would, including the possibility of several tons of
chargrilled dinosaur flesh falling on him. Despite the fact that he possibly
only had about two seconds to live, he found himself wondering what barbecued
dinosaur would taste like. Why the hell was he thinking that? He really needed
to get some sense of perspective.


In the present circumstances, there was only one course of
action left to him.


He ran to the right, held his breath, and dived head first
towards the murky waters of the Thames, his right trainer falling off as he
launched himself.


He hit the water just as the deafening sound of the
exploding missiles reached him.


 


 











Chapter Two


 


Josh had been travelling for a very long time.


Geographically, he hadn’t travelled far at all from his
Oxfordshire home. But chronologically, he had come a long way. Initially from
2055, he had been caught up in a time-travel accident while visiting 2025 that
had sent him spiralling further and further back through time.


Just to complicate things further, his many jumps through
time had also sent him into a strange variety of alternate universes. He had
been to worlds ravaged by plagues and wars, where familiar faces weren’t quite
what they seemed, and where his life had been in danger on more than one
occasion.


Now, in one last, desperate throw of the dice he was leaping
back to 1992 in the hope of finding the one person who might be able to get him
back home.


That person was himself.


He had been gone for many months and would be gone for many
more, even if this worked out. He would be arriving in January, nearly six
months before hopefully another version of his future self would show up.


Using his ailing tachyometer, the instrument by which he
travelled through time, he materialised in his usual spot, beside the River
Cherwell in Oxford, on New Year’s Day. He had picked the date and location
carefully. But that didn’t mean there wasn’t anything to worry about.


There was a real danger that he would once again find
himself in some strange, alternative world that was so different from his own
that he would have no hope of finding the salvation he sought.


In a worst case, life-threatening scenario, he wouldn’t even
be able to stay in the world. That would leave him having to travel on even
further into the past. By his calculations, the next stop would be 1947.


Even if he did find a friendly universe back then, he would
still be in a world in which no one he had ever known had even been born yet.
He would also have no immediate means of support in an England of rationing and
austerity, just starting to rebuild after the ravages of World War II. That was
assuming England had even won the war in the universe he arrived in.


What if the Nazis had triumphed? That had been the staple of
many a science fiction story but it wasn’t one he contemplated exploring
first-hand. At least in 1992, as long as he was in a world similar to his own,
he could survive, even if he was stuck there permanently.


As he took in his surroundings, the initial signs were
encouraging.


Christ Church Meadow looked exactly as he would have
expected on a midwinter day. The trees had long shed the previous season’s
leaves, some of which were still blowing about in the breeze around him.


Crucially, the skyline of Oxford, set against the leaden-grey
January sky, looked more or less exactly as it should do. There were one or two
familiar buildings missing but he guessed they simply hadn’t been built yet.


So far, so good, but he wasn’t taking anything for granted
yet. He had been in times and places that had looked deceptively normal before,
only to have some calamity or other develop. He needed to spend some time
exploring before he could even think about letting his guard down.


It was cold, but not bitter, which meant there were a few
people in the park. As always he cast an eye around to check that no one had
seen him pop out of nowhere. Normally it wasn’t a problem – the tree beside the
riverbank provided good cover, though this time it was noticeably smaller than
it had been before. How old were the trees in this park? he wondered. It was
the sort of thing most people probably never thought about because trees seemed
timeless and permanent, changing very little from year to year.


The only people close by were an elderly woman and two little
girls, brightly dressed in colourful hats and scarves. They were about fifty
yards away standing next to a felled elm tree trunk, feeding morsels of bread
to an eager crowd of hungry ducks. They didn’t appear to have noticed his
arrival. He began to stroll nonchalantly down the pathway in their direction.


As Josh was about to find out, even if this was the right
place, the right time, and the right universe, it wasn’t going to be without
its complications. He had arrived less than a minute ago, and already something
extremely strange was about to unfold.


The younger of the two girls looked up at him, but rather
than go back to what she was doing, began peering at him intently. He felt
uncomfortable and looked away – staring back at a small girl in the park who
couldn’t have been more than five or six simply wasn’t something a
fifty-four-year-old man ought to be doing.


But if he hoped to ignore her, he was wrong. Next time he
glanced towards her she was running right towards him.


This was somewhat unsettling so he turned around, deciding
to walk back in the opposite direction. But that was nothing compared to what
happened next.


“Doctor Gardner, wait!” she cried out.


She knows my name, thought Josh. How can she know my name?
He wasn’t a doctor, but she had got his surname right. That couldn’t be just a
coincidence.


He stopped and slowly turned back round, noticing that the
elderly woman, whom he took to be her grandmother, was also walking towards him
and shouting after the girl.


“Amy, what do you think you’re doing?” yelled the elderly,
white-haired woman. She was surprisingly sprightly for her apparent age, but no
match for the child’s speed. “Come back at once!”


Amy. What was significant about that name? She had now
reached him and as the words started tumbling out of her mouth, he quickly
realised exactly who this mysterious girl in her rainbow scarf and bobble hat
was.


“Listen, we don’t have much time,” she began in her squeaky,
high-pitched voice. “My name is Amy Reynolds. I was a nurse at the John Radcliffe
Hospital in January 2025 when you came in and did something that sent me back
in time. Now I’m falling backwards through my own life and I need you to do
something about it because in less than two weeks I’m going to reach a time
before I was born which I presume will mean I will be dead.”


This was all said in ten seconds flat and it was as far as
she got because at that point her grandmother reached her and pulled her away,
all the time apologising profusely.


Josh himself didn’t say a word, his mind working overtime as
he attempted to digest and make sense of what she had just told him.


Wriggling and trying to escape her grandmother’s grip as she
dragged her away, young Amy turned around to face Josh once more, shouting out,
“Please, remember what I said.”


Josh still didn’t say anything but he smiled briefly, giving
her a barely perceptible nod of acknowledgement. He had taken in what she had
said, even if hadn’t yet figured out exactly how all this had happened and what
he could possibly do about it.


Then he walked away, along the edge of the riverbank, in
serious need of a cup of coffee and some time to analyse this brief exchange
and come up with some answers. It had come completely out of the blue and
certainly hadn’t been something he had been expecting. He hadn’t expected to be
recognised by anyone in 1992.


There was only one possible explanation. He had thought that
it had only been him that had been affected by the time-travel accident in
2025, but clearly it wasn’t. Now it wasn’t just him he had to worry about
getting home. He was going to have to think about Amy, too.


Before he could ponder any further on that, he realised he
had an immediate and new problem on his hands – or to be more precise, on his
back.


As always with his travels through time, he was wearing his
trusty backpack, a navy blue, fabric pack of the type favoured by hikers that
stretched right down below his waist.


Normally the padded black straps provided plenty of comfort,
even packed out as it was with all his time-travelling gear. But right now it
was anything but comfortable.


Suddenly he felt a searing heat through his shoulder blades
and instinctively tore off the backpack. There was an acrid smell of burning
rubber and plastic in the air and a fizzling and popping sound as if someone
had set a firework off inside. As he removed it and turned to look, that was
exactly what it looked like. There were no visible flames but the back of the
pack was literally melting.


He couldn’t afford to lose his backpack. All his currency
and detailed notes he needed to survive in the twentieth century were inside.
Despite the heat, he grabbed at the red-hot zip, trying to ignore the burning
sensation searing through his fingers.


He had a pretty good idea what was causing this and when he
wrenched the bag open, his suspicions were confirmed. The tachyometer, his only
means of travelling through time, had gone haywire.


It was glowing and sparking like an out of control
electrical cable and he knew he had to get it out of the bag right now before
he lost everything. He just had to hope it didn’t end up seriously injuring him
or, worse, in the process.


He tore off his coat and then his jumper, the blast of cold
winter air on his bare arms a sharp contrast to the heat in his fingers. Using
his jumper like an impromptu oven glove, he grabbed hold of the tachyometer,
swiftly pulling it out and then quickly dropping it again, as an agonising pain
shot through his hands. This was hotter than any tray he might have pulled out
of an oven.


The tachyometer fell to the ground, sparking, bounced once
and promptly vanished from existence.


Where had it gone? Or was it more a case of when? thought
Josh. The tachyometer had already been badly damaged by the earlier accident
and had been barely functioning on his recent travels.


Clearly his last trip through time had finally been too much
for it and it had gone berserk. Josh strongly suspected that it had probably
activated itself, creating a new time bubble and sending itself off through
time to goodness knows when.


That settled it, then. He was in 1992 for the duration.
There would be no more trips back through time and all his eggs were now in one
basket – being rescued by his future self. At least he was safe, or so it
seemed. If this world was as normal as it appeared then he ought to be able to
survive.


Safe he may have been, but comfortable he certainly wasn’t.
The burns on his hands were growing more agonising by the second. The
temperature of the tachyometer must have been hundreds of degrees.


Desperate to cool them, he stumbled towards the river and
threw himself face first to the ground, getting covered in mud in the process.
Then he plunged his hands into the freezing cold River Cherwell, much to the
consternation of the assembled raft of ducks who scattered in all directions,
quacking with disapproval.


The water provided some temporary relief but he knew he was
going to have blisters at the very least. He just hoped it wouldn’t be bad
enough to require hospital attention. He’d had enough of hospitals for the time
being, and goodness knows what primitive methods they used to treat burns in
1992. Josh had done plenty of research on the year on the internet before he
had left his previous year, 2014, but medical procedures hadn’t been part of
it.


Pain receding, temporarily, he turned his attention back to
the bag which thankfully had not actually caught fire. He could see from the
outside that it was badly charred and melted. Had his stuff inside survived?


A quick glance around suggested that no one had seen the
scenes that had just unfolded. Amy’s grandmother had dragged her well away by
now and there was no one else nearby.


Perhaps that was just as well as the sight of a fully grown
man lying face-down on a muddy bank in the middle of winter with his hands in
the river wasn’t exactly inconspicuous. One thing his travels had taught him
was that when arriving in a new time zone it was generally a good idea to keep
a low profile.


Taking his hands out of the water, he could feel the heat
from his backpack as he approached. Despite this he felt cold in the January
air, dressed as he was now in just a T-shirt. His jumper was useless now, with
a large, charred hole in it where he had picked up the tachyometer. Thankfully
his coat was undamaged, though it was now somewhat dirty from being dropped in
the mud.


He picked it up, wincing, and did his utmost to put it on
without touching the sore parts of his fingers. This was surprisingly
difficult. When it was done he went back to the river to dip his hands in for
another cooling.


He knew any relief would remain temporary so as soon as he
removed his hands again he went straight to the backpack, hoping it had cooled
enough that he wouldn’t cause himself any further burns. It was vital he rescue
whatever he could from the bag.


He spent a couple of minutes, rummaging through, trying to
avoid touching any of the melted plastic inside. Most of his clothes were damaged
and he was also horrified to discover that he had lost a great deal of money.


He had managed to bring with him a couple of thousand pounds
in used banknotes appropriate to the era, all bound up in elastic bands. Much
of this was charred and clearly unusable but thankfully the tachyometer had not
touched the bottom stack of around 500 pounds which looked mostly intact.


This would be enough to get him through the next few days,
assuming of course that the notes were legal tender. Not every version of Britain
he had visited had used sterling.


He had also brought three notebooks with him with all the
details he needed for this time period, including detailed sports and horse
racing results, tabulated by month so that he could live a comfortable
lifestyle funded by betting.


Unfortunately, the first notebook, containing all the
information for January and most of February, was as charred through as many of
his banknotes. He was amazed it hadn’t actually caught fire but maybe the lack
of oxygen in the bag had saved that from happening.


He had no knowledge now, other than what he could try and
remember, of anything that he could invest any money in now for several weeks.


“So much for staying at The Randolph, then,” he glumly
remarked. Once spring rolled around, he would be fine, but how was he going to
live for the next two months? He couldn’t imagine £500 would get him very far,
even at 1992 prices.


If things got tight, he might even have to get a job. He
hadn’t had what most people would consider a proper job in years. Yes, he had a
nice salary at the university, but it was hardly work. Most of the time, he was
just messing about in the lab, chucking in the odd lecture when he could be
bothered.


What could he do in this time zone? Stack shelves in Tesco?
With his blistered hands he wouldn’t even be able to do that for a while.


He wouldn’t even know how to go about getting a job. It
would be hard enough in his century but how would he find one here? They didn’t
even have the internet! He may have made copious notes about sports results and
news stories from 1992, but very little to prepare for the reality of what
actually living in this era was like.


He thought about the smartphone in his pocket. It was now
useless. It may have been charged up but there was no network to connect it to
and even if there had been there would be nothing to connect to. Wikipedia,
Amazon, BBC News, Google. None of it existed. How did people find things out in
this time period? Go to a library? He remembered there used to be one near
Westgate called the Central Library, long closed down by the mid-twenty-first
century.


Then there were newspapers of course. He was pretty sure
people used to advertise jobs in them. Presumably to get one you needed some
sort of identity – which he wasn’t sure he even had anymore until he had
properly been through the contents of his backpack.


What a start this had turned out to be – first his encounter
with Amy, then the demise of the tachyometer and much of his survival kit, not
to mention the burns to his hands.


Carefully picking up the still warm backpack, he tucked it
under his arm as the straps he usually attached it to his back with were now
welded to the edge.


“Sod going for a coffee,” he said to himself. “After all
this I need a drink!” And with that, he finally began to make his way out of
the park.











Chapter Three


 


Despite some cosmetic changes here and there, the heart of
historic Oxford appeared to be more or less the same as ever. After all that
had gone wrong already it was reassuring to see that he seemed to be in a
universe at the very least similar to his own. Now he just had to hope nuclear
war didn’t break out unexpectedly like it had once before.


He made for his usual bolt-hole, The Bear on Alfred Street,
which seemed to be a reliable standby in any era and any universe. On the way
he examined the scene around him closely, noting some of the differences
between this time period and his own. Whilst the architecture might be
timeless, the dressing around it wasn’t.


He noticed many squat metal dustbins on the street with
black plastic lids. They were very different to the multicoloured wheelie bins
of his century. There didn’t appear to be any separate recycling facilities. He
wondered when that had changed.


Josh wasn’t totally unfamiliar with this era as he had
visited it once before, a year and a half prior to this in the summer of 1990.


On that occasion he had been following up on one of the many
mysteries he had investigated during his time-travelling adventures. He had
come to Oxford to meet a man called Thomas Scott who had claimed to be a fellow
time traveller.


At the time, neither of them had any idea how Thomas had
ended up living the strange life he had, moving backwards through his life one
day at a time. Now, Josh had deduced that it must have been down to the same
accident that had brought him here. Thomas’s body had been in the bed in the
hospital room when the accident had occurred, which he now knew had also
affected Amy, the little girl he had met in the park.


Josh knew he needed to face up to the fact that his
time-travelling wasn’t just messing with his own life. It was affecting other
people as well.


When he had come here in August 1990 it had been during a
blistering heatwave and he had sat outside The Bear beneath an umbrella advertising
some long-forgotten brand of beer. There would be no sitting outside today at
the desolate, windswept tables. Opening the black front door, unchanged from
his time, he had expected the pub to be as busy as it usually was, but it
turned out to be remarkably quiet.


Other than a couple of overweight middle-aged men with
beards, smoking pipes at the bar, he was the only customer, despite it being
early afternoon. He was shocked when he first saw the pipes, filling the air
with their sickly sweet aromas, before he remembered that in this era people
were allowed to smoke in pubs.


To someone from Josh’s time, where smoking was banned pretty
much everywhere other than in private residences, this seemed quite archaic.
Still, a century earlier they used to send kids up chimneys so he guessed it
was all progress.


“What happened to your bag?” enquired the barman as Josh
approached the bar, gesturing at the molten mess Josh was still clutching under
his arm. He was a young chap with short-cropped ginger hair and a very rural
accent. If asked to name what county, Josh would have guessed Somerset. He had
noticed that accents tended to be stronger the further back he went in time.


“I had a small accident,” said Josh, looking at the two men
smoking, inspiring him to add, “Faulty cigarette lighter.”


“I should say so,” replied the barman. “What was it, one of
those Zippo jobs?”


“Yes, that’s it,” replied Josh, having no idea what a Zippo
was, but the barman seemed to buy it.


“What can I get you?”


Josh cast his eye along the impressive array of real ales on
the bar. He had got a taste for this stuff after Peter, his former English
teacher, had introduced him to it on a boozy night out in The Eagle and Child.
Prior to that, like most of his generation, he had been brought up on lager.


“I’ll have a pint of Old Peculier please,” he said.


“Good choice,” said one of the two bearded men, both of whom
were also drinking real ale. He pulled on his pipe and looked Josh up and down.
Meanwhile, the barman began the process of pulling the beer through the
hand-drawn pump.


While he was waiting for his drink, Josh reached into his
trouser pocket for some of the money he had kept separate from the rest in his
bag. At least that wouldn’t be singed. His hands hurt as he rummaged in his
pocket but eventually he pulled out a crisp and pristine ten-pound note.


Now that’s a real note, he thought. It was much larger than
the polymer ones of his time, printed in brown ink on proper paper.


“One-thirty please,” said the barman, eyeing the note with
suspicion.


The barman’s look didn’t reassure Josh and he was briefly
worried that he might be in a world where his currency wasn’t valid.


To his relief, the barman simply said, “Haven’t you got
anything smaller?”


“Sorry,” said Josh. “I’ve just been to the cashpoint.”


“That’s alright,” said the barman. “I just haven’t got a lot
of change yet. We’re a bit quiet as you can see.”


“Yeah, why is that?” asked Josh. “It’s normally packed in
here.”


“Probably because it was New Year’s Eve last night and
everyone’s still hungover,” replied the barman. “It’ll pick up later.”


He looked Josh up and down before adding. “Do you know that
you’re covered all over in mud?”


Josh had forgotten about that. Lying face-down in the park
at this time of year wasn’t a good idea.


“Err, yes,” he replied, before adding the first thing that
came into his head by way of explanation, “Football training.”


“Aren’t you a little old for football training?” asked the
barman in his strong Somerset twang, a sceptical look on his face.


“Actually, I’m only minus nine,” he quipped, which was
technically correct. “I look old for my age.”


“Very good, sir,” said the barman wearily. He was clearly
used to eccentric customers, which wasn’t surprising in the heartland of the
city’s academic district. He handed Josh his change, then grabbed a tea towel
from behind the bar and began to dry some glasses from the dishwasher. His body
language suggested in no uncertain terms that the conversation was over.


Now he had his beer, Josh attempted to make his way past the
two men who were eagerly exchanging anecdotes about real ales.


“Are you a member of CAMRA?” one of them asked him as he
passed.


“I’m afraid not,” replied Josh.


“Pity,” said the man. “You should join. The more members we
get, the better.”


“Yes, this lager nonsense is all a flash in the pan, isn’t
it, Benedict?” said the other man. It was hard to tell them apart: they could
almost be twins judged on their appearance. They were wearing almost matching
waistcoats, the only difference being that the one who he now knew to be called
Benedict had an old-fashioned pocket watch hanging from his breast pocket.


“You’re not wrong there, Kenneth,” replied Benedict. “Now
they’ve scrapped the beer orders, real ale’s making a comeback.”


“Well, if you’ll excuse me,” replied Josh, politely
squeezing past the portly gentlemen. Josh had no idea what they meant by beer
orders, and could see himself getting drawn into a long, irrelevant and
convoluted conversation, if he wasn’t careful.


Moving to a table over by the window, he sat down and
admired the large collection of ties in the pub. They were all mounted like
butterflies in glass cases and had been a feature of the pub as long as he
could remember.


He wrapped his hands around the old-fashioned-style beer
glass, which was short with glass panels and a handle. He was trying to take
some of the heat out of his sore hands, but they were still hurting. Perhaps he
should have had a lager after all – the glass would have been that much colder.
But then he would have had to face the wrath of Benedict and Kenneth who didn’t
look as if they suffered lager drinkers lightly.


He looked at his palms closely. Whilst they were red, the
skin hadn’t blistered – at least not yet – but there was a noticeable red mark
running across his right palm where he had gripped the tachyometer through his
jumper.


He hadn’t had much use out of that jumper, having only just
restocked his limited wardrobe prior to this latest jump back in time. Buying
clothes regularly came with the territory as he had left a lot behind on his
journey. Busy time travellers generally didn’t have time to seek out
launderettes and there was only so much he could fit in his backpack.


He had planned to buy a whole new wardrobe once he was
settled in 1992, expecting money to be no object. But, now in his altered
circumstances, he was going to have to seriously downgrade his plans.


Right now all he needed was a bed for the night, and he was
reasonably confident he knew where to get one. On his recent travels in the
first quarter of the twenty-first century he had taken to staying regularly at
a B&B down the Abingdon Road. It had been run, seemingly forever, by old
Mrs Simmonds who always gave him a warm welcome no matter what year or universe
he showed up in.


In all likelihood, even in this time period, she should
still be there. He remembered her telling him that she had been running it for
fifty years which to Josh seemed a ridiculous amount of time to be doing
something so mundane, but each to their own.


Hopefully a night there wouldn’t be too pricey in this time
period. If a pint was only £1.30 it couldn’t be that much. Last time he had
stayed there it had been about £45 a night and this was over twenty years in
the future. He could surely afford to stay there for a few nights until he got
himself sorted.


Exactly how he was going to get himself sorted he hadn’t
worked out yet. His little joke with the barman about being minus nine wasn’t
all that funny when he thought about it. He wouldn’t even be born for another
decade so it wasn’t as if he had any friends and family to lean on.
Technically, in this time, he didn’t exist.


Obviously there would be some family in this time. He was
actively counting on it. He had come back to this time specifically to attend a
family gathering – one that he had attended before on earlier time travels. In
June, his parents would be getting married and he had already been back to see
the wedding once before. All of his hopes were pinned on being able to meet
that other self who had come back before on the day of the wedding.


Technically it wouldn’t be the same him, just one of
millions of copies. That was all due to the nature of the multiverse. Likewise
this would be one of only millions of versions of the wedding, but that didn’t
matter. As long as this universe hadn’t deviated from his own to any
significant extent then the future Josh from this universe should show up.


This was something he needed to take into account when
interacting with his family and the world in general. He knew all too well the
consequences of contaminating the timeline from past adventures.


Not only did he have to ensure he didn’t do anything that
might inadvertently prevent this wedding taking place, but he also needed to
keep the timeline on track for at least another sixty years after that. He
needed to ensure his future self would still do everything he needed to do to
end up becoming a time traveller and returning in the first place.


The best course of action to safeguard the timeline was to
stay out of the way of his family until the actual day of the wedding. It
wasn’t as if he needed to get to know them to get an invite to the wedding. He
would just gatecrash it, claiming to be some long-lost uncle, a tactic he had
used before.


So calling on his relatives for help in his weakened financial
position was a definite no. Even if he didn’t have the timeline to worry about
there would be little likelihood of them taking him seriously. Most likely they
would think he was some sort of conman or madman and that wouldn’t help him if
they recognised him in June when he turned up at the wedding. No, it was best
he stayed incognito.


With family ruled out, who else did he know in this time
period? What about Thomas Scott, the dead man from the hospital living his life
backwards through time? Was it worth looking him up again? Probably not – the
nature of Thomas’s existence meant that even if he met him and explained
everything to him, he would forget it all again the next day.


Then there was Amy but there seemed little point looking her
up again. She was just a little girl. Even if he tracked her down, what was it
going to look like, a middle-aged man turning up on the doorstep asking to
speak to her? It was out of the question.


Things were not looking too good. His hands still hurt. He
was dirty. He had a backpack that was falling to pieces that he seriously
needed to sort through but he was still nursing his hands on his glass. It was
time to get out of the pub. He was in no mood for more small talk with the
barman or the CAMRA squad, so he didn’t bother returning his glass to the bar,
hoping he could slip out unnoticed.


This proved relatively easy, as the barman had been drawn
into conversation with Benedict and Kenneth who were giving their opinions on
their latest pints.


“Ah, yes, this is very familiar,” Kenneth was saying. “It
reminds me of a pint of Old Fuggle’s Firkin that I had at the Rutland Beer
Festival in 1983. Let me just consult my notebook.”


As the man fumbled in his waistcoat pocket, Josh slipped out
of the door and up the street. When he reached the corner where Oddbins, a
long-defunct off-licence chain, stood, he turned left up the High Street,
noticing as he had on his previous visit to the 1990s how polluted the air
seemed in this time period.


It was about to get a lot worse. As he was walking up to
Carfax, a big, red double-decker bus that had been held up in the traffic queue
rumbled into life, belching a great, big cloud of black smoke right into Josh’s
face.


He retched at the smell, recalling how many vehicles were
still using leaded petrol at this time. Hurrying on, he reached the corner at
Carfax, which was hardly any different to how it had been in his time. One
notable addition, and a nod to his time-travelling exploits, was an old blue
police post, which looked like a miniature TARDIS.


“Oh if only you were,” said Josh out loud, now struggling
with the heavy bag under his arm. He desperately needed to buy a replacement
so, instead of turning left down St Aldates towards the B&B, he turned
right into Cornmarket Street. While the overall shape was the same as it ever
was, the shops were much changed from his day.


Some familiar names such as McDonald’s were still where they
had always been, but the majority of the street was very different.


Just along from McDonald’s was a shop Josh had never heard
of called Our Price, the name prominently displayed across the top on a bold
red sign.


There was a brash, yellow, star-shaped sticker on the window
screaming out, “Chart CDs – just £9.99 each” and beneath it a display of the
big hit albums of the day. Josh paused to take a look.


He recognised a few of them from his parents’ collection
which he had perused while he was growing up. Stars by Simply Red was a
favourite of his mother’s, he recalled, while Queen’s Greatest Hits, #1 and #2
which his dad liked were both on display. There were also albums from other
luminaries of the day, long passed away in his time, such as Michael Jackson
and Prince.


The highlight was the iconic album cover of Nirvana’s
Nevermind. It may have come out years before he was born but this album had
been a huge influence on Josh in his teenage years. He was tempted to buy a
copy, but then he remembered he had to watch his pennies and besides, he had
nothing to play it on.


£9.99 seemed a lot for a CD when he compared it to a pint at
£1.30. It was interesting how some things got more expensive over the years
while other things got cheaper. By the time he had come of age, a pint was
getting on for a fiver, but CDs were bargain-basement stuff.


By that time not that many places still sold them then.
Poundland had plenty, costing, as the name suggested, a quid, and the
supermarkets stocked a few but that was about it. But 1992 was long before
downloads and Spotify, so the music buying public didn’t have any alternative
but to pay the going rate.


There was no music coming from inside Our Price because it
was closed, which seemed odd as it was still daylight. As he looked around, he
noticed that most of the other shops were closed, too. Of course, it was New
Year’s Day. He remembered that most shops used to close on bank holidays in the
old days.


So much for getting the things he needed today. He was just
going to have to make do with whatever he could salvage from his bag, hoping he
could get it to the B&B before it fell to pieces. It was time he sought out
that sanctuary.


He turned around and headed down St Aldates, keeping as far
away from the edge of the pavement as possible. He didn’t want any more blasts
of toxic fumes from the never-ending procession of buses, half of which seemed
empty. If this was what it was like on a bank holiday, what would it be like on
a normal day?


Reliable as ever, old Mrs Simmonds’s guest house was still
standing, with a welcome sign saying “Vacancies” hanging in the front window.
Hopefully she wouldn’t be closed for the bank holiday like most of the shops.


He rang the bell, which gave out the same high-pitched
shrill as it had on his visits in later decades. He was pretty sure it was
still the original bell that had come when the property had been built, many
decades ago. It was amazing that it had survived so long, but then he
remembered his father, a builder by trade, remarking many times that “they
built things to last in the old days.”


Old Mrs Simmonds turned out to be quite a young Mrs Simmonds
when she opened the door, but that was to be expected. Josh didn’t get
surprised by this sort of thing anymore. It was all part and parcel of the
time-travel experience.


Her grey, thinning locks had been replaced by a thick head
of black hair in a large perm. He had seen a few such hairstyles on the streets
today, which he had always been led to believe was an 80s thing. Still it was
only the start of 1992 so perhaps the trend had lingered on into the new
decade.


Her hair wasn’t the only thing that was different. She
seemed distinctly frosty compared to her usual friendly demeanour. Perhaps she
had mellowed with age.


“Yes?” she barked at him, looking him up and down
disapprovingly.


“Hi, I’m looking for a room for the night.”


“Hmmm… Well, I am not sure we have anything,” she began,
still eyeing him with suspicion.


Then he realised why she was being so unforthcoming. It was
the same thing the barman had noticed.


“Look,” began Josh. “I realise I look scruffy and muddy but
I’ve had a long journey and I slipped over in the park, that’s why I’m so
muddy.”


“What happened to your bag?” she enquired.


“Long story,” replied Josh. “It’s been a difficult day. We
all have them. All I want to do now is have a shower and get my head down. I’m
not a vagrant and can pay cash upfront – see?”


He pulled a wad of notes out of his trouser pocket and began
to leaf through them. As soon as she saw the money, she relented.


“The room will be twenty-five pounds a night,” she said.
“But I don’t have any rooms with showers. You can have a bath, but mind you
lock the door. It’s a shared bathroom.”


This wasn’t something Josh was used to, but perhaps it was
another thing he had to make allowances for in this century. What was next?
Would she be telling him they only had an outside toilet? He peeled off the
money and handed it to her.


“Thank-you for letting me have the room,” he said.


“This way, then,” she said, briskly turning and heading
towards the stairs, beckoning to him to follow behind her.


The years she had lost had done wonders for her and he
couldn’t help admiring her rather pert bottom as she practically bounded up the
stairs. Last time he had been here she had been using a stick to help get
about. He guessed she must have been in her late-forties or early fifties at
this time.


Sharply he reprimanded himself for admiring her rear. This
is old Mrs Simmonds we’re talking about here! He was so used to knowing her as
a frail septuagenarian, admiring her bottom somehow seemed wrong.


The interior layout of the house hadn’t changed much since
his last visit, but the décor certainly had. As he climbed the creaky wooden
staircase, he couldn’t help but be dazzled by the extremely floral wallpaper,
where various orange, yellow and brown flowers competed for space on the wall
as if they were fighting for space in a meadow to show their faces to the sun.


Was this what people had on their walls in the twentieth
century? The wallpaper was peeling in places and had seemingly been up there
for some time. Some redecoration was clearly long overdue. He much preferred
the neutral off-white walls that would replace this gaudy monstrosity at some
point during the next twenty years.


The room he was shown to was the same one he had stayed in
the last time he had been there, but significantly altered. It was larger for a
start, which he quickly realised was down to the missing en suite bathroom that
hadn’t been built yet.


It was also notably devoid of mod cons and didn’t even have
a telly, which was disappointing. He had been unable to find a shop open to buy
a newspaper and had been hoping to catch up on the TV news, just for the
reassurance that the universe was as safe and familiar as it seemed.


The bedroom walls were mercifully free of wallpaper but the
curtains were a variation on the floral theme from the stairs. They were
bursting with bunches of faded yellow roses, their colour dulled by years of
sunshine coming through the old-fashioned bay windows.


It wasn’t glamorous but it would do until he figured out how
he was going to survive the next few weeks.


Before she went Mrs Simmonds directed him to the bathroom.
He desperately needed a bath, but he couldn’t have one just yet. First he
needed to have a proper sort through his ruined backpack to see if there were
any clothes he could salvage. It wouldn’t be much benefit to have a bath and
then change back into the same dirty clothes.


At least half of his clothes were ruined, either charred or
covered with sticky lumps of molten plastic. All he could find that was
wearable was a pair of jeans (with one kneecap slightly charred) and a Keep
Calm and Carry On T-shirt he had bought in 2013 when everyone seemed to be
wearing them. It would have to do for now.


He was hungry but really didn’t want to go out again
tonight. Instead, he raided the tray of cheap biscuits on the tray on the
bedside table. His uninspiring tea consisted of custard creams for the main
course and bourbon creams (which he didn’t even like) for dessert.


By the time he made it to the bathroom, it was dark outside.
Lying in the bath gave him time to think things through and try and come up
with some sort of plan.


He needed help, but who did he know in 1992? He had already
ruled out contacting family so who else was there in this time period? What
about his old mentor, Professor Hamilton? He had been at the university nearly
as long as Mrs Simmonds had been at the guest house. He must have been around
in 1992.


But contacting Hamilton could seriously contaminate the
timeline. He was as obsessed as Josh was about time travel but had never found
the secrets himself. He needed Hamilton to still be at the university and
struggling with his experiments in the 2020s so Josh could come along and get
involved.


Then the answer came to him. There was someone here in 1992
that could help him. In fact, he was the perfect person as he had been involved
in all of this from the start, loved anything to do with time travel, and might
actually believe all this. All he had to do was track him down and find a way
of convincing him.


He needed to find Peter.











Chapter Four


 


“Looks like we’ve got another one,” said PC Dan Bradley,
wearily, to his colleague, WPC Rebecca Osakwe. “Can you deal with her, Becky?”


Dan had just walked into the back office of Oxford’s main
police station on St. Aldate’s, having been manning the front desk for the past
couple of hours. He was a young sergeant in his early twenties, not long out of
Hendon Police College.


Rebecca was the same age, and the same rank. They had
qualified together, but he wasn’t averse to bossing her about. “Dan the Man”,
as he liked to call himself, was more than a little traditional in his
attitudes and naturally assumed that, as the male, he should take the lead
role.


This was old-fashioned, even in 1992, but he got away with
it because sexism was still rampant in the police force at the time even if the
world was rapidly changing elsewhere.


Thankfully Dan’s prejudice didn’t extend to racism, unlike
some of his older colleagues. As a young, black policewoman in Oxford in the
twentieth century, Rebecca was undoubtedly in a minority.


She had found some of her duties – such as policing Oxford
United’s home games – quite challenging. It had only been a few years since
football supporters used to make monkey noises and throw bananas at black
footballers. Things were nowhere near as bad as they had been in the 1980s but
that element was still very much in the crowd.


It made for a challenging environment, but she hadn’t
shirked away from it. She had a professional and dedicated work ethic that
hadn’t gone unnoticed and was rapidly gaining the respect of her more
enlightened colleagues.


Rebecca had been born in Oxford, in 1969, to parents who had
emigrated from Nigeria to the UK a few years before. Brought up on the rough
end of the Blackbird Leys Estate, her parents had encouraged her to make the
most of the opportunities their adopted country could bring.


Equally proud of their new country, as well as their
homeland, they had given her an English first name to go with her African
surname. She had blossomed at school, got top results in her A Levels and
headed for Hendon, having known from a young age that she wanted a career in
the police force.


And here she was, just a lowly WPC for now, but inspired by
Inspector Morse to dream of the day she would be like him, tackling and solving
the city’s big crimes.


“Another what?” she replied to Dan’s question.


“Another missing person,” replied Dan. “That’s the third one
in as many weeks.”


“So it is,” she replied, her interest piqued. She didn’t
mind him dumping this on her. Dan clearly wasn’t interested but she certainly
was. The recent spate of people going missing in Oxford had intrigued her eager
young mind. She felt the disappearances might be connected and was determined
to hone her fledgling detective skills by getting to the bottom of it.


“I’ll leave it with you, then,” said Dan. “I don’t suppose
you’ve made a brew, have you?” he said hopefully.


“The kettle’s over there, Dan,” she gestured. She had
already made it clear in no uncertain terms that she wasn’t the tea girl.


“In fact, you can make me one while you’re at it,” she added
playfully. Dan may have had old-fashioned attitudes, but she knew how to handle
him.


Making her way confidently out to the front desk, she was
confronted by an agitated, elderly lady with grey hair tied up in a headscarf.
She was trailing a red and green tartan shopping trolley, of the type favoured
by ladies of a certain age, behind her.


“What can I do for you, madam?” Rebecca asked politely,
ignoring the brief flicker in the older woman’s eyes that she had seen so many
times before. It was a look that just registered that the woman was thinking,
quite simply, You’re black. She wondered if a time would ever come when this
wouldn’t be an issue anymore.


“It’s my Ernie,” wailed the woman. “He didn’t come home last
night and I’m worried something terrible has happened to him.”


“And Ernie is…”


“My husband, of course,” replied the woman.


Rebecca had asked the question for good reason. In her first
week at the station she had dealt with a similar enquiry and hadn’t realised
for about the first ten minutes that she was dealing with a lost dog. Since
then she had made sure she clarified everything, even if it seemed obvious.


“OK, I need to get some details here,” she said, pulling out
one of the endless forms she was forever filling in.


After going through the painstaking details of getting the
woman’s name, address and other details, Rebecca was able to get on with the
more interesting questions.


It was quiet in the station with no one else waiting to be
seen, so she was able to take her time.


“So, what time did you last see your husband?” she asked.


“He went out to walk the dog,” replied Mrs Chambers. “It was
before we had our tea, last night.”


“What time exactly?” asked Rebecca.


“Well, it was before dark,” she replied. “It must have been
about half past three. He’s normally gone about half an hour. But last night,
the dog came back with his lead trailing behind him and no sign of Ernie.”


There was a sound of desperation in her voice, and Rebecca
knew her next question wasn’t going to be well received but in the interests of
having everything crystal-clear it was one she had to ask.


“Does your husband make a habit of staying out all night?”


“What are you implying?” replied the woman agitatedly. “He’s
never stayed out all night, not once ever since we’ve been married. He’s not
like that. Besides, he’s nigh on eighty years of age. He’s hardly likely to go
off gallivanting at his time of life, is he?”


“Sorry, madam,” said Rebecca. “We have to ask these
questions. I’m just trying to establish the facts. Now, do you know exactly
where he was going?”


“He normally goes over to Christ Church Meadow,” replied the
woman. “It’s not far from our flat. You know, those new retirement ones, down
by the river. We only moved in there last year.”


Rebecca needed to ask another difficult question, but she
considered it a valid one, considering the man’s age.


“Did your husband have any problems with his memory?”


“He’s not losing his marbles if that’s what you mean,”
retorted the woman, angrily. “He’s as sharp as he ever was. He keeps his mind
active, you see? He still finishes the crossword in the paper every day.”


Her anger turned quickly to despair as she wailed, “And now
I’m never going to see him again!”


She began sobbing. This was a part of the job that Rebecca
found far tougher than dealing with football crowds and petty criminals. Trying
to offer some comfort to someone in this sort of situation was always difficult
because in all truth, it wasn’t looking good for the old man.


Seventy-nine-year-olds disappearing unexpectedly usually
spelled bad news. Struggling to find anything positive to say, she resorted to
the only thing that she could think of to offer some comfort, the English
solution to everything.


“Mrs Chambers, would you like a cup of tea?”


Despite her distress, the old woman looked up gratefully.
“Yes please,” she replied. “And a biscuit would be nice, too.”


Rebecca called Dan through and requested the tea, much to
his chagrin, but he couldn’t say no in front of Mrs Chambers. She smiled inwardly
to herself – now he could play the role of tea boy.


After a few more questions, Rebecca arranged for a squad car
to take the old lady home, reassuring her that the police would be doing all
they could to find her husband. But going on past experience, she didn’t hold
out much hope.


Leaving Dan in charge of the desk, she walked through the
back office and deeper into the station, keen to discuss this latest case at a
higher level.


Detective Sergeant Adam French was Rebecca’s supervisor, and
mentor. Aged about thirty, she had found him approachable, helpful and
refreshingly free from the prejudice she had encountered elsewhere.


On the downside, unlike the maverick cops from TV whom he
always ridiculed, French did things very much by the book. This applied both at
work and home where he was the archetypal, two-point-four-children family man.
He was reliable, but not very imaginative.


He was friendly and welcoming, operating what he referred to
as an open-door policy. True to his word, it was open now and he was as affable
as ever as she tapped on the door and walked into his office.


“What can I do for you, Rebecca?” he said, beaming at her.


“DS French, there’s something really weird about all these
people going missing,” she replied.


“Not really,” he said nonchalantly. “People disappear all
the time.”


“But so many, in such a short space of time, all in the same
area?” she asked. “I think there could be some sort of connection.”


“I think you’re in danger of spotting patterns that aren’t
there,” he suggested gently. “Remember what we said before about overanalysing
things?”


Rebecca respected Adam a lot, but sometimes felt he was a
little bit too laid-back. It was almost as if he couldn’t be bothered to delve
into the case further.


“Yes,” was her monosyllabic response.


“I know you are keen to do well,” he continued. “I think
you’re a promising young officer, but you need to remember that this is
real-life policing, it’s not non-stop murder and mystery like on TV. This is
the real Oxford. Football hooligans and bicycle thieves, that’s what we have to
deal with here, not rogue dons and serial killers.”


Rebecca could understand what he was saying but she was
determined not to be fobbed off.


“I really think there’s more to this, sir,” she persisted.
“Look at what we’ve had in the past couple of weeks. An old man goes missing in
Christ Church Meadow on New Year’s Eve. A couple of weeks before Christmas
we’ve got a twenty-one-year-old student vanishing without trace. Then there was
Tracy Ellis, a married mother with a young family who went out shopping on
Christmas Eve and never came back. And the one thing they had in common? They
all disappeared in roughly the same area, in or around Christ Church Meadow.”


“It’s all just a coincidence,” replied Adam. “People
disappear for all sorts of reasons, all of the time. Take the old man. He’s
probably forgetful and just wandered off somewhere.”


“He’s still got all his marbles according to his wife,”
replied Rebecca.


“He’s probably had a funny turn then. Have you checked the hospitals?”


“Not yet,” she admitted.


“There you go, then. That’s the first thing you check,
especially with someone his age I suggest you do that before you start
suspecting anything untoward.”


“What about the others?”


“A student with Christmas coming up? He’s probably out on
the piss somewhere with his mates.”


“For two whole weeks?” asked Rebecca. “And that woman who
disappeared on Christmas Eve? She had a husband and three kids.”


“We don’t know what goes on behind closed doors. Things
might appear rosy on the surface, but for all we know she could have been a
victim of domestic violence who had finally had enough and decided to
disappear.”


“Leaving her children behind?” asked Rebecca.


“Well, maybe she was unhappy for some other reason,”
suggested Adam. “Perhaps she suffered from depression. Christmas is a big time
for suicides, you know. Or perhaps she was having an affair. There are all
sorts of possible explanations.”


“I think all of those things are unlikely. When we had the
husband in to interview him, he was distraught. They are a very close-knit
family. He didn’t give the slightest hint that there was any sort of problem.”


“Look, Rebecca, I know you’re keen to impress but you’re
seeing patterns that aren’t there. These people have nothing in common, for a
start; an old man, a student and a married woman. Now if it was three nurses,
or three young, gay men, then I’d be interested. That would be a pattern. Do
you see what I mean?”


“What about the fact they all disappeared in the same area?”
she asked. “And there have been others in the past, too.”


“You’ve been listening to too much Barry Manilow,” replied
Adam. “Christ Church Meadow isn’t the Bermuda Triangle. Now I suggest we draw a
line under this and get back to more mundane matters. I’ve got a stack of
paperwork here that needs doing. You can give me a hand with it.”


Rebecca sighed. More paperwork! This wasn’t what she’d
envisaged when she’d joined the police.


It looked like she was going to have to let it drop with
Adam – at least for the time being. But she wasn’t giving up. As soon as she
got a spare moment, she was going to go back through the files and see what
else she could dig up.


There was a mystery here – one that she was determined to
solve. 


 


 


 











Chapter Five


 


Josh was standing outside a red telephone box in front of a
row of shops on the Abingdon Road. It was two days after his arrival and he was
trying to track down Peter. With only twentieth-century technology as his
disposal, this was proving remarkably difficult.


He had been waiting ten minutes to use the phone, but the
current occupant, a middle-aged Asian woman, was showing no signs of ending her
conversation. He had tried shuffling around the side of the box to catch her
eye, but as soon as she became aware of his presence she rudely turned her back
on him.


He had noticed that there were phone boxes everywhere, both
the traditional red ones and some more modern glass ones. These were branded
with the image of a blue and red piper on the side, which to Josh’s eyes
appeared potentially obscene.


The glut of phone boxes was one of the things he had noticed
when he had begun wandering around in 1992. There had still been a few around
when he was growing up but most of them had fallen into disuse.


For many years there had been a red box in the market square
of his home town but he couldn’t remember anyone actually making any phone
calls in it. It got more use as a hub for local drug deals and as a tramp’s
toilet. Most people never went anywhere near it.


That was only a couple of decades from now but in that very
short space of time, the boxes had become practically obsolete. The rise of the
mobile phone had seen to that.


During his first two days in this time period, Josh had only
seen one person with a mobile phone. It had been a young man in a grey,
pinstriped suit, speaking loudly into what looked more like some sort of
Army-issue walkie-talkie than anything from his century. The man had been
barking loudly into the phone about an offer he had received on a house in
Botley for £49,000. Then he had sworn loudly at being cut off.


£49,000 for a house sounded ridiculously cheap to Josh
because this wasn’t really that long ago. By the time he had been looking for
somewhere to live a generation later you could have stuck another zero on that
price.


Josh had thought with so many of the phone boxes around, he
would have no problem finding one to use, but he had run into a number of
problems.


Finding an unoccupied box wasn’t easy, and if he could get
into one, making more than one call at a time tended to irritate people who
were waiting to make their own calls.


Some simply didn’t work. There were plenty where the handset
had been smashed or the cable had been cut through. That was in addition to the
graffiti and broken windows. There seemed to be an awful lot of vandalism
around in this time period.


This particular box was the third he had visited this
morning, as he had several phone calls to make. It would have been far easier
if the younger Mrs Simmonds had allowed him to use the phone in the B&B,
but she had refused, insisting that the line be kept open for emergencies. What
sort of emergencies she was expecting to hit her modest establishment she
hadn’t elaborated on.


Annoyed at her inflexibility, he had turned to “G” in the
phone book and ripped out the page with all the people with the surname “Grant”
on it. And there were a lot. Why couldn’t Peter have had a less common surname?


Peter Grant had been his English teacher at school in 2018
when Josh and Charlie had first discovered the time bubble. They had taken
Peter into their confidence and before long, he had been drawn into the
adventure, ultimately playing a major part in it. They had been close friends
ever since.


This page of the phone book was the only source he had to
try and track him down.


Just before Josh had embarked on this fateful trip he had
spent a boozy evening in The Eagle and Child with Peter discussing what he was
planning to do. They had enjoyed many such conversations over the years and
Peter’s advice had always proved invaluable.


This Peter was younger, but still the same man, even if he
lacked the years of wisdom of the version Josh knew. If he could find him he
was sure he could help him – and also felt if he explained everything properly
that he could trust Peter not to interfere with the future timeline.


There were 212 Grants in total in the phone book. Around a
third of those had Oxford addresses as opposed to living in the surrounding
towns and villages. Of those there were at least a dozen with the initial P.
Fortunately, the many years of friendship and conversations about their lives
were going to come in handy narrowing it down further because he knew a great
deal about Peter’s past.


He had told Josh all about his time at teacher training
college in Oxford and how he had bemoaned having to move in with his gran in
Cowley for a couple of years to make ends meet on his meagre student grant.


Josh had scoffed at this, claiming he had had it easy. Peter
had been lucky enough to go to university in the days before student loans, when
the Government actually paid people to go. It had all changed not long
afterwards and most of Josh’s contemporaries had emerged from higher education
with massive debts.


That conversation was going to prove very handy now, as he
now had a manageable shortlist.


In the first phone box, he had tried the two Grants with the
initial P who had an address in Cowley but had no joy with either. Initially he
thought he had struck gold first time out when the phone had been answered by a
lady with an elderly voice, but he was to be disappointed.


“Hi. Is Peter there?” he asked.


“Peter!” called the woman. “There’s someone on the telephone
for you.”


Josh heard some barely inaudible reply in the background
before the woman added.


“Yes. I don’t know who it is.”


There was an uncomfortable silence which seemed to go on for
an awful long time before Peter eventually reached the phone.


“Hello?” said a croaky old man’s voice. Josh realised right
away that it was the wrong Peter, but he couldn’t just hang up. That would be
rude.


“Hi, is that Peter?” he asked.


“Hello?” said the old man. “Sorry, you’ll have to speak up a
bit. My hearing aid’s playing up.”


“I’m really sorry, I think I’ve got the wrong number,” said
Josh, at which point a series of beeps sounded in his ear. Josh had no idea
what this sound was but a few seconds later he was disconnected. He would later
discover what he heard was commonly referred to as “the pips”.


The next “P” in the book turned out to be called Paul, after
which he had been turfed out of the phone box by an irate, tough-looking man
who told him it was “one customer, one call”. Josh hadn’t seen any signs to
suggest that any rule to that effect was in place but saw no point getting into
an argument with one of the locals. There were plenty of other phone boxes
after all.


The skies were darkening overhead as he wandered on down the
road in search of another box that hadn’t been vandalised. As he did so, it
dawned on him that calling people with the initial P might not produce results
anyway. If he was living at his gran’s house, the phone was highly unlikely to
be registered in Peter’s name. If he had no luck with the other names with the
initial “P” he would just have to go through all the Cowley numbers.


That was all assuming that the number was even in the phone
book. He was sure he remembered something from his youth about people with
landlines having the option to go ex-directory. He remembered his parents doing
it to try and get rid of all the nuisance callers. So did pretty much everyone
else. The phone book, at least in the chunky form he had found in the B&B,
no longer existed by then.


He didn’t even know if Peter’s grandmother would have the
same surname. What if she was on the maternal side? If he drew a blank with
this he would probably have to try and track Peter down at his college. He
wouldn’t be able to do that for several days because of the Christmas/New Year
break and he really couldn’t afford to wait that long. He had already spent a
decent chunk of his cash on the B&B as well as kitting himself out with
some new clothes to replace the ones he had lost in the charred backpack.


The Asian woman was taking ages on the phone still, so he
glanced around, trying to see what other differences he could spot between 1992
and his own time. As he did, it began to rain. Perhaps he ought to take shelter
in Dillons, a small convenience store opposite the phone box.


“Oxford’s Bermuda Triangle mystery deepens” read a billboard
advertising the Oxford Mail outside the shop.


Before Josh had time to wonder what that was all about, the
Asian woman finally hung up and left the phone box, casting a dirty look in his
direction as she did so. Josh had no idea what he had done to merit this, but
ignored it, and got into the shelter of the box just as the heavens opened.


The phone looked to be in working order, despite the copious
amounts of crude graffiti in the box. There were the usual drawings of male
members complete with local telephone numbers offering a good time. Other
nuggets of information informed him that “Tracy is a slag” and “Swindon are
shit”. He took the latter to be a reference to the football team as opposed to
the town itself, due to the otherwise grammatically incorrect usage of the
plural verb.


He put a tenpence piece in the slot and attempted to make
his first call but the flat numbers on the dial didn’t seem to work. Was this
another out of order box?


Then he realised that they weren’t buttons. Unlike the
simple buttons in the more modern phone box he had used earlier, these numbers
were set inside a circular dial, the likes of which he had never seen before.


After fiddling about for a moment he caught the edge of the
dial, causing it to move slightly. Only then did he realise that he had to turn
it to get the number he wanted. It was blindingly obvious once he realised.
Thank goodness no one from this century was watching – he must have looked like
a total noob.


Now that he had figured out how to actually use this
antiquated dialling system, he phoned the first Grant in Cowley but got no joy.
It was another Paul. The second number didn’t even answer, which was maybe just
as well at that moment as the rain was hammering so hard on the phone box
windows that he would have struggled to hear them, anyway.


As he looked out he could see that was a positive torrent of
brown, muddy water running down the gutters at the side of the road, carrying
dead leaves, empty crisp packets and all other manner of detritus along with
it. At least the rain was deterring any more would-be callers from venturing
out. He had the phone box to himself.


When the rain eased off he tried again and on the fifth call
he got lucky. When he asked the woman who answered for Peter, she replied,
“Yes, that’s my grandson, but he’s not here at the moment. Can I ask who’s
calling?”


This was promising. Improvising, he said, “Oh yes, I’m one
of his tutors from Westminster College. It’s about a project we were working on
over the holidays. Can you tell me when he’ll be at home?”


“He’ll be back later this evening,” she replied. “I’m not
sure when, but I’ve told him not to be late. I bolt the door at half past ten.
You might be better ringing back tomorrow.”


“Thanks,” replied Josh. “I’ll do that.”


And that was that. He couldn’t be sure it was the right man,
but he had given the name of Peter’s college and she hadn’t corrected him.
There was a very good chance this was the right Peter, so all he had to do now
was go round to the address in the phone book and find out.


He couldn’t go right now because Peter was out and besides,
the rain was getting heavy again. He would get soaked just sprinting the ten
yards across the tarmac to Dillons. Idly, he wondered if they sold umbrellas.


Meanwhile, back at the station, Rebecca was on desk duty
with Dan when a high-priority call came in from the 999 team, asking to speak
to Adam. She transferred it through and a few minutes later, he bounded eagerly
out to the front desk.


“Some dog walker’s found a body in the river,” her superior
informed her. “Rebecca, you come with me. Dan, you can man the desk.”


“Oh, why does she get all the fun jobs?” protested Bradley.


“Luck of the draw, mate,” replied Adam. “Anyway, I wouldn’t
complain. You’re in the best place; it’s pissing down out there. Come on,
Becky, we need to get down there right away.”


It was only a short walk to the river where the body had
been found. There was already an ambulance present when they arrived but no one
else other than the dog-walking man who had raised the alarm. It was a filthy
day with the rain continuing to bucket down and there were muddy puddles
everywhere.


Rebecca already had her suspicions about the identity of the
dead man, and these were confirmed as soon as he was turned over. It was Ernest
Chambers, the man whose wife had come in to report him missing two days
earlier.


“I don’t think there’s any foul play here, boss,” said
Rebecca. “Do you recognise him?”


“Of course I do,” replied Adam. “His picture’s been
plastered all over the papers for the last couple of days. They’ve got hold of
your bloody silly Bermuda Triangle idea.”


“Well, I did say that there as an unusual pattern about
these disappearances, didn’t I?”


“You did,” said Adam, scrutinising her closely. “You haven’t
been talking to the press, have you?”


“No, of course I haven’t,” replied Rebecca.


“I should hope not,” replied Adam. “We talk to the press
through official lines of communication only – press conferences, that sort of
thing. It’s always best to do things by the book, Becky. Then there can’t be
any comeback later.”


“I can assure you I have not spoken to the press. They probably
just did what I did, sir. Put two and two together…”


“…and made five?” Adam finished her sentence for her. “I’m
sure you can see now that there is no Bermuda Triangle or anything else
sinister going on here. I already suspected that it was going to be Mr Chambers
from what they said on the phone. That’s why I wanted you down here instead of
Dan, to see for yourself and quash these silly theories that you and the papers
seem to have cooked up.”


Rebecca found his tone patronising but didn’t say anything
as Adam continued his monologue.


“This poor old chap’s probably wandered down here, had a
heart attack and fallen in the river. I’m sure the post-mortem will confirm it.
There’s nothing more for us to do here – agreed?”


Rebecca nodded her acknowledgement, but she still wasn’t
satisfied. This was just one man, but what about the other people who had gone
missing? She wasn’t about to give up on this just yet.











Chapter Six


 


It was Saturday lunchtime and Peter was struggling to find
the motivation to face the day.


He had been on a date the previous night and it had not gone
well. His dates rarely did.


At the end-of-term Christmas party a few weeks previously,
emboldened by copious amounts of booze, he had plucked up the courage to kiss a
similarly inebriated girl from his class called Amanda. He had known her since
they had started the course, three years before and this was the first time he
had dared make a move.


He and Amanda had got on from the start. She was in halls of
residence at the college, sharing with another girl called Jenny. The three of
them had realised quite early on that they had much in common, musically.
During their first year he spent many an evening in their room, getting drunk
and listening to The Cure, Depeche Mode and all the other bands they adored.


Amanda was the more reserved of the two, more conservative
in her choice of clothes of baggy jumpers and jeans, also taking her studies a
good deal more seriously than Jenny. Her room-mate, on the other hand, was
wild, dressing like a punk and smoking joints in the room. This was something
neither Peter nor Amanda did. With her bright blue dyed hair, ring through her
nose and all-round general attitude, everything about Jenny screamed “rebel”.


In hindsight, Amanda would have been much the more sensible
choice of girlfriend, but Peter spent the whole of that first term at college
fantasising and pining over Jenny. Unfortunately, he couldn’t pluck up the
courage to tell her so months drifted by which was frustrating, because she
didn’t seem to have any other boyfriends. Naïve as Peter was, the penny never
dropped as to why.


It was only after he came into the room one night to find
her in bed with a girl from up the hall that he realised the truth. Jenny was a
lesbian, but hadn’t told him. Amanda knew, but had been sworn to secrecy. There
was still a lot of homophobia around in 1992 and people were a lot more
reticent about coming out than they would be a generation later.


Unfortunately Peter had confided his interest in Jenny to
Amanda some months before, which put her in a difficult situation.


“Why didn’t you tell me?” he had whined after the truth came
out. “You knew I was keen on her yet you let me suffer all this time.”


“Because I promised I wouldn’t,” replied Amanda. “This
hasn’t been easy for me. I tried to discourage you, remember?”


It was true. She had. While Peter had been going on to her
about how much he fancied Jenny, Amanda had continually suggested that Jenny
wasn’t interested but it had fallen on deaf ears. Peter had a serious crush and
youthful desires make minds irrational. He had been convinced that in time
Jenny would come to feel the same way.


Amanda showed him a lot of sympathy and he found himself
warming to her. Of course, he had pretty much disqualified himself from any chance
of a relationship with her. He hadn’t read the early signs – that she was keen
on him, but now he’d confessed his feelings for her best friend he could hardly
turn around and ask her out instead. How would that have sounded?


“Oh well, Jenny’s turned out to be a lesbian so no joy
there. I don’t suppose you fancy a date, do you?”


No, he had well and truly backed the wrong horse there.
Nobody wants to feel like the second choice. Instead, he and Amanda simply
carried on being friends, hanging out all through that first year or two of
college. To the casual observer, they looked like a couple and that didn’t do
his love life any favours either. Any girls who may have fancied him from afar
just assumed he was with Amanda and looked elsewhere.


The nuns on the hill – that was the nickname bandied around
about the girls at the teacher training college by students from other colleges
who assumed that they didn’t get up to much due to the high female:male ratio.
It certainly seemed that way to Peter. On his limited experience he concluded
that unless they were doing it with each other, they weren’t doing it at all.


Then things changed – in the second year he met Christina
and his friendship with Amanda cooled considerably. The two women made it quite
clear to him that they didn’t like each other. During the third year when he
was away teacher training he barely saw her.


Then, suddenly, Christina was gone from his life, and he
found his friendship with Amanda growing again during the autumn term. This all
came to a head at Christmas. They had been a few drinks to the good when
suddenly he found her green eyes looking up at him from her chubby, pale face,
eager red lips just begging to be kissed. Such was her diminutive figure she
almost had to stand on tiptoes for their lips to lock.


He wasn’t quite sure even how it had happened. He certainly
hadn’t planned it. One minute they had been drinking and chatting, the next
they were kissing.


It had been the last day of term and he hadn’t seen her in
the days that followed. That may have been just as well. He felt a little shy
and awkward and also confused about his feelings. But as the days passed, he
began to wonder whether what he had been searching for may have been right
under his nose all along.


Amanda could and should be more than a friend. He had messed
it up with the whole Jenny business and then going out with Christina but that
was all water under the bridge now. Perhaps he ought to do something about it.


Amanda had gone home to her family in London over Christmas,
but had returned to the flat she now shared with two other students just after
New Year. As soon as she was back, he rang her and asked her to come out for a
drink.


This planted a seed of doubt in his mind as she didn’t sound
particularly keen on the phone but she agreed to meet him on Friday night at
the Lamb & Flag on St. Giles. This was a favourite haunt of his and
countless generations of students past and future.


They chatted away like they always did, but there was an
element of awkwardness. There was an elephant in the room that wasn’t going
away. After four pints of Ruddles County, he finally plucked up the courage to
talk about what had happened at Christmas. Then he told her how he really felt
about her.


He had been so sure that she would reciprocate. It made
perfect sense. But yet again his amorous hopes were to be dashed.


She said she had enjoyed what had happened at the party and
that she had fancied him when they had first met. However, she had had time to
think about things over Christmas and had decided that she valued what they had
too much to risk losing it.


“You’re just too good a friend,” she had concluded.


So he had gone home alone, romantic aspirations up in smoke
again. Why could he never get this right? To cheer himself up he spent the whole
night listening to The Smiths but even Morrissey’s mournful musings couldn’t
help him this time.


Now it was Saturday lunchtime and he needed to get up but
was struggling to find the will to live. There was somewhere he needed to be at
3pm, which had the potential to be even more depressing than the previous
evening, if that were possible.


Oxford United were all set to play Tranmere in the third
round of the FA Cup and he had bought a ticket earlier in the week when he had
been in a better mood.


In his current frame of mind he wished he hadn’t but since
had spent seven quid on it so he had better go, even if he didn’t want to.
Supporting Oxford United had become a chore rather than a pleasure in recent
years, and he had no idea why he still subjected himself to the weekly torture.


It had all been so different a few years ago when the club
were riding on the crest of a wave, winning successful promotions to the top
division and winning the League Cup at Wembley.


They had had some fantastic players in those days – legends
like John Aldridge and Ray Houghton, but they couldn’t hold onto them.
Inevitably they were snapped up by the all-conquering Liverpool.


Now the club was lingering near the bottom of the Second
Division, with the future uncertain. The club’s multimillionaire benefactor,
Robert Maxwell, had recently died in mysterious circumstances, falling off his
yacht into the Atlantic Ocean.


In the past few weeks, all sorts of rumours about financial
misconduct had emerged, including a scandal about Maxwell raiding the Daily
Mirror’s pension fund.


Under these circumstances, United’s future looked
increasingly perilous but Peter still continued to go out of a stubborn sense
of loyalty – because that was what football fans did.


“What time do you call this?” asked Gran, as he eventually
hauled himself down the rickety wooden stairs of her aging house.


Although she kept it immaculately clean, its age was
definitely showing. There were creaking stairs and floorboards throughout which
made it impossible to sneak in or out without being noticed. She may have been
seventy-eight years of age but there was nothing wrong with any of Elsie
Grant’s senses. A wiry, white-haired woman with piercing blue eyes, she was as
on the ball as ever.


“It’s about 1 o’clock, Gran,” he replied, casting his eye at
the carriage clock on the mantelpiece. Her husband had been given it many years
earlier when he had retired from the British Leyland factory, just over the
bypass from the house.


“Goodness knows what my Pat would have had to say about
this,” said Gran. “Never in his life did he stay in bed past 9am, not even on a
Sunday. I don’t know what the youth of today is coming to, I really don’t. Now
sit yourself down and I’ll make you some breakfast. Or should I say lunch?”


He sat down gratefully. Gran might go on but she did at
least look after him. He did wonder, though, whether living with her throughout
his degree had been the right thing to do.


It had been good from a financial position but he couldn’t
help thinking he had missed out on a lot of student life because of it. If he
had been in the halls or in a shared house he was sure he would have had a lot
more fun – specifically the sort of fun that went on between the sheets with
girls.


He would have had somewhere to take them for a start. There
was no way he would have been able to smuggle a girl in here without his gran
detecting her footsteps on the creaking stairs and bringing girls home for
anything other than tea would be strictly frowned upon.


“You want to be out and about, a young man like you,” said
Gran. “You’ll never meet a nice girl sitting up in that room listening to all
that maudlin music until all hours. What on earth was that you were listening
to last night? I’ve never heard the likes of it in all my born days. The poor
chap sounded like he was about to top himself.”


“Sorry, Gran, I’ll turn it down next time.” In his
inebriated and downbeat state he hadn’t realised it had been so loud.


“See that you do,” she said. “It’s a good job my Pat, God
rest his soul, wasn’t here to hear it. He couldn’t be doing with all this
newfangled rock and roll nonsense. He didn’t like any music after 1955. That’s
when it all went to pot, he reckoned. The old songs are the best! That’s what
he used to say.”


“I remember,” replied Peter, who had heard it countless
times before his grandfather’s demise. “Anyway, I am going out today. I’m going
to the match.”


“That’s another thing I’m glad my Pat’s not here to see.
He’d be heartbroken to see them doing so badly.”


Peter had long ago lost count of the number of things Gran
was glad Pat was not here to see. He had died over four years ago but the way
Gran talked about him continually made it seem like he was still here.


Pat had loved Oxford United and had taken Peter to his
first-ever match, a 5-0 drubbing in a League Cup game by the league champions
at the time, Nottingham Forest. That hadn’t put him off, though. It was only in
the last year or so that his enthusiasm had waned.


Perhaps Gran had a point. Pat had died the summer after
Oxford had lifted the League Cup, or Milk Cup as it was known at the time. At
least he’d gone out on a high.


“They just need a new owner to invest some more money,”
suggested Peter.


“Don’t they just!” exclaimed Gran. “Have you seen all this
scandal in the papers? Apparently Maxwell’s raided the Daily Mirror’s pension
pot. No wonder the U’s are broke.”


“The recession probably doesn’t help,” said Peter. “People
can’t afford to go. Crowds are right down this season.”


This was a valid point. Things were looking pretty bleak for
the economy right now. The recession, a house price crash and sky-high interest
rates had created a situation so bad that thousands were losing their homes.


“Don’t I know it,” replied Gran. “It’s a scandal, the
pension this Government expects me to survive on, especially with all this
inflation. Thank goodness we’ve got an election coming up. Once that nice Mr
Kinnock gets in, he’ll sort it all out. I only wish my Pat were here to see it.
Voted Labour all his life he did. Couldn’t stand Maggie, you know.”


“Yes, I know,” replied Peter. He had spent most of the
1980s, up until Pat’s death, listening to him going on about “that bloody
woman”.


“Well, I can’t make ends meet, Peter, and I know it’s no use
asking you for any more money. What would you think about me taking in a
lodger?”


Peter wasn’t sure how he felt about that, but she was right,
he didn’t have any more money and wouldn’t have until he graduated. Then he
could get a full-time teaching job, but that wouldn’t be until September at the
earliest and he was planning to move out as soon as that happened.


He couldn’t stay living with his grandmother forever. He
needed to get on with his life, hence his New Year resolution to make this the
year everything changed.


“I’m not sure, Gran,” he replied.


“Well, you won’t be getting this very often if I don’t,” she
said, plonking a plate of bacon and eggs down in front of him. “It’ll have to
be porridge from now on.”


“We’ll get a lodger,” said Peter decisively. He couldn’t
stand porridge.


“Do you have any student friends who might be interested?”
she asked.


“Possibly,” said Peter. “But we don’t pay well, as you well
know. Maybe you would be better advertising for a professional person. What
about putting a card in Dillons window?”


“I could,” replied Gran. “But I’m very particular. I don’t
want any coloureds. My Pat wouldn’t like it. Now you eat up those bacon and
eggs. You’ll be glad of those later when you’re standing on that freezing
terrace.”


His gran’s casual support of his dead grandfather’s racism
made Peter wince.


“Please don’t write anything about coloureds on the card,
Gran,” he said. “You can’t put things like that anymore. You’ll get into
trouble.”


“My Pat would have,” she replied. “He called a spade a
spade.”


“I don’t recall him complaining when Chicken George was
knocking in the goals for Oxford,” replied Peter.


He found the racist attitudes of many of her generation
abhorrent. They had grown up in the era before multiculturalism and many had
never really accepted it. Much as he loved his grandparents, he hoped their
attitudes would die out with their generation.


It was nearly 2pm by the time he left the house on the
fairly long walk to the match. It was a good mile and a half from Cowley to the
Manor Ground in Headington.


Gran had been right about it being freezing. As soon as he
stepped out of the front door the cold air hit him and he could see his breath
in the air in front of him. In the conditions, he was very glad of his yellow
and blue Oxford United bobble hat and scarf.


Barely had he gone ten paces when a middle-aged man standing
under a lamp-post opposite the house called over to him.


“Peter? Peter Grant?”


Peter didn’t know it, but his prayers for a more interesting
life were about to be answered.


 











Chapter Seven


 


Peter felt invisible most of the time. People rarely spoke
to him on the street. So he was naturally suspicious of this stranger who was
suddenly accosting him.


“Can I have a quick word” asked the man, tentatively.


“Look, I don’t mean to be rude, but who are you?” replied
Peter. 


The man didn’t seem hostile but there was something
decidedly dodgy about some middle-aged man he had never seen before waiting for
him outside his house. Why hadn’t he knocked on the door?


From Josh’s perspective, he needed to handle this encounter
carefully. He could see that the younger man looked nervous and the last thing
he wanted to do was scare him off. On other occasions when he had visited his
friends in their past, Josh had tended to show off, dropping hints of spoilers
into the conversation and generally not taking the whole thing very seriously. 


But things were different now and there was to be none of
his past bravado. Getting lost in time had well and truly taken the wind out of
his sails and there was too much at stake here to mess about.


“My name’s Josh Gardner” he said. “You don’t know me – or at
least you don’t know me yet. But I know you. Or at least I will, in the
future.”


He delivered these lines slowly and deliberately, in order
to keep things calm. But he wasn’t setting Peter’s mind at ease. 


Peter looked at the stranger’s face closely. Looking at the
lines on his face he estimated he must be in his fifties. Other than lecturers
and his own parents he didn’t tend to hang out with people in that age group.
Despite the stranger’s claims to know him, Peter knew he had never seen this
man before.


“You may think you know me, but I certainly don’t recognise
you” replied Peter. “So what is all this about? And what do you mean about
knowing me in the future?”


As he spoke, Peter began to edge away from the stranger,
keen to get to the main road where there would be more people about, just in
case he was dangerous.


Sensing Peter’s apprehension, Josh realised he needed to get
to the point and quickly. It wasn’t the first time on his time travels he had
found himself in this sort of situation. He sensed that Peter wasn’t going to
give him time for any long-winded explanations so he needed to come right out
with what he needed to say right now.


“I’m a time traveller” began Josh. “In 2018, I will be
seventeen years old. You will be my English teacher. My friend Charlie and I
are going to discover a time bubble that transports people to the future. This
is going to get us into all sorts of trouble and we are going to turn to you
for help. A lot’s happened since then, which I’ll explain later, but to cut a
long story short, I’ve got stuck in 1992 and now I need your help again.”


Josh had given versions of this speech to various people on
his travels and had received plenty of negative responses. He hoped that Peter,
who had always had an open mind about such things, would be more receptive than
most. He was to be disappointed.


“Ok, you’re clearly deranged” replied Peter, feeling more
than a little scared and wondering if that had been the right response. What if
he really was a nutter and pulled out a knife or worse?


“I’m not deranged” replied Josh. “Just give me half an hour
of your time. I’ll buy you a pint. You like real ale, don’t you?”


Peter nodded that he did. 


“Of course you do”, added Josh. ”I’ve seen you sup enough
pints of it in the future. Now let’s go for a drink and talk about it. If I’m
lying, well, you can walk away and you’ve lost nothing. But what if I’m telling
the truth? Wouldn’t that be exciting?”


“I don’t believe a word of it”, replied Peter, who was
totally unconvinced. “And besides, I can’t go for a pint now. I’ve got a ticket
for the match and I’m going to be late if you don’t get out of the way.”


“Why don’t I come with you to the match, then?” suggested
Josh. “I’ve been to see Oxford a few times, even though Aston Villa’s my team.”


“Ugh, wash your mouth out with soap and water” replied
Peter. “I can’t stand Villa. Anyway, you won’t get in without a ticket, they
will have sold out. It’s FA Cup third round day.”


“Really - sold out?” questioned Josh. “I didn’t think anyone
was that bothered about the FA Cup.”


“You’re having a laugh” replied Peter. “The FA Cup Final is
the biggest match of the whole year. Everyone wants to get to Wembley.”


“Well I guess it’s less important in my time. It’s all about
the Premiership and Champions League now. Of course, you’ve still got all that
to look forward to.”


“OK time travelling man” said Peter, sarcastically. “If you
know the future, answer me this. What’s the score going to be in the Oxford v
Tranmere match this afternoon? If you can predict that, I might start taking
you a little more seriously.”


“Ah, yeah, well there’s a bit of a problem there” replied
Josh. 


“I thought there might be” said Peter. 


“Honestly, I ought to be able to tell you. I brought the whole
set of this weekend’s football results back from the future with me so I could
land a betting coup but unfortunately I don’t have them anymore.”


“That’s convenient” replied Peter, sarcastically. “And why
don’t you have them any more.”


“Well, they sort of…caught fire” replied Josh, realising how
lame this sounded and not relishing the look of disbelief on Peter’s face. This
was going badly. “I do remember that Oxford won, but I don’t know the actual
score.”


“You know if by some million to one chance you are some
student of mine from the future, I wouldn’t be very impressed if you came up
with that as an excuse for not handing in your homework. You may as well have
told me the dog ate it. Now this whole thing is clearly ridiculous, will you
please get out of my way and let me get to the game?”


He barged past Josh, and marched quickly up the road, hoping
to leave the weirdo behind him. When he dared to look back, he saw that he was
following, but at a safe distance. Well he couldn’t follow him into the ground
and hopefully he’d be gone by the end of the match. 


It was a good half an hour walk to the ground from his
gran’s house and about half way a light rain began to fall from the gloomy
January sky. As he walked up London Road, he began to merge with other fans
going the same way towards the Manor Ground. As he got closer to the ground,
more fans joined from side streets until there was a steady flow of blue and
yellow surging towards the entrance.


Despite the team’s recent poor results, the atmosphere was cheery
as he approached the ground with the match day crowd chanting and cheering. He
bought a programme for £1.20 from one of the many sellers outside the ground
and turned to the back page to look at the team line ups.  


Then he made his way towards the turnstiles for the London
Road end. He handed his ticket to the attendant, an elderly bald man, and
pushed hard to get the ancient grey metal bars to admit him to the ground. As
they turned they creaked like they needed a decent drop of oil on them. In fact,
the whole ground was in need of a serious spruce up.


The rest of the fans didn’t seem to mind and the steady
drizzle falling from the skies wasn’t dampening their spirits. As he made his
way up the steps towards the London Road terrace they were still singing away.


“Wembley! Wembley! We’re the famous Oxford United and we’re
going to Wembley!”


This was optimistic in the extreme going on the team’s
current form but Peter still joined in. Then a familiar voice piped up behind
him.


“Sorry to disappoint you but there’s no chance of Oxford
getting to Wembley. Spurs are going to win the cup this year” stated Josh,
confidently.


Peter groaned, inwardly and exclaimed “Not you again! How
did you get in?”


“There was a guy selling tickets outside the ground” replied
Josh. “I couldn’t resist coming in to take a look around. I’ve heard all sorts
of stories about this old place. Bit spit and sawdust isn’t it?”


The crowd was getting thicker as they reached the top of the
steps and poured into the right hand side of the stand. Clearly Peter wasn’t
getting rid of this guy any time soon. 


“What do you mean by this old place?”


“Oh, it doesn’t exist anymore” replied Josh. “The club gets
a new stadium in about ten years’ time - well, three-quarters of a new stadium
anyway.”


“I can’t see that happening” replied Peter. “They’ve been
going on about getting a new stadium for years but they can hardly afford to
maintain this one.”


The two of them had made their way on to the terrace and now
had a clear view of the pitch, where the teams were already coming out.


“This must be the famous sloping pitch, then” remarked Josh.
“It doesn’t slope as much as I thought it would. Anyway, where are your mates?”


“What mates?” shouted Peter, over the increasing din of the
crowd. 


“I just assumed you’d be meeting your mates here. Isn’t that
what people do when they go to football.”


“No, it’s just me” replied Peter.


“That’s a bit sad” said Josh. “Good job you’ve got me here
to keep you company then, isn’t it?”


Peter sighed. Clearly there was nothing he could do to get
rid of this idiot for the time being. Perhaps he could try and lose him at half
time.


There was a fence dividing the terrace into two sections,
and all the fans in the left hand side burst into song.


“We are the left side, we are the left side, we are the left
side of London Road.”


Peter then joined in with the fans on his side.


“We are the right side, we are the right side, we are the
right side of London Road.”


“Is that the best you can come up with?” remarked Josh,
incredulously, as the left side repeated their chant. “Not very imaginative, is
it?”


Peter had to admit he had a point. It was a bit moronic and
he wasn’t even sure why he joined in with it. Even so, he decided to ignore
Josh and concentrate on the pitch where the game was about to kick off. 


At half time, he went to the toilet, and then grabbed a
cheap looking pie containing some unidentified grey meat. He had intended to
move across into the left side of London Road on his return, but Josh collared
him again at the top of the steps.


“You don’t get away that easily” he said. “Look, let’s just
go for one drink after the match and if you don’t believe me after that then I
promise I’ll leave you alone.”


“Alright, one drink” agreed Peter, hoping he wouldn’t come
to regret it. It wasn’t as if he had anything better to do. After being kicked
into touch by Amanda the previous evening he needed something to take his mind
of his dismal lack of a love life.


At the end of the match, which Oxford won 3-1, the two of
them headed out of the ground with the rest of the jubilant, singing crowd. 


Darkness had fallen, the rain had stopped and there was a
distinct chill in the air. The two of them made for The Royal Standard across
the road which was packed with Oxford fans celebrating the win.


Safety in numbers, thought Peter, still not feeling
completely secure in Josh’s company.


It had just gone five o’clock, and the pub had the radio on,
with James Alexander Gordon reading out the football results. When Oxford’s
score was announced a huge cheer went up, followed by a massive boo a minute or
so later when it transpired that Swindon had also won.


It took a good ten minutes to get their drinks in the rush,
and after they did, they sat down at a small, round, red table made out of
cheap MDF. Complemented with the short, faux leather red stools they were
sitting on, the furnishings could only be described as basic.


“My, this place has changed” remarked Josh. “It’s been
completely done up in my time. Mind you, that’s true of most pubs – the ones
that are left, anyway. I’ve spotted quite a few around Oxford that are long
gone by my time.”


Peter had to admit that Josh sounded convincing. He had
decided to humour him a while longer and see what else he had to say. It was a
little intriguing to say the least, and it was doing a reasonable job of taking
his mind off things. 


It was certainly preferable to another riveting evening with
Gran watching Noel Edmonds gunging people on his irritating show. Saturday
evening telly had really gone downhill in recent years.


“I’ve got to admit, you do sound convincing” said Peter.
“But you can’t keep this act up forever. Look, I’d love it if time travel was
real. I’m Doctor Who’s biggest fan. Or at least I was until the BBC cancelled it.”


That really rankled with Peter. He knew Sylvester McCoy
wasn’t everyone’s cup of tea, but he felt it had been getting a lot better
during the last series.


“Don’t worry, it’ll come back eventually” said Josh. “And
when it does it’ll be bigger and better than ever! When I was growing up it was
the most popular show on TV. Everyone sat down to watch it on Christmas Day
every year.”


“I find that hard to believe” said Josh. “I don’t dare tell
people I’m a fan these days. I just get laughed at. The Caves of Androzani
is coming out on video next week. I expect I’ll have to smuggle it home in a
brown paper bag in case anyone I know sees me.”


“Keep the faith” said Josh. “Now what else can I say to
convince you? I can sit here and reel off details of all manner of future
events but nothing that’s happening in the next half an hour. What about the
football? I told you Oxford would win!”


“In a home game against Tranmere?” said Peter. “We would
have been favourites to win anyway.”


“OK, look” said Josh, preparing to reel off a list he had
been compiling in his head during the afternoon, no mean feat in the absence of
any notes to help him. 


“Here are a few things that are going to happen this year.
Leeds are going to win the league, the Tories are going to win the election,
Nigel Mansell’s going to win the F1 title, Party Politics is going to win the
Grand National, Whitney Houston’s going to have the Christmas number one and
Bill Clinton’s going to become US President. Is that enough for starters?”


“Anyone could make up a load of facts like that. Come back
at the end of the year and maybe I’ll believe you.”


“I don’t have until the end of the year!” exclaimed Josh,
becoming frustrated at Peter’s reticence. “I need your help now!”


“Yes, and that’s something else I don’t get” replied Peter.
“Why me in particular”?


“Because like I said, I know you in the future” replied
Josh. “And you are a lot more agreeable then than you are being now. Your
future self would have helped me like a shot.”


“Well, if that’s the case, rather than giving me dubious
facts, why don’t you properly explain what all of this is about”?


“I’d like to go into more detail” said Josh. “But there’s an
inherent danger attached. If I told you the whole story that would mean giving
you too much information about your own future and that could be a dangerous
thing.”


“What if I promised not to do anything with it?” asked
Peter. 


Realising what he just said he added “You know, I can’t
believe I actually said that. You’re actually starting to draw me into this
little fantasy of yours. It’s not real!”


“But it is real” insisted Josh. “I’m not some sort of madman
or conman. You’re a student, right?”


“Yes, but you already knew that” said Peter.


“So, you’re completely skint?” added Josh.


“Yes, like most students.”


“There you go then” said Josh. “If I was a conman why would
I target a poverty stricken student with barely two pennies to rub together?
I’d go after someone with money”


“That’s a fair point” conceded Peter.


“There you go then. I’m not trying to con anyone. Now I’m
going to tell you as much as I can but I’m going to leave out all the personal
details about what happens in your own future.”


“Fair enough” replied Peter. 


“You’ve also got to promise me you’re not going to act on
any of the other information I give you. Even the slightest change could
contaminate the timeline of this world and blow my chances of getting home.”


“OK” said Peter, still not taking it particularly seriously.
Despite his scepticism, he was fascinated to hear what Josh had to say. Even if
it was a load of rubbish, at least it would be a load of rubbish about
something he was interested in.


Over the next half hour, which swiftly turned to an hour and
three pints, Josh told him a potted history of the story, starting with the
initial discovery of the time bubble in 2018. 


He told him about the apocalyptic winter that had come
later, about exploring alternate timelines and then the accident that had sent
him back in time. 


He made sure not to give away any personal details about
Peter’s own life so there was no mention of his battle with Leukaemia, his
divorce and subsequent marriage to Hannah, the policewoman who had been drawn
in to the events.


The more he listened, the more fascinated Peter became and
he found that he was increasingly suspending his disbelief.


 “And that’s how I ended up here” concluded Josh. “So what
do you think?”


  Peter sorely wanted to believe him.


“It’s an amazing story” he admitted. “I’d be lying if I said
I didn’t want it to be true but you still haven’t offered me any real concrete
proof.” 


“I can’t right now” replied Josh. “You’re just going to have
to take it on trust. But you’ve understood everything I’ve said, haven’t you?
And you understand why it was you I came to?”


“Yes” admitted Peter. “It does makes sense. I guess I am the
obvious choice going by what you’ve said. What you haven’t really said is what
sort of help it is you need. You already know I’ve got no money.”


“I just need some help to get through the first few weeks. A
place to stay would be a start and I also need someone who knows this era.
Travelling this far into the past is like visiting another country. Even
figuring out how to use a simple phone dial flummoxed me yesterday and as for
finding stuff out, you don’t even have the internet yet so it’s not like I can
Google stuff.”


“What’s Google?” asked Peter.


“I rest my case” said Josh. “Look, it’s not going to be for
long. By the end of next month I’ll be able to make some money with the
information in the notes I managed to rescue after my bag caught fire.”


Peter looked him up and down carefully, trying to come to a
decision. He seemed earnest and genuine enough.


“Alright” he said. “I can’t believe I’m saying this and I
hope I don’t live to regret it but as it happens, my gran is looking to take in
a lodger. As long as you can come up with enough money to pay the first month
in advance then you can come and stay with us. But I want to see these notes of
yours first and see what I make of them.”


“You won’t regret it, I promise” replied Josh. “This could
be a lot of fun.”


“That’s settled then” added Peter. “You already know the
address. Come round tomorrow afternoon and I’ll introduce you to Gran. It’s up
to her, though. If she doesn’t like the look of you then it’s out of my hands.”


Josh nodded his agreement as Peter wondered what on Earth he
was letting himself in for.











Chapter Eight


 


Ignoring Adam’s advice about dropping her investigations,
Rebecca had spent the last few days poring over records from the past few years
looking for more unexplained disappearances.


She had found one or two interesting leads but nothing
obviously linked to the cases she already had. Changing tack, she decided to
look further into the three cases she already had.


The previous evening she had stayed late at work, going over
the post-mortem report on Mr Chambers to see if she could uncover any more
clues. The cause of death had been listed as drowning which hadn’t come as any
surprise. He had been found floating head down in the Cherwell after all.
Bearing in mind his age, the death wasn’t being treated as suspicious.


But when she looked at the estimated time of death, she
uncovered something that didn’t tally. Consequently, her first priority of the
day was to seek out the police pathologist to query the anomaly.


As she walked into the mortuary she was relieved to see that
there wasn’t a body currently on the slab. It wasn’t her favourite place to
visit. Although she didn’t have a problem with dead bodies, as she accepted
that was part of the job, she didn’t like to see them being dissected.


This was something that had always made her squeamish, ever
since she had been refused permission to be excused the biology lesson when
they had cut up mice at school.


“Hi, Becky, what can I do for you?” asked Janet, the
pathologist, a middle-aged blonde woman with hair tied up in a bun, and large,
red-rimmed glasses. She was wearing a traditional white doctor’s coat.


Rebecca shivered. It wasn’t just that this room made her
uncomfortable; she had also forgotten how cold it was and not put her jacket on
before coming down here.


“It’s about the post-mortem report on Mr Chambers,” she
said. “You’ve stated on the report that you estimated he had been dead for two
to three hours when he was brought in.”


“Yes,” replied Janet. “Definitely no more than that – there
was no sign of rigor mortis for a start.”


“But that doesn’t make any sense,” replied Rebecca. “He
disappeared on New Year’s Eve and the body wasn’t found until two days later.”


“Then he can’t have died on the day he disappeared,” replied
Janet.


“So where was he for two days?” asked Rebecca.


“I wouldn’t like to speculate,” replied Janet. “That’s your
job. I can only report the facts.”


Rebecca had heard all she needed. She had no reason to doubt
Janet who had been doing her job a long time and had an impeccable reputation.
So where had Mr Chambers been for two days?


The mystery was deepening and now it was time to pursue her
next line of enquiry.


A mile or so away, Simon Ellis closed the white front door
of his house on Hill View Road behind him, relieved to be back indoors. It was
bitingly cold outside and he welcomed the warmth from the radiators, but it
wasn’t enough to take away the cold feeling in his heart.


The relief he felt was more at being alone rather than from
getting out of the cold. He had just dropped his two young children off at
school for the first day of the new term, followed by a trip to Sainsbury’s for
some much-needed food shopping.


Alone in the house at last, no longer having to put a brave
face on for them, he put down his carrier bags and sat down on the stairs.
Putting his head in his hands, he ran his fingers through his long, black hair,
and promptly burst into tears.


He had held his emotions in so long, trying to shelter Katie
and Emma from the ever-increasing likelihood that their mother may never be
coming home again, that the sobs came thick and hard.


Just one question kept coming into his head over and over
again:


Why?


But he couldn’t come up with an answer that made any sense.


Trying to get it together, he took off his trainers and
padded along the wooden floor in his thick, grey, woollen socks. He was heading
for the kitchen and the comfort of the coffee pot. He had just about managed to
resist drowning his sorrows in alcohol this past week or two, but he didn’t
know how he would have managed without caffeine.


He needed to pull himself together. The policewoman who had
been investigating his wife’s disappearance had arranged to call on him this
morning to discuss the case further. He had been surprised to get her call the
previous evening because Tracy had been missing now since Christmas Eve.


He couldn’t imagine what else the police could possibly do
after all this time but he was grateful for their time, nonetheless. Unless she
was coming to arrest him, that was.


If so, that would just about finish him off. It wouldn’t
surprise him if that’s what did happen, even if there had been no suggestion of
this on the telephone last night. He had seen enough television dramas to know
that when wives went missing in mysterious circumstances, suspicion always fell
on the husband.


When Rebecca and Dan had interviewed him after Tracy’s
initial disappearance they had asked plenty of questions skirting around that
possibility, clearly trying to see if there were any cracks in the marriage.


The truth was that they did have a happy marriage and that
was what made this all the worse. If they had been having problems and she’d
run off with someone else, he could have understood that. At least she would
still be alive and the kids would still have a mother.


But vanishing without warning and without trace was
completely out of character and pointed to the unpleasant possibility that she
had been abducted and very possibly killed.


Grabbing a piece of kitchen roll from the pine table that
was the centrepiece of the large kitchen, he dabbed at his eyes, trying to make
himself presentable. He glanced up at the clock above the door that led to the
rear garden. It was 10.30am. Right on time, he heard the front door bell ring.


He opened the door to find the young policewoman, PC Osakwe,
standing outside. She was on her own which to his relief he realised meant she
almost certainly hadn’t come to arrest him. Hoping he had dried his eyes
sufficiently that she wouldn’t notice he had been crying, he ushered her
through to the kitchen where she accepted his offer of coffee.


“How are you coping?” asked Rebecca, as he poured her a cup
from the pot of filter coffee he had brewed before. It wasn’t much of a
question to ask because she would not expect anyone to cope well in his
situation. But she could hardly ask him if he’d had a nice Christmas, could
she?


“Not too well, if I’m being brutally honest,” replied Simon.


“How about the children?”


“They don’t really understand what’s been going on,” said
Simon. “I told them Mummy had to go away for a while for work, but they know
something’s amiss. They started back at school today. My mum said I should keep
them off but I’m trying to keep things as normal for them as possible.”


“And you’ve still heard nothing whatsoever? Or thought of
any possible reason why she might have left the way she did?”


“There is no explanation,” insisted Simon. “We were
perfectly happy and looking forward to a family Christmas. There was no sign of
her wanting to leave. She didn’t take anything with her, not even a
toothbrush.”


He paused before asking, “What about you? Have you found
anything? You said you were going to monitor her bank account.”


“We have and there’s been no activity, other than a couple
of cheques that she wrote on the day she disappeared that didn’t show up until
after Christmas,” confirmed Rebecca.


“So, with all respect, why have you come here today if
you’ve nothing to tell me?” he asked.


Rebecca paused. She couldn’t tell him about her Bermuda
Triangle theory. By rights she shouldn’t be here at all. She had arranged this
meeting without telling Adam because she knew he wouldn’t allow it.


“I just want to go over everything that happened that day,
one last time. Just to make sure I didn’t miss anything.”


“There’s not a lot I can tell that I haven’t already told
you,” he replied, handing her a cup of coffee. “Shall we go through to the
living room? It’s warmer in there.”


She followed him through into the lounge, a large, open room
festooned with Christmas decorations and an open fireplace full of ash from a
recent fire. A large, real Christmas tree stood in the corner and Rebecca
couldn’t help noticing the pile of presents still beneath. Looking closely, she
could see the writing on the top label which read “To Tracy x.”


The untouched presents were covered in pine needles which
had fallen from the tree which was starting to look bare in patches after being
up for so long.


“Tonight is Twelfth Night,” remarked Rebecca. She stopped
short of saying anything about bad luck. This poor man had already had more
than his fair share of that this Christmas.


“I know but I can’t bring myself to take any of this down,”
said Simon. “While it’s all still here I can pretend it’s still Christmas Eve
and she’s on her way home.”


Rebecca sat down on the black, leather sofa directly
opposite the fireplace and put her mug down on the black ash coffee table. The
room was comfortable and welcoming but she felt quite uncomfortable when she
noticed the writing on the side of the mug she was drinking from. It read I
love you, Mummy and was covered in little red hearts.


“So let’s go over this again,” she said. “What time did she
leave here on Christmas Eve?”


“About 9.30am,” replied Simon. “She had some last-minute
things she wanted to get in town. The girls wanted to go with her, but she said
town would be packed and they would be better off staying here with me.”


“Did she say anything about what time she would be back?”


“All she said was not to expect her back for lunch and that
she would grab a sandwich in town.”


“And that was the last you heard from her?” asked Rebecca.


“Yes,” replied Simon.


“That pretty much tallies with everything we’ve been able to
find out at our end. We know she made it into Oxford because she wrote a cheque
in HMV that morning. When we asked the store to let us check their CCTV we
found footage of her buying a game for the Sega Megadrive at 11.45am.”


“That would have been Sonic the Hedgehog,” replied Simon.
“The girls had been going on and on about how much they wanted it, but all of the
shops had been out of stock. She had heard from a friend that HMV had got some
more in and she was going to try and pick up a copy.”


“That’s the last place we know that she definitely was. Do
you have any idea where she might have gone after that? Was there anywhere she
liked to go for lunch, for example?”


“Usually she just bought a sandwich when she was out,”
replied Simon. “I was cooking a big ham and we were going to have it at teatime
with a few other bits of party food. She wouldn’t have wanted much at
lunchtime. She’s been on a diet and was worried about putting on weight over
Christmas.”


Aren’t we all? thought Rebecca, thinking of the recent,
boozy police Christmas party. She didn’t even want to think about how many
calories she had eaten and drunk at that.


She wanted to try and gently steer the conversation on to
the thing she had come here particularly to find out.


“Did your wife ever go down to the river at all?” she asked.


Simon looked concerned at this.


“Why would you ask that?” he asked. “Do you think she might
have fallen in? I heard something on the news the other day about a body being
found in the river. But they said it was some old man. Are you telling me it
wasn’t?”


“Relax, Mr Ellis,” said Rebecca, keen not to alarm him. “I’m
just investigating a series of disappearances in the area and seeing if I can
establish a common theme.”


“So there are others that have gone missing? Is that what
you’re saying? How many? And what’s happened to them? Have there been more
bodies?”


“We haven’t found any more bodies,” she reassured him. “And
the elderly man we found in the river wasn’t murdered – we believe he fell in
and drowned.”


“So what is there to connect Tracy to this man, then?” asked
Simon.


“I’m just trying to look at every possible angle,” she replied.
“Now could you tell me please, was she in the habit of going down to Christ
Church Meadow?”


“Yes, she was,” replied Simon. “I mean, she is,” correcting
himself. “Look what you made me do there. They say that once you start talking
in the past sense it means you’re admitting to yourself that you think they
might be dead.”


He paused, trying to compose himself.


“We often go down there with the kids,” he continued. “They
like to feed the ducks.”


“But she didn’t have the kids with her on Christmas Eve.”


“No, you already know that,” he replied in frustration. The
longer this conversation went on, the more he began to believe that she really
was dead.


But that ended up being as far as it went because at that
moment, something happened that neither of them could possibly have
anticipated.


From the hall came the sound of a key turning in the Yale
lock, followed by the front door bursting open and the sound of heavy bags
being dumped onto the wooden floorboards in the hall.


Simon looked up, momentarily lost for words.


“Were you expecting anyone?” began Rebecca, before the
living room door was flung open, and a familiar figure walked in.


Familiar in every way to Simon, that was, but Rebecca had
only seen the slim, blonde woman in photographs before.


It was Tracy Ellis.


.











Chapter Nine


 


“Oh my God, you’re alive!” exclaimed Simon, jumping up and
flinging his arms around her slender frame.


“What’s going on?” replied Tracy, pushing him away,
surprised at this over-the-top display of emotion. She was also highly concerned
with why there was a policewoman in the room.


“Where are the kids?” she said, fearfully. The presence of
the officer and absence of the kids made her mother’s instinctive fears kick in
and a feeling of dread coursed through her body.


“They’re at school,” said Simon.


“No, they’re not,” replied Tracy. “Since when did children
go to school on Christmas Eve?”


“What?” asked Simon, perplexed by her remark. Why did she
still think it was Christmas Eve?


“Perhaps I ought to try and explain,” interrupted Rebecca,
fascinated by the conversation unfolding in front of her. It all fitted with a
theory she was starting to form in her mind.


“Just tell me first, are the children alright?” asked Tracy.


“I can assure you, they are fine and as your husband says,
they are at school,” replied Rebecca. “Now before we get into the realms of
explanations can I just confirm that you are definitely Mrs Tracy Ellis and you
do reside at this address?”


“This is ridiculous,” replied Tracy. “Of course I am. Now
what’s this all about?”


“Mrs Ellis, your husband reported you as a missing person.
I’m here as a result of the investigation into your disappearance.”


“What do you mean my disappearance? I’ve been out to the
shops.”


“How long exactly do you think you’ve been gone?” asked Rebecca.


“About four hours, at a guess,” replied Tracy, looking up at
the clock above the fireplace. “Hang on, that can’t be right. The battery must
have gone in that clock.”


The hands pointing to the Roman numerals on the
cream-coloured clock were showing that it was late morning, not after lunch as
she had expected.


“You’ve been gone a lot longer than four hours, babe,” said
Simon gently, wrapping his arms around her once again. “It’s January 6th and
you’ve been missing for nearly two weeks. I feared you were dead.”


He buried his head in her shoulder, and began to weep for
the second time that morning, but this time they were tears of sheer relief.


“Look, this isn’t possible,” said Tracy, pulling away again.
“I left you here with the kids this morning to go into town. I did my shopping,
grabbed a bite to eat and then came home. It’s mid-afternoon on Christmas Eve,
it must be. Is this one of your crazy pranks?”


It wasn’t unknown for Simon to play light-hearted practical
jokes on her.


“Look, babe, I can prove that it isn’t.” He grabbed a chunky
remote control from the coffee table, pointed it at the square, black
television in the corner by the window and pressed the red button to turn it
on.


The familiar figure of Robert Kilroy-Silk appeared on the
screen, a staple of the BBC’s morning schedule. Simon pressed the text button
and Kilroy’s slick persona was replaced by the front page of the CEEFAX
service.


“Look at the date,” insisted Simon.


The date at the top of the screen read Mon 6 Jan.


Presented with this evidence, Tracy seemed doubtful.


“But it can’t be,” she said. “This doesn’t make any sense.
Did you video this or something?”


“Perhaps your wife would like to discuss this further over a
cup of tea or coffee?” suggested Rebecca, who wanted to speak to Tracy on her
own without Simon’s interruptions.


“Ooh, yes, a cup of tea would be lovely,” said Tracy. “And a
mince pie.”


“I think they’re all gone,” said Simon.


“As luck would have it, I’ve just bought some,” she replied.


“Simon, why don’t you go and put the kettle on while Tracy
and I have a little chat?” suggested Rebecca.


He seemed reluctant, as if he was scared to let her out of
his sight unless she disappeared again.


“Go and stick the kettle on, Simon,” insisted Tracy. “I
think I need to sit down a minute and try and figure all this out. Are you sure
the kids are OK?”


“Yes, I promise you, they are at school,” he replied, making
his way to the door.


As soon as he was out of the room, Rebecca turned back to
Tracy, pulling a notebook and pen out of her pocket as she spoke.


“Tracy, I want you to go over everything that’s happened
today, right from when you left the house. In particular, if you noticed
anything unusual.”


“There really isn’t a lot to tell,” replied Tracy. “I caught
the bus into town. I know it’s only a couple of stops but it was cold and I was
keen to get started on my shopping as early as possible. You know what town is
like on Christmas Eve.”


“OK so where did you go after you got off the bus?”


“Well, first I went into HMV. I was desperate to get hold of
a copy of Sonic the Hedgehog for the kids. Everywhere had sold out last week
but I had heard HMV had some in stock – which they did.”


“And after that?” asked Rebecca.


“I went up to the Westgate Centre. First I went into C&A
because I wanted to get the girls some new pyjamas. They grow out of them so
quickly. Then I went into Athena.”


“I love that place,” said Rebecca, attempting to build a
rapport with Tracy. “I used to have that picture of that hunky guy holding a
baby on my wall when I was a teenager.”


“Me too,” said Tracy. “I didn’t buy anything in there,
though. I just like browsing through the posters.”


“Then where did you go?” asked Rebecca.


“I walked through Allders and then back up Queen Street
towards Marks & Spencer. I wanted to get a few last-minute Christmas treats
from the food hall.”


“And while you were in there – was it definitely still
Christmas Eve?” asked Rebecca.


“Well, yes, of course,” replied Tracy. “I would have noticed
if it wasn’t. I’m still finding it hard to believe that it isn’t, to be honest.
Are you are sure Simon hasn’t put you up to this?”


“I can assure you he hasn’t. At some point while you were in
Oxford you seem to have lost two nearly two weeks and I’m trying to establish
where and when that occurred.”


“It was definitely Christmas Eve when I was in M&S,”
said Tracy. “People were buying mince pies, Christmas pudding and pigs in
blankets like there was no tomorrow – me included.”


A thought struck Rebecca. “You mentioned you had bought some
mince pies. Would you mind if I looked in your shopping bags?” she asked. “It
might provide some clues.”


“Not at all,” replied Tracy. She jumped up and headed out
into the hall, returning moments later with two bags. One was a large,
over-the-shoulder, blue fabric bag, and the other was a Marks & Spencer
carrier bag.


Rebecca had no reason to doubt what Tracy was saying. She
genuinely seemed unaware that somehow she had lost two weeks. It wasn’t
impossible she had vanished for two weeks for reasons known only to her, but
Rebecca didn’t think so.


She thought back to her earlier conversation with the
pathologist and the discrepancy over the timing of the death of Mr Chambers.
The thing common to both events was the existence of a passage of time that
couldn’t be accounted for.


“May I?” asked Rebecca, lifting up the M&S bag.


“Be my guest,” replied Tracy.


Rebecca pulled out three or four fresh food items from the
bag. There were some of the aforementioned mince pies, pigs in blankets,
sausage rolls, pork pies and other treats.


Looking at the labels, Rebecca could see they all had use by
dates between the 26th and 29th December. Technically all the food was at least
a week out of date, but it all still looked fresh and tempting.


“Where did you go after M&S?” she asked.


“I went down to the river,” replied Tracy. “I bought a
sandwich from M&S but town was so packed, I wanted somewhere a little
quieter to eat it. The sun had come out by then and I wanted to get a bit of
fresh air.”


Rebecca was excited at the mention of the river. This was
all checking out with her theory.


“Can you describe exactly where you went?” she asked.


“I walked down St Aldates and turned in through the main
gates,” said Tracy. “Then I walked down the main path, you know, with the trees
on either side.”


“And all still seemed normal?”


“Absolutely,” replied Tracy. “I know it was definitely still
Christmas Eve, because there were people around with Santa hats on and you
could just sense Christmas was in the air.”


“Did you sit down anywhere to eat your sandwich?” asked
Rebecca.


“I thought about it, but the grass was just too wet,”
replied Rebecca. “So I walked on towards the other end of the park, near the
botanical gardens. There’s a spot up there on the bend of the river where I
often take the girls to feed the ducks.”


“Yes, I know it,” said Rebecca, excitedly noting it down. It
was the exact spot where Mr Chambers had been found but she kept that to
herself. She didn’t want to distract Tracy from telling her story.


“So what happened?”


“Well, I leant against a tree and ate my sandwich. It was
delicious – a special turkey and cranberry limited edition, though I guess
that’s not relevant.”


“And that was all?”


“More or less, except I thought the ducks looked hungry so I
walked down by the bank and threw them a few crusts. The poor things probably
don’t get much to eat at this time of year.”


“And that was all?”


“Yes. I turned around and suddenly it started pouring with
rain,” said Tracy. “It came on really suddenly. The skies had been clear just a
moment before.”


“That’s interesting,” said Rebecca, noting it down. “Go on.”


“That’s about it really. I hurried back to the High Street,
keen to get out of the rain, jumped on the bus, and made my way home.”


“I want you to think carefully now,” said Rebecca. “When you
went back to the High Street, did it still seem like Christmas Eve?”


As she was asking this question, Simon had come back in
carrying a tray with a pot of tea, cups and saucers and a packet of chocolate
biscuits.


“Tea’s up,” he said and there was a brief pause while they
went through the traditional routine of enquiring about milk and sugar and
pouring out the tea into the elegant white cups, embroidered with blue and
white flowers.


“I’ve got a box of mince pies, here too,” said Tracy,
handing Simon the box.


“There are out of date,” said Simon, looking at the label.


“I’m pretty sure they’ll be fine. I know I’m willing to risk
it,” said Rebecca.


Simon opened the box and handed her one of the ‘out-of-date’
pies. As Rebecca bit into it, she could tell it was absolutely fine, all fresh
and buttery.


“Now then, back to what I was saying,” she said through a
mouthful of pie. “Did it still seem like Christmas Eve? These are fine, by the
way.”


“You know I really didn’t think about it,” said Tracy, also
taking a mince pie from the box and munching on it. “I just wanted to get home
by that stage.”


“Think, Tracy!” insisted Rebecca. “You must have noticed
something.”


“I really can’t remember that much about it,” she said. “As
soon as I got on the bus I put my Walkman on and started listening to my Simply
Red tape.”


“So you didn’t notice that it didn’t seem as Christmassy as
it did before?” asked Rebecca.


“No, but, like I say, I was daydreaming listening to Mick
Hucknall and I was tired from all the shopping. I almost dozed off, to be
honest. Buses have a tendency to do that to me.”


“And you’re sure absolutely nothing else happened in the
park? You don’t remember passing out, or anyone strange approaching you? Say,
someone who could have knocked you unconscious and kidnapped you?”


Rebecca didn’t think this was likely but she wanted to make
sure.


“No, there was nothing like that,” said Tracy.


“Well, I am just glad to have you home,” said Simon. “But I
am very worried about what’s happened to you. Could it be some sort of
amnesia?”


“I don’t feel like confused or anything,” said Tracy. “I can
remember everything quite clearly.”


“What do you think, officer?” asked Simon.


“Well, there’s a mystery here, there’s no denying that. But
it’s not one I can explain. And since it seems that no crime has been committed,
there is not much more I can do.”


With that, Rebecca drained the last of her tea, got up from
the sofa, and made her way towards the door. Turning back, she added:


“If you remember anything else, Tracy, please call me.”


“I will,” said the slightly bemused young woman.


Heading back to the station, Rebecca felt pleased that Simon
and Tracy’s story had come to a happy ending. But as far as the bigger picture
went, this was far from the end of the story. This morning’s events had
convinced her more than ever that something very strange was going on.


There was no doubt in her mind that there was a connection
between Tracy and Mr Chambers. Both had gone missing for some period of time
and had been in more or less the same place, by the river, when it had happened.


Then there were the other people who had gone missing
lately. Was there a connection to them, too? To her, it all pointed to one
thing. These people were all somehow travelling forward in time. It was
fantastic, she knew, but she couldn’t come up with any other explanation.


Was it worth her talking to Adam again? She decided against
it. He hadn’t been interested before and probably still wouldn’t be now. He
would probably berate her for going round to Tracy’s house without his
permission.


But that wasn’t going to stop her getting to the bottom of
this.


Eager to continue her detective work, she hurried back to
the station.


 











Chapter Ten


 


After just over a week, Josh was beginning to adjust to life
in 1992. He had now been staying at his new lodgings with the youthful Peter
and his gran for three nights.


Bereft of cash, having stumped up a massive chunk of his
bankroll on rent for Peter’s grandmother, he now had little choice but to spend
his evenings in attempting to watch TV on Gran’s ailing cathode ray set.


With Peter being an eternally skint student, going out was a
luxury neither of them could afford very often, and so it was that the three of
them found themselves sitting around Coronation Street on a January night.


It wasn’t turning out to be the most riveting evening of
Josh’s life, but he consoled himself with the thought that a few boring
evenings wouldn’t do him any harm after all he had recently been through.


Peter and Josh were sharing the sofa, while Gran creaked
back and forth in her ancient rocking chair, doing her knitting and looking up
and commenting from time to time.


Watching Coronation Street was like a social history lesson
for Josh. He had seen the show while he was growing up because his mum used to
watch it, but he had never seen an episode from this long ago. Even so, there
were one or two long-running characters he recognised.


“Blimey. Look how young Steve McDonald looks there!” he
exclaimed at one scene.


This didn’t raise an eyebrow with Peter who was started to
get used to Josh dropping these anachronistic comments into their
conversations, but Gran, who was unaware of Josh’s time-travelling adventures,
quickly picked up on it.


“He always looks like that,” remarked Gran. “He’s only meant
to be about eighteen, I think. Oh, curses, I’ve dropped my stitch now.” She
turned her attention back to the knitting.


One of Josh’s rules while journeying into the past was not
to keep dropping into conversations these little hints that he was from the
future, but somehow he could never quite resist it. One of his favourites
expressions was “how quaint” when dismissing some new piece of technology in
past eras that belonged in a museum in 2055.


When it came to using that expression about Gran’s TV set he
knew he was on safe ground because it was ancient, even by 1992 standards.


Josh was used to the huge, holographic displays of the
mid-twenty-first century so peering at this tiny screen was quite an
adjustment. Even the flat-screen TVs he had grown up with a decade or so later
had been a serious advance over this antique.


Gran’s TV was housed in a large, brown wooden box, with a
small, square screen in the centre. It sat precariously on a tiny, wooden stand
that barely looked strong enough to hold it.


On a shelf under the stand was an equally old-fashioned
top-loading video recorder from the early 1980s.


As the screen only took up about half of the surface space
of the box, there was room for a panel on the right-hand side with push buttons
on it. After spending some time fruitlessly searching for the remote control,
Gran had informed him that there wasn’t one and that the only way to change the
channel was to push these buttons.


Since there appeared to be only four channels, this was a
fairly simple process but it did involve the hassle of having to get up off the
sofa to do it which he had already had to do once after Gran insisted on him
“turning the telly over” after Wogan had finished on BBC1.


The picture was appalling. It looked like it was snowing in
the scene he was watching. In theory it could have been, it was January after
all, apart from the small detail that the scene was taking place in the pub.


As the action switched to a new scene about Ken and Deirdre
Barlow getting divorced, he noticed something odd happening to the picture. Ken
Barlow’s head suddenly began to disappear out of the top of the screen,
scrolling slowly upwards and then reappearing at the bottom of the screen.


Gran glanced up from her knitting and said, “Peter! That
picture’s on the blink again. Can you have a fiddle with the vertical hold?”


“How old exactly is this TV, Mrs Grant?” asked Josh
politely, not wanting her to think he was being rude about it. Her response
indicated that he hadn’t been polite enough.


“There’s nothing wrong with that TV, if that’s what you’re implying.
Over twenty years I’ve had that. We were one of the first in the street to get
a colour telly, you know. My Pat worked extra shifts at Morris Motors to pay
for it.”


Peter got down on the floor, reached around the back of the
TV and began to fiddle with the control. Unfortunately, instead of stabilising
the picture, Ken Barlow became extremely animated, racing up the screen several
times a second.


“No Peter, you’re making it worse. Turn it the other way,”
said Gran exasperatedly.


Eventually Peter managed to stabilise the picture but the
reception remained poor.


“That picture’s never been the same since they changed over
from ATV to Central,” remarked Gran.


“That shouldn’t have made any difference, Gran,” replied
Peter. “The signals still come from the transmitter at Beckley. It’s just an
old set and we need a new one. Why don’t we go down to Radio Rentals at the
weekend? They’ve got a special deal on at the moment. You can get SKY TV free
for a year when you buy a new TV and video.”


“What on earth would I want SKY TV for?” asked Gran. “We’ve
got four perfectly good TV channels already.”


“You get all the latest movies,” replied Peter. “And they’ve
got The Simpsons.”


“We’ve already got a video machine for films,” replied Gran.
“We can get any movies we want from The Ritz around the corner.”


“That video machine’s in an even worse state than the
telly,” replied Peter. “Remember when it chewed up Ferris Bueller’s Day Off?
The shop charged me fifty quid for that.”


“Fifty quid, for a video?” asked Josh. “That sounds a lot.”


“I know,” replied Peter. “You can buy a copy in Our Price
for a tenner. They gave me some story about it being made from some special
expensive tape that’s just for rental shops but I think that’s rubbish. And
they had the cheek to add another 75p on because I didn’t rewind the tape.”


“Well, I don’t really watch these modern movies anyway,”
said Gran. “I like the old black and white ones they show on BBC2 in the
afternoons. Other than that I’m happy with my soaps. You can’t beat a bit of
Emmerdale Farm.”


“It’s not called that anymore,” said Peter, wearily. “How
many times have we had this conversation? It’s just called Emmerdale now.”


“Don’t be disrespectful, Peter,” said Gran. “I can’t be
expected to remember everything at my age.”


“Sorry. Anyway, SKY or not, we still need a new TV.”


“Well, I don’t see how we’re going to pay for it,” she
replied.


“What about the extra money Josh is giving you for rent?”


“Yes, but how long will he be staying? You’ve been a bit
vague about that, Mr Gardner, if you don’t mind me saying.”


“At least a couple of months, Mrs Grant,” replied Josh. “But
look, you’ve been so kind letting me stay at short notice that I promise,
before I leave, I’ll see what I can do about sorting you out a new TV.”


“Oh, I couldn’t ask you to do that, Mr Gardner,” replied
Gran.


“It would be my pleasure,” said Josh. “I’m expecting to come
into some money soon, and it’s the least I can do.”


“Do you fancy coming for a pint, Josh?” asked Peter. He
couldn’t really afford it, but was finding the conversation increasingly
irksome and wanted to ask Josh more questions about his time travels. Even if
it was all a fantasy, it was far more interesting than the evening’s TV
schedule.


“Good idea,” replied Josh who was equally bored with the
conversation.


“I thought you didn’t have any money,” said Gran.


“I haven’t got much,” said Peter. “But I’m sure we can
rustle up enough for a couple of pints.”


“Well, don’t you be late, mind,” said Gran. “I’m locking the
door at half past ten.”


Half an hour later they were settled in a spit and sawdust
pub on the Cowley/Headington border. Away from Gran, over a couple of pints,
they were able to talk freely. Peter was making the most of the opportunity to
quiz Josh more about how he had ended up in 1992 and what his plans were now he
was here.


He remained undecided about the validity of Josh’s claims,
but with a lack of anything else to occupy his mind on the long, winter nights,
he had decided to go along with it for the time being.


Everything Josh had told him so far had sounded entirely
convincing so if he was a conman he was an extremely good one. Right now he was
explaining all about his plan to meet his future self at his parents’ wedding.


“So when is this wedding, exactly?” asked Peter.


“Saturday June 20th,” replied Josh. “It’s at St. Mary’s
Church in Launton, near Bicester, at 2pm.”


“And are you planning to make contact with your parents
beforehand?” asked Peter.


“Absolutely not,” said Josh with conviction. “That could
seriously contaminate the timeline. It’s risky enough me being here in 1992,
even several miles away in Oxford. Imagine the damage I could do if I actually
interacted with them? What if I went and spoke to my mum and she ended up
falling in love with me or something? I’ve seen that done in a time travel
movie before.”


Peter almost spat his beer out loud, laughing. “Seriously –
how old is your mother now – in her early twenties? And you’re what – 55? Do
you seriously think someone her age is going to be interested in someone like
you?”


“None taken!” said Josh, his rather large ego slightly
bruised. “But you’re probably right,” he admitted.


“Even so, I can see what you mean about making contact being
risky,” said Peter.


“Exactly. Any interaction, no matter how slight, has the
potential to change events. It’s just not worth taking the chance.”


“So what are you going to do for the next five or six
months?” asked Peter. “You can’t sit in every night watching soaps with Gran. I
thought you’d want to make more of your time in 1992.”


“I haven’t got any money remember? But I will have
eventually,” said Josh. “I showed you my notebooks.”


Peter nodded. After he had moved in, Josh had allowed him a
brief look at the books, detailing news events, sports results and more. Peter
was disappointed it hadn’t been a longer look. A chance to make bit of extra
cash from placing a few bets wouldn’t have gone amiss.


“How long before you’ve got any information you can actually
use?” he asked.


“Well, the January book was completely destroyed,” replied
Josh. “There are a couple of pages of February and a fair chunk of March left,
including all the results from the Cheltenham Festival. After that the
remainder are pretty much intact.”


“But Cheltenham’s over two months away,” said Peter. “What
are you going to do until then?”


“I was hoping you might be able to help me out a bit,” said
Josh. “I’ll see you alright in the long run: you don’t have to worry about
that.”


“That’s all very well, but as I’ve explained, I’m a
student,” replied Josh. “I’m massively in debt already and if anyone needs
helping out, it’s me. I think you’ve only got one option here. You’re going to
have to get a job.”


Josh looked at him, aghast. “A job? Doing what?”


“There are all sorts of short-term jobs you can do. Why
don’t you sign up with one of the temp agencies, like Manpower? That’s what I
did last summer. I had a great time – did everything from baking bread to
working on a removal van.”


“There is the small problem of my lack of National Insurance
number or any other identification, come to that,” said Josh. “I did bring a
fake passport for this time period with me, but…”


“…Let me guess. It burned in the fire?” interrupted Peter.


“Yes.”


“Well, you’re going to have to find some sort of
cash-in-hand work, then. It’s a shame you didn’t arrive a month ago. Loads of
places take on temporary staff over Christmas.”


“I didn’t get a lot of choice in that,” replied Josh.
“Because of the broken tachyometer, it was hard enough even navigating to this
particular year.”


Peter drained the last of his beer, and said, “Same again?”


“May as well,” said Josh. “With the way things are going on
the financial front, this could be my last night out for a while.”


“Maybe not,” said Peter, catching sight of a crudely written
notice on the wall.


Barman/barmaid wanted – three or four nights per week. See
Graham at the bar for more details.


“Hey, Josh, take a look at this,” said Peter. “Here’s
something you could do!”


“Bar work?” said Josh, looking at the notice. “Bit of a
comedown from university Professor, isn’t it?”


“Beggars can’t be choosers,” said Peter.


“I suppose it wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had to rough
it,” conceded Josh. “Not long ago, I had to do a stint working on a railway
line in a universe which hadn’t advanced beyond nineteenth-century technology.
That was back-breaking work, I can tell you.”


“There you go, then,” replied Peter. “Bar work should be a
doddle by comparison. Look, that’s Graham, the landlord at the bar right now.
Why don’t you go up and get the drinks and then you can ask him.”


“You’re not trying to get out of buying your round, are
you?” replied Josh. “I know what you students are like. I’m going to be one
myself in about thirty years from now.”


“Of course not,” replied Peter, handing him three pound
coins. “Here, get two pints, this should cover it.”


“Amazing,” replied Josh, who never stopped marvelling at how
cheap beer was in the past.


The landlord was a gruff, thickset man in his late-fifties,
wearing a white shirt that looked rather too small for him. The buttons looked
about to pop, and despite the pub not being particularly warm, there were sweat
patches below his arms.


“Two pints of Morrells Best, please,” said Josh.


“Right you are, squire,” said the landlord, beginning to
pour the beer.


The first couple of pints hadn’t been particularly impressive,
but Peter had warned him not to expect much. Josh had heard of Morrells
Brewery. Apparently it had been very big in the past but it had long since gone
defunct by his time.


If the quality of this beer was anything to go by, he wasn’t
surprised. It might not just be the beer, it might also be down to the
landlord; perhaps he didn’t clean his pipes.


He wondered what Kenneth and Benedict, the two real ale
enthusiasts he had met the other day, would have made of it. Not a lot, he
imagined, not that they were ever likely to come here. He would be surprised if
they ever ventured into backstreet boozers like this.


“I see you’re looking for bar staff,” began Josh,
tentatively, as Graham put the second pint on the bar.


“Why, yes, I am as a matter of fact,” replied Graham, in a
big, booming voice that reminded Josh of a darts commentator he had seen on TV
a few nights ago. “Why, do you know someone who’s looking for a job?”


“As a matter of fact I do,” replied Josh. “Me.”


Graham looked him up and down. “And what does a man your age
want with bar work?”


“Does it matter what age I am?” asked Josh.


“To be honest, it does,” replied Graham. “I was hoping for
someone a fair bit younger – with blonde hair and bigger tits. It helps to pull
in the punters, you see.”


Josh was about to protest at this outrageous comment before
remembering that he was living in less enlightened times and Graham hardly
seemed like the type of person who was going to appreciate a discussion on
political correctness. He left it there and returned to the table where Peter
was looking through a discarded copy of the Oxford Mail.


“Any good?” asked Peter.


“No. He wants someone with bigger tits apparently. I didn’t
stand a chance.”


“Yeah, that sounds like Graham. He’s a Page 3 sort of man.
You can tell from those packs of peanuts he’s got hanging up at the bar with
the scantily clad women underneath them. Anyway, forget that, I’ve found
something interesting here that you might want to take a look at.”


He handed Josh the paper, open at the article he had been
reading.


FAMILY JOY AS SECOND MISSING PERSON RETURNS SAFE AND SOUND.


“Not the most imaginative headline I’ve ever read,” replied
Josh.


“It’s the content that’s interesting,” said Peter. “Bearing
in mind what you told me about the time bubbles. Well, this is uncannily
similar, don’t you think?”


Josh read the rest of the article.


A local family were celebrating today after the safe return
of their son, student Jonty Barrington-Smythe, who reappeared safe and sound
this morning after being reported missing two weeks before Christmas.


When asked where he had been, Jonty, 21, the son of a
prominent London barrister, explained that he had been partying with members of
the Bullingdon Club, a sophisticated dining society for Oxford undergraduates
and that he must have lost track of time. When questioned as to how he could
have lost track of four weeks, Jonty added, “Well, we know how to party in the
Bullingdon Club!”


Barrington-Smythe is the second missing person in the past
week to reappear after Tracy Ellis, a local mother of two who went missing on
Christmas Eve, turned up unharmed on Monday.


“Do you see what I mean?” replied Peter. “This sounds a bit
like one of those time bubbles you were talking about – people going missing
for a few days and then reappearing.”


“You’re right, it does,” replied Josh. “Except there isn’t a
time bubble in Oxford other than the temporary ones that I’ve created while
travelling. The only two permanent ones I know about are the two I already
mentioned.”


“The one you originally found?” asked Peter.


“Yes, about fifteen miles north of here no one could have
come through that. In 1992 it is buried beneath a field where a subway tunnel
will eventually be built. The other is in a cave in Cornwall, which is also
inaccessible a lot of the time because of the tides. I can’t see how either of
these people could have fallen into them and the timings don’t fit anyway.”


“But you also said you couldn’t be completely sure if this
was even your original universe, despite looking the same,” argued Peter.
“Things could be different here. And what about all the trouble you had when
you arrived with your tachyometer. Could that have caused something to happen?”


Peter had a point. Josh had already seen first-hand the
consequences problems with the tachyometer could have for people, Amy being a
prime example.


“It’s certainly a possibility,” he conceded.


“Then perhaps we ought to look into it,” suggested Peter.


“Maybe we should,” agreed Josh. “It’ll be something to pass
the time, seeing as I don’t seem to have much prospect of employment due to my
lack of breasts.”


“That’s settled, then,” said Peter, who was seriously
getting into all of this. His initial doubts about Josh’s claims were fading
day by day. It certainly seemed that his prayers for a more interesting life
had been answered.


“Where do you suggest we start?” asked Josh, happy to let
Peter take the lead.


“What about this chap, Jonty?” asked Peter. “Perhaps we
should track him down and check out his story.”


“Sounds like a plan,” replied Josh, happy to have some sort
of purpose at last.


“We’ll start tomorrow,” he added.


 











Chapter Eleven


 


“Blimey, this lot can’t be short of a few bob,” remarked
Peter.


He and Josh were standing at the entrance to the gravel
driveway of an impressive Victorian house on Woodstock Road in Oxford. Set over
three floors, with imposing bay windows and small turrets on either side, it
reeked of wealth. The Bentley parked on the drive merely served to complete the
picture.


“What did you expect, with a name like Jonty Barrington-Smythe?”
replied Josh. “It’s hardly Fred Bloggs, is it?”


“I find it a bit intimidating,” said Peter, his enthusiasm
deserting him. “There’s something about the rich I find a bit disconcerting.
You know, the way they look down at us little people?”


“I think you’re making a bit of an assumption there,” said
Josh. “This lad can’t help that he was born into money. He might be a perfectly
nice young man.”


Josh said this more in hope than expectation. In his time
lecturing at the university he had taught many who had been born with silver
spoons in their mouths. Many of them had been perfectly decent and pleasant
young people. Unfortunately there were more than a few who were not, going
through life with a sense of entitlement, looking down at the plebs, chavs, or
whatever the latest fashionable term was for anyone they deemed to be lower on
the social scale than themselves.


He really hoped Jonty wasn’t going to turn out to be one of
the latter, especially after he had tried to defend him before he had even met
him.


“Come on, we’ve made the effort to come here, we may as well
get on with it now,” said Josh, striding confidently up to the front door, with
Peter trailing along reluctantly in his wake.


“Did you see what I did there?” said Josh. “Marching up to
the front door as if I own the place? That’s the way you have to be with these
people. That way they’ll respect you. Show them the slightest hint that you
might feel overawed by their money or social class and you’ve had it.”


“But there’s no one even looking!” said Peter.


“Start as you mean to go on,” replied Josh confidently as he
pressed the doorbell. A shrill tone rang out.


The house was so impressive that Peter half-expected some
sort of butler to come to the door but after a long wait it was Jonty who answered,
looking like he had just got out of bed. He had a shock of black hair atop a
narrow face with thin lips and a jutting-out chin that instantly made Peter
think of Jimmy Hill from Match of the Day. He was wearing a ruffled, expensive
white shirt that he looked like he had slept in. Either that or he didn’t
bother with ironing.


Before Josh or Peter could introduce themselves, Jonty
launched into a condescending tirade, delivered in an accent that had more than
one plum in the mouth.


“Oh Lordy, this really is too much. Didn’t they teach people
to read at whatever comprehensive school you went to? Look, there’s a sign
there on the door, it says quite clearly No Hawkers, No Circulars and nothing
bought at the door. I really am going to have to ask Daddy to install a proper
gate to keep you people at bay.”


Within about two seconds of him starting this rant, Josh
knew he was one of the latter type of wealthy student and he hadn’t finished
yet.


“I really have better things to do with my day than getting
up at the crack of dawn to deal with every Tom, Dick or Harry that comes round
here trying to sell us double glazing, or cheap and nasty dishcloths, or
whatever other tat they seem to labour under the illusion that people of our
calibre might be remotely interested in buying.”


He paused at this point, finally giving Josh a chance to
speak. Jonty had said more than enough in his little rant to make Josh utterly
despise him, but they had come here for a reason and he wasn’t about to back
out just because the guy was a grade A twat.


“Relax, Jonty, we aren’t here to sell you anything. We just
want to have a little chat.”


“Oh, journalists, are you? Sniffing round for a story after
that piece in the Oxford Mail, no doubt? Which rag are you from?”


He looked them up and down before concluding, “One of the
tabloids by the look of you. Well, if you want a story it will cost you.”


“Haven’t you got enough money already?” asked Peter. Jonty
was turning out to be everything he had feared he would be.


“You can never have too much,” replied Jonty, smirking. “And
if you poor people want to give me more, who am I to argue?”


“Look, we’re not journalists,” said Josh. “We’re just
genuinely interested in what happened to you when you disappeared and all we
want is five minutes of your time. We think there’s a mystery about how and why
you disappeared and we think we can get to the bottom of it. If what we think
may have happened has happened then I am sure you are curious about it, too,
and this story about being drunk you gave to the paper is just to cover up
something you can’t explain.”


Surprisingly, Jonty didn’t dismiss them, replying, “Very
well. You had better come in. But please take your shoes off, and don’t touch
anything. There are a lot of valuable antiques in here, you know.”


He opened the door wider and beckoned for them to come
inside. This was promising, concluded Josh. He must be curious about what had
happened to him.


“Come through to the drawing room,” he said, setting off
down a lengthy corridor as they removed his shoes.


“Charming fellow,” remarked Peter, just loud enough for Josh
to hear, but out of earshot of their host. Josh repressed an urge to giggle.
This bloke really was quite unbelievable.


The drawing room was spacious, with an impressive chandelier
hanging from the ceiling. The walls were decorated in a Georgian style, with
various Old Masters hanging from the walls. Barrington-Smythe senior had
clearly done rather well for himself.


As soon as all three of them were in the room, Jonty rounded
on them.


“Right, then, you chaps, what’s all this about? You’ve got
five minutes.”


He didn’t offer them a seat or a cup of tea. Clearly they
weren’t expected to be here for long.


“It’s quite simple, really,” began Josh, deciding to go with
his usual strategy of just coming out with it. “We’re in the business of time
travel and we’re investigating a possible anomaly in Oxford.”


“Keep talking,” said Jonty, clearly keen to hear more.


“This story in the paper about you disappearing for the best
part of a month and blaming it on going on a massive bender doesn’t quite ring
true,” said Peter, taking up the reins.


Josh was impressed by the younger man. After what he had
said earlier, he thought that Jonty might have intimidated him, but he was
rising to the challenge well.


“I don’t think you know where you were during those four
weeks,” added Peter. “In fact, I think you’re probably quite worried about it.”


“It’s true,” admitted Jonty, dropping his superior demeanour
for a moment now that he could see these people might be of use to him. “I
can’t explain it. But you think you can?”


“Possibly,” said Josh. He didn’t want to give too much away
and certainly wasn’t taking this arrogant toff into his confidence. He just
wanted to establish the facts and get out.


“Why don’t you tell us exactly where you were when all this
happened?” suggested Peter.


“I’ll do my best,” replied Jonty. “But I was a tad squiffy
so the old grey matter’s a bit hazy. You see, I’d been out for the evening with
the chaps from the Bullingdon Club. It was our end-of-term bash, so as you can
imagine the old champers was flowing rather freely.”


There hadn’t been any champagne at Peter’s Christmas bash.
His drunken bravado when kissing Amanda had come from cheap supermarket beer.
But he could imagine Jonty and his crowd of Hooray Henrys whooping it up
readily enough.


“Where was this end-of-term bash, exactly?” he asked.


“Oh, in the dining hall at Magdalen College.”


“And you stayed there all night?” asked Josh.


“Until the end of the evening, then we decided to go to the
park.”


“Which park?” asked Josh, suspecting he was going to know
the answer.


“Christ Church Meadow,” replied Jonty.


“I thought that was locked at night,” replied Peter.


“It is – but you can get access if you know the right
people,” replied Jonty. “George, that’s one of the chaps from the club, has got
a key for one of the side gates. Don’t ask me how he got it. George is always
up to something or other.”


“Why did you go down to the park at that time of night?”
asked Peter.


“Well, it was all a bit of a dare really – bit of high
jinks, you know the sort of thing that goes on in the Bullingdon Club.”


“I don’t actually,” replied Peter. “I’m a student at Oxford,
too, and I’ve never even heard of it.”


“You wouldn’t have done,” replied Jonty. “It’s very
exclusive. No offence, but it’s not really for you student grant types. You
have to have a particular sort of breeding to get in.”


“So about this dare,” said Josh, noting the annoyed look on
Peter’s face. “What was that all about?”


“Oh yes, well, I dared George to urinate in the font in the
college chapel and he did. Then he dared me to swim in the Cherwell naked. I
had to do it – it would have been against the whole code of the club if I
hadn’t.”


“Whereabouts in the river was this exactly?” asked Josh.


“Just up from the gate, on the corner opposite the school
field,” replied Jonty. “I stripped off, went to jump in and then things all
went a bit weird. The next thing I remember I’m in the river, swimming
butt-naked and bloody freezing and weirdly, it’s broad daylight and there’s no
sign of the chaps.”


“That must have been a shock,” said Josh.


“You’re telling me! At first I thought I must have bumped my
head when I jumped in and fallen unconscious. I was a bit browned off, I can
tell you, especially as it looked like George and the others had all buggered
off and left me to drown without raising the alarm.”


Everything Jonty was telling Josh fitted in with his
suspicion that there was some sort of time bubble operating down by the river,
but why?


“None of my clothes were there,” continued Jonty. “I had to
run butt-naked back to the gate. Luckily George has got rooms just up there so
I managed to scamper in before I froze to death. You wouldn’t believe the look
on his face when he saw me.”


“I can well imagine,” said Josh, who was used to this sort
of thing.


“It was only when he started asking questions about where I
had been that I realised four weeks had gone missing. He had been home for
Christmas and come back while I was gone.”


As Jonty finished this sentence, the doorbell rang.


“Excuse me a moment, will you,” he said, resuming his
arrogant persona. “Probably more bloody tin-rattlers. They see a big house and
think we’ll donate to whatever bleeding heart liberal cause is flavour of the
month. Amnesty International, Red Cross, we get them all round here.”


He disappeared back to the front door, giving Peter and Josh
an opportunity to talk.


“Wow,” said Peter. “I think he is possibly the most
unpleasant person I have ever met. And you wanted me to give him the benefit of
doubt!”


“You know what this means, though, don’t you?” said Josh.
“The place he described where he went in the river sounds like the exact spot
where I lost the tachyometer.”


“So you’re responsible for all this?”


“It looks like it,” said Josh with a heavy heart. It seemed
this was yet another mess of his own making he was going to have to try and fix
– if he even could.


The drawing room door reopened, and Jonty entered the room,
followed by a young policewoman whom neither Josh nor Peter had seen before,
but who they were quickly to discover had similar interests to their own.


“This is WPC Osakwe,” said Jonty. “We’ve just been having a
chat at the door and she’s been asking me some of the same questions as you
two. That’s rather interesting, don’t you think?”


“And who are you two, exactly?” asked Rebecca, addressing
Josh and Peter directly.


“Oh, just private investigators,” said Josh breezily. “We’re
not anyone for you to concern yourself with.”


He had no desire to get anyone else involved and especially
not the police. If Hannah, Peter’s future wife and the head of the local
police, had been here, that would have been different, but she was far in the
future.


“Yes, we were just going,” said Peter.


“And you are?” asked Rebecca, looking at him.


Peter caught her gaze and found him drawn to her eyes: they
were bright, green and clear. She was very pretty and he felt instantly
attracted to her. Without thinking, he blurted out his name: “Peter Grant,
officer.”


“Come on,” said Josh, annoyed at Peter blowing their
anonymity. “We need to get going.”


“I’ll show you out,” said Jonty.


“There’s no need,” replied Josh.


“But I insist,” said Jonty. “Just to make sure you don’t
nick anything on the way out.”


“We’re hardly likely to with the police here, are we?”
protested Josh. He resented the implication that because they were mere
commoners they must also be dishonest.


“Peter Grant, I may want to speak to you again,” said
Rebecca, as Jonty shooed them out of the drawing room. “I’m keen to establish
what you know about all this.”


“OK,” said Peter, to an annoyed look from Josh.


“Thank-you for calling round,” said Jonty at the door.
“Don’t come again.”


“It’s been an absolute pleasure,” said Josh sarcastically.
Then a distant memory struck him, and he couldn’t resist asking one last
question.


“Just one final thing before we go,” he said to Jonty.
“About this Bullingdon Club of yours – is it true that when you join you have
to stick your cock in a dead pig’s mouth?”


“Who told you that?” demanded Jonty, spluttering and turning
red with rage. “Any member giving away Club secrets like that should be
blackballed on the spot.”


“So it is true, then,” said Josh. “I always knew it was.”


“Get off my property!” shouted Jonty.


“Well technically, it’s not really your property, is it?”
said Josh. “It’s all your dad’s. I bet you haven’t done an honest day’s work in
your life.”


“Go away,” screamed Jonty doing a very passable impression
of a four-year-old throwing a tantrum as he slammed the door in their faces.


“I think you touched a nerve there,” said Peter as they
walked back down the path.


“Job well done,” said Josh. “People accuse me of being
arrogant, but people like him really need taking down a peg or two. Anyway, we
got what we came here for. Let’s go and grab a coffee and mull it all over.”


Peter agreed, still thinking about the pretty policewoman
and how he hoped she would be true to her word and he would see her again.


Reaching the red-brick walls at the border of the property,
they turned left and headed back down Woodstock Road into town. 












Chapter Twelve


 


Rebecca had followed a similar line of questioning with
Jonty to the others, minus the time travel references.


He had shown her rather more respect than he had to Josh and
Peter. Wary of the law after a few previous brushes, he was keen not to say
anything that might bring an unwanted spotlight his way. Daddy had pulled a
fair few strings in the past to get him out of hot water and had made it clear
in no uncertain terms that he was running out of favours.


Jonty’s hospitality even stretched to making her a cup of
coffee, which was more than the others had got. Now they were seated in the
drawing room and Rebecca was quizzing him on the events of the night he had
disappeared.


“So let me get this clear again. You decided to go
skinny-dipping in the Cherwell in the middle of the night, you bumped your
head, and you woke up in the morning on the riverbank.”


“Yes, it’s quite straightforward really. I can’t see what
all the fuss is about.” He was keen to get rid of the policewoman as soon as
possible but his attempts to brush off what had happened weren’t working.


“But that doesn’t explain where you were for four weeks.
Your parents reported you missing.”


“Oh, Mummy probably got her wires crossed. I told her I was
spending Christmas with the Johnsons.”


“And where are your parents now?”


“They left first thing this morning. Now they know I’m
alright, they’ve headed off to Bermuda. Mummy does so hate the English winter
and now Daddy’s retired they go over there every year for a few months. We’ve
got property over there, you know. It’s been in the family since colonial
times.”


“Really?” replied Rebecca. “I expect they had slaves as
well, did they?”


She didn’t like this Jonty at all, despite him putting on
the charm for her. She hated the way people like him used their privileged
circumstances to their advantage, and in his case she had first-hand evidence.


A few months ago he had been hauled into the station one
night on a drugs charge when she was on duty on the front desk. He had been caught
red-handed with a substantial amount of cocaine on him. Yet just a few hours
later, he was inexplicably released without charge, her boss explaining that it
had all been a misunderstanding. This infuriated Rebecca because the order had
come through directly from the police commissioner himself. Jonty’s family
clearly had friends in high places.


Realising that he had made somewhat of a faux pas in
mentioning colonial times in front of Rebecca, he tried to change the subject.


“Anyway, they aren’t here. Now, I really don’t think there’s
much more I can tell you, so if that’s all?”


Her comments about slavery had made him feel distinctly
uncomfortable and he was now even keener to see the back of her.


“Not really,” she said. “You still haven’t explained how you
came to be in Christ Church Meadow at that time of night.”


“Oh that’s quite simple,” he replied, and began explaining
about the key and how certain undergraduates had access to the park after hours
if they knew the right people. Rebecca didn’t believe a word of it, but before
he had finished, they were interrupted by her radio which crackled into life as
a female voice began reading out an urgent message.


“All units, we have a reported armed robbery in progress at
the Midland Bank in Summertown. All units please respond immediately.”


That wasn’t far from where Rebecca was. She was going to
have to leave this for now.


“Got to go – emergency,” she said to Jonty, to his visible
relief. “But I’m not done with this.”


With that, she left the house and began sprinting up the
road towards the bank. As she did so, she heard the wail of police sirens
approaching behind her and hoped she wouldn’t be spotted. She wasn’t where she
was supposed to be, as her visit to Jonty was another bit of extra-curricular
activity that Adam didn’t know about.


As she ran, she tried to piece it all together in her head.
Three people had gone missing – and all three had reappeared – on the 2nd, 6th
and 10th of January. There was a pattern there of four days between each
reappearance. Could she expect another on the 13th?


Meanwhile, Peter and Josh were reaching the exact same
conclusion over coffee in a café in the Covered Market.


“There’s definitely some sort of time bubble operating
here,” said Josh. “But I don’t think it’s working in the same way the others
were.”


“What’s different about this one?” asked Peter.


“With the others, people would enter, reappear at some point
in the future and then the next person would go in. This one seems to be
picking people up in the past and bringing them forward to the present day,
which suggests that this bubble can hold more people at a time, or there are
multiple bubbles in the same place.”


“Can we do anything to fix it?”


“I’m not sure we can, not at the moment. If I had a fully
operational tachyometer I could probably deactivate it. Without that there’s
not much I can do until I get back to the future, but which time anything
that’s going to happen will have happened.”


“What do you think is going to happen?” asked Peter.


“That’s what we need to try and work out,” replied Josh.
“First we have to figure out if there is a pattern.”


“You mean like the first bubble you found doubling each time
someone went in it?”


“Exactly,” replied Josh. “There’s nearly always some sort of
mathematical progression. We just need to work out what it is.”


“Any ideas?” said Peter.


“That’s out next job,” said Josh. “We need to analyse what
we know and then try and predict what will happen next.”


“So let’s go over what we do know,” replied Peter. “You
turned up on New Year’s Day. We know that.”


“Yes, I did. And then there was the old man who fell in the
river. According to the paper, he turned up the following day.”


“That would have been January 2nd. And he disappeared on New
Year’s Eve so was in the bubble for two days.”


“You’re getting the hang of this,” replied Josh. “So what
about the others?”


“Tracy Ellis, disappeared on Christmas Eve, reappeared on
January 6th. And the lovely Jonty who we’ve just had the displeasure of
meeting. He disappeared on December 13th and reappeared on January 10th.”


Peter did some mental calculations in his head but was
stumped. “I can’t see any obvious pattern there.”


“I can,” said Josh. “There has been a gap of four days
between each person.”


“Apart from you,” Peter reminded him. “There was only one
day between you and the old man.”


“Yes, well, we can probably discount that as it was before
the tachyometer went haywire and set off the new bubble. Since then it’s been
four days each time.”


“Why four?” asked Peter. “Why not two or ten?”


“I’ve no idea,” said Josh. “The tachyometer was screwed,
remember? But it does look as if four days is the gap. Whether that’s fixed or
not, your guess is as good as mine.”


“I thought you knew what you were doing with all this time
travel stuff,” replied Peter. “It sounds to me like you’re figuring it out as
you’re going along.”


“That’s often the way,” replied Josh. “Time travel’s a
complicated business and no one’s done it before. It’s not like I can just pick
up the equivalent of a Bradshaw’s Railway Guide to help me along.”


“True,” replied Peter. “So if it is a four-day gap, then the
next person ought to appear on the 14th.”


“That’s three days from now. And I think we ought to be
there to meet them,” said Josh.


“Is there anything we can do to try and figure out who they
might be in advance?” asked Peter.


“Not easily,” replied Josh. “The police have a missing
person’s database but I can’t see any way that we can get access to it.”


“Hey, maybe we should ask that WPC,” said Peter.


“I don’t think getting the police involved is a good idea,”
replied Josh.


“Oh that’s a shame because I thought she was really nice,”
said Peter dreamily.


He had been very taken with the pretty young officer and
this hadn’t gone unnoticed.


“What is it with you and policewomen!” exclaimed Josh. “Is
it some sort of fetish?”


“Huh?” answered Peter, a little confused. “What do you
mean?”


“Never mind,” replied Josh, not wanting to go into that. He
had told Peter nothing about his future marriage to Hannah Benson, the local DI
whom he wouldn’t even meet for another twenty-six years. Thankfully Peter
didn’t push it.


“Is there any pattern to the dates on which the people
originally disappeared?” he asked.


“Not that I can see,” said Josh. “There was an eleven-day
gap between Jonty and Tracy vanishing but only seven days between Tracy and Mr
Chambers. It is possible the gaps increase going backwards through time, but
there could be all sorts of other variables at play, too – not just
mathematical, but physical, too.”


“Such as?”


“Well, to fall into the time bubble you’ve got to approach
it from exactly the right direction and it is right next to the riverbank away
from the path. It’s not like the original tunnel which people were walking
through all the time. There could be long periods when no one falls into this
one.”


“There’s no way of knowing, then?”


“No really. All we know is that each person who comes out
has been in there longer than the one before. Mr Chambers was in there for two
days. Tracy Ellis was in there for thirteen days, and Jonty for twenty-eight
days. It would be reasonable to expect those gaps to keep increasing.”


“What was that about only one person being in a bubble at a
time?”


“That’s always how it’s worked in the past,” replied Josh.
“But I think we have multiple bubbles this time. The tachyometer disappeared
after I dropped it by the river but it was very much active. Perhaps it went on
a spree back through time, creating bubbles as it went, then spitting each
person that fell into them out here at four-day intervals.”


“That seems like a reasonable theory,” said Peter.


“It’s about all we’ve got for now,” said Josh. “We may as
well run with it until we find out more.”


“Assuming we have got this right, how far back in time could
this thing go?”


“That’s what concerns me,” replied Josh. “In theory there’s
no limit.”


“So people from years ago could reappear?” asked Peter.


“Very probably,” said Josh. “I can’t even begin to think
about how we’re going to deal with that scenario.”


Peter thought for a moment. “How many of these time bubbles
could there possibly be?” he asked.


“I’ve wondered that myself,” admitted Josh.


“I was just thinking about all the thousands of people who
go missing every year,” replied Peter. “You see them on posters on lamp-posts
everywhere. I often thought many must have been murdered or committed suicide
but their bodies were never found. Now I’m not so sure. Maybe they all fell
into time bubbles.”


“I suppose it’s possible,” admitted Josh.


“And don’t you even feel a little guilty about that?” asked
Peter. “After all, you created them.”


“I may have created this one, but not all of them. I still
don’t know where that first one in the tunnel came from that started all this
in the first place. And yes, I do feel more than a little guilty. Do you think
I’d have started this whole thing if I’d know how much trouble it would cause?
That’s why I need to get back to my time so I can sort it all out.”


“What about all the famous people who have disappeared over
the years?” continued Peter. “Like Lord Lucan, Amelia Earhart and C.S. Lewis.
No one ever came up with any satisfactory explanation for what happened to
them.”


“Wait, what?” asked Josh, picking up on one of the names,
“Do you mean C.S. Lewis as in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe? When did he
disappear?”


“You must know about C.S. Lewis,” insisted Peter. “There
have been all sorts of theories about what happened to him.”


“It’s the first I’ve heard about it,” replied Josh, “and I’m
a big fan of his. I read all seven Narnia books when I was at school.”


“All five Narnia books,” corrected Peter. “And I’m a big
fan, too.”


“Look, I know my Prince Caspian from my Magician’s Nephew,”
insisted Josh. “There are seven Narnia books. And I’ve never heard anything
about C.S. Lewis disappearing until now.”


“Well, maybe he didn’t in your universe, then,” suggested
Peter. “You said you might be from a slightly different one, with subtle
changes. And what’s The Magician’s Nephew anyway?”


“That’s his sixth Narnia book. Now listen, this could be
important. What happened to C.S. Lewis?”


“No one knows,” said Peter. “Except that one day in 1952 he
simply disappeared and was never seen again.”


“I can tell you for certain that didn’t happen in my
universe,” replied Josh. “And what’s more, he lived in Oxford. You know what
I’m thinking?”


“He’s in one these bubbles?” said Peter.


“Exactly,” replied Josh.


“But that was nearly forty years ago,” said Peter. “How long
will it be until he comes out? And what are we going to do with him when he
does?”


Josh just looked back at him feeling slightly deflated. For someone
who usually had all the answers, he was suddenly feeling rather lost for words.


 











Chapter Thirteen


 


“Haven’t you gone home yet?” enquired Adam French as he
passed by Rebecca’s workstation, wrapped up in his thick, black coat indicating
he was on the way out. It was late on Monday evening, a good couple of hours
after she should have gone home, but she was still at her desk rummaging
through piles of old papers.


“No, just catching up on some paperwork,” she replied, which
seemed to satisfy him.


“That’s what I like to see,” he said. “Devotion above and
beyond the call of duty. Keep this up and you’ll have my job in a few years.”
And with that, he headed for the door.


“Creep,” said Dan Bradley, from across the room, as soon as
Adam was out of earshot.


“Whatever,” replied Rebecca, noting with amusement that Dan,
who was also working late, hadn’t received any praise. Perhaps that was just as
well because he didn’t actually seem to be doing anything. She knew that in
five minutes, once Adam was safely gone, Dan would be off like a shot.


He had this big thing about always being in the office
before Adam in the morning, and always leaving after him. He obviously thought
that was the best way to look dedicated and get promoted, but Rebecca just
thought it made him look a bit sad. It was all very well staying behind when it
was necessary but it was clear from the way Dan hung around that he couldn’t
have much of a life outside work.


Although Rebecca was keen to climb the ranks, she had no
desire to do it by kissing the boss’s backside. Her reason for working late
wasn’t a bona fide one in any case. She had been going through old files trying
to find more unexplained missing person cases in Oxford.


It had taken her a long time to find what she was looking
for. The police mainframe computer was unwieldy, old-fashioned and painfully
slow and she had pretty much given up trying to get any useful information from
it. It was patchy at best and she knew many of her colleagues didn’t bother
inputting information into it, even though they had received training. They
preferred to stick to the old handwritten forms.


This would all change in the future, she surmised. Computers
were the way things were going and there were plans afoot to link up all of the
various different police computers into one national database. She was a firm
supporter of this, believing that the ability to embrace this modern technology
would be of far greater help to her in her career than Dan’s old-fashioned
brown nosing techniques.


For now she was reduced to trawling through years of old
paper files, many of which she had brought up from the archives in the basement
the previous evening after everyone had gone home. She hadn’t enjoyed going
down there at all. It was dark, gloomy, and at one point she was sure she had
seen a rat dart out from behind one of the filing cabinets.


Going through hundreds and hundreds of missing person cases
going back over twenty years had taken time. Many had turned out to be wild
goose chases when the person had turned up either alive and well or, in less
happy circumstances, dead.


But there were others that had piqued her interest,
certainly enough to make her want to head back down to the river bank the
following morning. If her four-day theory was correct, then the next day was
the day when another missing person just might reappear.


The next morning was crisp and clear and, as luck would have
it, was her day off. Out of uniform, she wouldn’t attract any attention and
could pose as just another inconspicuous tourist in the park.


As she breakfasted on Special K, with skimmed milk and just
a small sprinkling of sugar, she thought about her plans for the day ahead.


In the three cases she had dealt with so far, each of the
missing people seemed to have reappeared mid- to late morning. Her plan was to
get down to the park early, stake the place out and watch for anything unusual.


If anyone did mysteriously reappear she wanted to be the one
to find them and not as part of official police business. They weren’t
interested anyway, so as far as she was concerned this was now a personal
project. If Adam wasn’t interested then she’d pursue it herself and what she
did on her day off was her own business.


Unlike the police, the press had been all over it, but they
hadn’t come up with anything concrete and the general consensus seemed to be
that it was just another blown-up tabloid story.


The public had long been used to seeing outrageous headlines
on the front cover of papers like The Sunday Sport, from World War II planes
being found on the moon to London buses turning up at the South Pole. A story
about a few missing people turning up in mysterious circumstances was hardly
going to bat an eyelid. They weren’t even celebrities.


Rebecca rented a small one-bedroomed flat on Trinity Street,
not far from work and also not far from Christ Church Meadow. She had no idea
how long this stake-out was going to last, and with the weather so cold, she
made sure she wrapped up well, with thick leggings, a scarf and her big, blue
winter coat.


It was just after 10am when she got to the park, which she
felt would be early enough. It was relatively quiet again, despite the
sunshine. Most people were at work or school and the cold was keeping a lot of
others from venturing out.


But she wasn’t along in the park. As she approached the area
where the body of old Mr Chambers has been found, she spotted two very
familiar-looking figures loitering suspiciously beside a nearby tree.
Fortunately they were deep in conversation and didn’t notice her.


“Those two again,” she murmured to herself as she paused,
and found a tree to shelter behind before she was spotted. It was the two men
she had seen at Jonty’s house a few days earlier. Now what on earth were they
doing here?


This couldn’t be just a coincidence. This reinforced her
suspicion that there was something very strange going on here. She was now more
determined than ever to get to the bottom of it.


She strained her ears to try and hear what they were saying
but they were too far away and she dared not get closer even in her relatively
incognito outfit. It would be best for now if she stayed put and just watched.


Unaware of her presence, further down the riverbank, Josh
and Peter were again speculating on the nature of what they were facing.


“So if today is the day the next person is coming through,
from how far back in time do we think they are coming?” Peter asked.


“We can only really make an educated guess at that,” replied
Josh. “My gut feel is that it will be at least as far as before, possible twice
as much, possibly much more. It could even be C.S. Lewis himself, though that
would be a huge jump in time compared to the last one. Until whoever it is
turns up, we just don’t know.”


“That’s if anyone does show up,” reminded Peter. “We don’t
know for certain people are coming through every four days.”


“Personally, I would be quite glad if they didn’t,” said
Josh. “Not today, not ever. I’m hoping the tachyometer bounced back through
time three times, zapped those three people into the future, and then expired.
I’ve got enough to worry about as it is, without all this on top.”


“That doesn’t explain C.S. Lewis going missing, though, does
it?”


“I guess not, unless that’s a difference between the
universes caused by some other event,” replied Josh.


“Assuming more people do come through, what exactly are we
going to do about it? Can you take them back to where they should be once you
get back to the future?”


“In theory, I could take them home, but remember what I
explained about the multiverse? Each time I go back I open up a new universe.
As far as your universe goes, C.S. Lewis will always have gone missing in 1952.
That’s now an established fact. If I do take him back it will be to a direct
copy of this universe where he can finish writing his last two Narnia books.”


“I see – sort of. It looks like I’m not going to get to read
those last two books anytime soon, then,” replied Peter. “So are you actually
going to take these people back if you get back to your own time?”


“I’m not sure yet. Let’s see what happens first. We’re
speculating about things we don’t know yet.”


“So why haven’t you come back already?” asked Peter. “Why
aren’t you here now to tell us exactly what’s going on? Maybe you never make it
back.”


Josh didn’t even want to think about that possibility. It
was all very well spending a few months in the twentieth century, but he had no
desire to stay there forever.


The two of them had been so wrapped up in their conversation
that they hadn’t been concentrating on what they had come down here to do. They
had taken their eyes off the riverbank and just as Josh was about to reply they
were interrupted by a female voice, but it didn’t come from Rebecca, still
watching from afar.


Even so it was a voice that Peter recognised immediately.


“Peter? What’s going on? And why is it so cold?”


“Christina?” replied Peter, turning to look at his
ex-girlfriend, who was walking up from the edge of the river towards them. What
was she doing here?


His eyes were immediately drawn to her appearance which was
all wrong for a crisp, cold January day.


Her straight, short-cut strawberry blonde hair framed a
slim, tanned and freckled face. Her chest was slightly sunburnt, as it often
was. She always complained that she burned easily during the summer even if she
smothered on the high-factor suncream.


He skin was red right down to the top of the skimpy, pale
blue summer dress she was wearing. She was dressed for the wrong season and it
wasn’t difficult to figure out why.


“You know her?” asked Josh.


“She’s my ex-girlfriend,” replied Peter. “Look at how she’s
dressed.”


Christina approached them, shivering profusely.


“I’m freezing!” she exclaimed. “How can it be so cold all of
a sudden?”


“That’s a very good question,” came another female voice
from behind them.


The two men turned to see Rebecca, who had witnessed
everything, including Christina’s appearance out of thin air that Josh and
Peter had missed.


“You’re that policewoman we met at Jonty’s house,” exclaimed
Josh as he recognised her. “Have you been following us?”


“Yes, I am and you should be thankful it’s my day off
today,” replied Rebecca. “Because if I was in uniform, you two would be under
arrest.”


“For what exactly?” asked Josh.


That was a good question, thought Rebecca. They hadn’t
actually done anything that was recognisable as a crime. She knew they must
know something about these disappearances, but how much exactly?


Rebecca had already deduced that the improbable possibility
of time travel must somehow be involved. But how could she explain that to the
likes of Adam and Dan Bradley down at the station? The simple answer was, she
couldn’t.


“That’s a fair point,” she replied after a pause. “What
about abduction?”


“Abduction?” asked Christina, hardly able to speak the word
due to her teeth chattering. She was still completely bemused about what was
going on.


“Here, take my coat,” said Rebecca, removing the thick,
woolly garment she had donned before she came out. At least she still had a
couple of layers beneath to protect her from the elements.


What was she to do next? She hadn’t really had any intention
of arresting anyone, she was just trying to assert a bit of authority. Perhaps
that wasn’t the best policy.


She wasn’t the only one flummoxed by the situation and there
was a brief pause as the four of them looked at each other, all unsure about
what should happen next.


Peter felt particularly uncomfortable as he caught Rebecca’s
eye, feeling a surge of attraction again, despite the strange situation. Was
that appropriate, with his ex-girlfriend also present?


As for that ex-girlfriend, she was the one who knew the
least about what was going and was almost in a state of shock, confused and
disorientated.


“Peter?” she asked. “I don’t understand what’s happening
here. Who are these people?”


He wasn’t sure what to say and looked towards Josh for
guidance.


Josh realised that he needed to take charge. Suddenly there
were four people involved in all of this rather than two, which wasn’t ideal,
but there was nothing he could do about that now.


“Let’s all go and get somewhere in the warm, have a drink
and I’ll explain everything,” he said.


“But I’ve got a train to catch…” began Christina. She was
beginning to get her breath back now she was feeling the benefit of Rebecca’s
coat.


“I’m pretty sure you’ve already missed that,” said Josh. “By
several months, judging by your attire.”


“What?” she said.


“Let’s just do as he says,” replied Rebecca, hoping that
they weren’t about to be spirited off through time, as she could quite clearly
see Christina had been. It was worth the risk – whatever was going on here, her
gut feel told her that these two men didn’t mean them any harm – in fact the
younger one was quite cute. Plus the older man had offered to give them all an
explanation and there was no way she was missing out on that.


“But…” began Christina, leaving the word hanging in the air,
unsure what to say next.


Peter stepped in. He was the only one there whom she knew
and it was up to him to reassure her.


“It’ll be OK, Christina,” he said. “Trust me.”


Reluctantly, she complied, still confused about exactly what
had happened but as keen on an explanation as Rebecca was. The mysterious
change of season from midsummer to midwinter was more than enough for her to
want to find out more.


As the four of them began to walk up towards the gates
leading out of the park, it was starting to cloud over, and as they passed the
botanical gardens, it started to snow, just light, powdery stuff, but something
that Christina knew to be a virtual impossibility in Oxford in July.


An hour later the four of them were seated at a large,
rectangular table next to the window in the Queen’s Lane coffee house in
Oxford, the boys on one side, the girls on the other. They were well onto their
second coffee by now and the explanations were in full flow.


Josh was reminded of another occasion, many years in his own
past, back in 2018. It hadn’t been long after the first time bubble had been
discovered and an impromptu team of people who had been affected by it in one
way or another had met up in a diner in his home town to discuss what to do
about it.


He had been seventeen then, and Peter had been forty-eight.
His teacher had seemed so confident then and Josh had been grateful when he had
taken the lead. Now their roles had been reversed.


There were plenty of other parallels from that meeting long
ago. Just as then, a local policewoman had been involved, and they had also
been dealing with the case of a missing girl, Josh’s school friend, Kaylee, who
had disappeared for forty-eight hours. It was clear that Christina had been
gone for considerably longer than that.


Josh had begun by telling an edited version of his
backstory, before going on to explain what they had figured out about the time
bubbles in the park. He took particular care to play down the level of his
involvement with the whole thing. He didn’t want any more fingers apportioning
blame being pointed in his direction.


Instead, he presented what was happening as more of a
natural phenomenon, bearing in mind what Rebecca had said earlier about
abduction and whatever consequences Christina’s disappearance may have had for
her life. Peter knew he wasn’t telling the whole truth, but didn’t say
anything.


Of the two women, Christina had been the more disbelieving.
This was understandable as it was all new to her, whereas Rebecca had already
had plenty of time to figure out a lot of this for herself.


Safely warmed up now with coffee and cake inside her,
Christina had regained her composure and was keen to clarify exactly what had
happened to her.


“So what you’re trying to tell me,” began Christina, “is
that I’ve been locked up in this time bubble thing for months and that’s why
it’s winter now.”


“That’s about the sum of it,” said Josh.


“But what about my course?” she replied. “I was due back at
the end of September. I’ve missed a whole term. They’ve probably kicked me off
it altogether by now.”


“They did ask me if I knew where you were,” said Peter. “I
said I didn’t know – because I didn’t. I just assumed you’d decided teaching
wasn’t for you and quit. We’ve lost quite a few since this course started.”


“What I’m more fascinated by is why no one has ever reported
you missing,” said Rebecca. “After the first couple of people reappeared, I
spent some time looking into the past records of missing persons in Oxford. I
identified a few that could potentially be victims of this thing, but your name
was not among them.”


“Probably because no one knew I was missing,” replied
Christina, glumly. “I was supposed to be catching a ferry to France tonight. By
that I mean tonight as in six months ago before I fell into this time bubble
thing. I had a student railcard and was planning to spend the summer travelling
around Europe.”


“But surely someone must have questioned why you didn’t come
back?” suggested Rebecca. “What about your parents?”


“They’re divorced. I’ve hardly seen my dad for years and I
don’t see my mum often these days. She’s remarried and I can’t stand her new
husband. Goodness knows what she sees in him, but she clearly thinks the sun
shines out of his arse because she’s more interested in him than she is in me.
It’s not that unusual for us to go weeks at a time without any contact. She
knew I’d gone off to Europe and probably just assumed I’d come back to Oxford
at the end of the summer.”


“Surely she would have expected to see you at Christmas?”
asked Rebecca.


“I doubt it,” said Christina. “I didn’t even get a birthday
card this year, that’s how much she’s bothered about me.”


Listening to all this, Josh reflected once again how
different the pre-internet era was. Someone going travelling and falling out of
touch by not responding to emails and messages would be missed very quickly in
his era, especially if they hadn’t been plastering what they had been doing all
over Facebook and Instagram.


“So what are you going to do now?” asked Rebecca. “You’ve
not been reported missing so no one’s looking for you.”


“Well, I can’t go back to my digs,” replied Christina. “I
gave notice on them before I was supposed to go travelling. I wasn’t about to
pay rent for three months on a place I wouldn’t be living in. I’m officially
homeless. And I’ve no idea what’s happened to all of my stuff.”


“I know you said you don’t see her much but couldn’t you go
back to your mum for a bit?” asked Rebecca.


“Not a chance!” replied Christina. “My old room’s been taken
over by her new kid and Philip, that’s her husband, has made it quite clear I’m
not part of the picture. Besides, they live up north and I need to try and get
back onto my course here, if they’ll still have me.”


“You should ring her and let you know you’re OK,” said
Rebecca.


“I will.”


“You do realise,” interrupted Josh, “that you can’t tell
anyone about where you’ve been, don’t you?”


“Why not?” replied Christina.


“Well, it’s most likely no one will believe you, but if they
do, it could bring a lot of unwarranted attention in our direction. I’m keen to
keep all this under wraps. It’s vital for the future of the timeline.”


“Why should I be bothered about the timeline?” said
Christina. “As far as I’m concerned, it hasn’t happened yet and I’m more
concerned with getting my life back together than worrying about your future.
You spring it on me that I’ve been thrown six months forward in time, I’ve
nowhere to live and I’ve probably been chucked off my course. You should be
worrying about my future, not the other way around.”


“Could she stay with us?” suggested Josh.


“There’s no chance of that,” replied Peter. “Gran knows I
used to go out with Christina. She’d start going on about hanky-panky under her
roof again.”


“No offence, Peter,” said Christina. “But I’ve absolutely no
intention of going there again.”


“You know, when people start sentences with the phrase ‘no
offence’ I usually find that’s exactly what they’re about to give,” retorted a
slightly miffed Peter.


“Look, you two,” said Rebecca, taking charge. “Whatever’s
gone on between you two in the past you need to put it aside. Christina, you
can come and stay with me until you get yourself sorted.”


“That sounds like an excellent idea,” said Peter.
“Everything’s sorted, then.”


“For now,” said Josh. “But what happens in four days’ time
when the next person comes out? And don’t forget about C.S. Lewis.”


“What about C.S. Lewis?” asked Rebecca.


Josh and Peter explained about their differing memories of
the author. Rebecca listened, fascinated.


“I didn’t look back that far in time when I was looking
through the records,” she said. “But I have other, more recent possible
candidates, one in particular I think that could be a victim of this thing. And
I have absolutely no idea how we’re going to deal with them when they do.”


“One thing’s for sure,” said Josh. “We all need to work
together as a team on this. For one reason or another, we’re all involved now.”


“I agree,” replied Rebecca.


“You’re not going to arrest us, then?” asked Peter.


“No,” she replied. “I never was and how could I anyway? The
law doesn’t exactly cover this sort of thing and I’ve already got into this way
more deeply than I should have done. If my boss finds out what I’ve been doing
this last week or so, I’ll be in hot water. It looks like we’re on our own.”


She didn’t want to arrest Peter, anyway. Whilst Josh might
be brash and bold, she found Peter’s honesty and slight vulnerability
appealing. She had felt quite sorry for him when Christina had put him down.
Working together with him as part of this team would give her the opportunity
to get to know him better.


“What’s the plan, then?” asked Peter. “We’ve got four days
to figure something out.”


“I suggest that I start by taking this young lady home and
get her into some warmer clothes,” said Rebecca.


Turning to Christina, she added, “You’ve about my size, so
I’m sure we can organise something. Then how about we all meet up for a drink
tomorrow night and make some proper plans?”


Christina nodded her agreement.


“I guess so. Thank-you. Though I can’t pretend it was what I
was expecting to be doing tonight. There I was, all excited about spending the
summer bumming around Europe and now here I am stuck in the depths of an
English midwinter.”


“I’ll look after you until you get back on your feet,”
promised Rebecca.


“Sounds good to me,” said Josh, impressed by how Rebecca had
taken charge of the situation. It was nice to share the burden of
responsibility with someone else for a change.


For someone who usually had all the answers, Josh felt like
he had very little control over the current situation. But what he did now have
were friends. For the first time in a very long time, Josh no longer felt
alone. 


 


 











Chapter Fourteen


 


The newly assembled time bubble team had arranged to meet at
one of Peter’s favourite haunts on Gloucester Street.


Formerly known as The Red Lion, the spacious, circular
building had been known as The Oxford Bakery and Brewhouse since the mid-1980s.
As the name suggested it had, until recently, baked its own bread and brewed
its own beer on the premises. It was a hit with students, real ale enthusiasts,
and tourists alike.


Peter and Josh were the first to arrive, on what at first
glance appeared a relatively quiet evening for the pub. Even so, as he looked
around, Josh could see that there were at least fifty customers scattered
around a venue that could clearly hold many more than that. The interior was
set over three levels, with stone steps to the right of the front door leading
down to a cellar area which ran underneath a mezzanine area above.


The various ways of accessing these levels made it a
positive rabbit warren of a place and Peter loved it. There were many little
bolt-holes, particularly on the lower level, which made it ideal for them to
find a quiet spot to talk.


Their footsteps were loud on the solid wooden floor,
something Peter always noticed in this pub. There weren’t many people at the
bar, but as they approached, Josh could see two bearded, familiar figures in
discussion with the barman.


“That’s most disappointing, don’t you agree, Kenneth?” said
Benedict. “It says quite specifically here in my Good Beer Guide that you brew
your own beer here on the premises.”


“I’m afraid we stopped doing that a couple of years ago,”
replied the barman, a skinny young man in his early twenties with spiky, dyed
white hair that made him look like a young Billy Idol.


“Your guide must be out of date,” he added. “But we’ve got a
great selection of beers here. Do you like Boddingtons?”


“Boddingtons!” spluttered Kenneth. “We don’t drink
Boddingtons anymore, do we, Benedict?”


“We most certainly do not!” replied his friend, looking
horrified. “Not since Whitbread took it over. It’s not the same anymore now
it’s not a local brand. You can’t mass-produce a beer and expect it to be the
same.”


“You’re not wrong there, Benedict,” added Kenneth. “And now
they’re selling it in cans, can you believe, with some fancy widget thing in it
to try and pass it off as real ale! It’s an absolute outrage, as any CAMRA
member will tell you. Proper beer comes out of a barrel, not out of a can!”


“But the cask version is still brewed in Manchester, in the
same place it always was, isn’t it?” asked the barman.


“Young man, what would you know about it?” said Benedict,
pulling out his pipe and lighting it. “Real ale is an acquired taste, you know.
Kenneth and I here have been travelling the country sampling ales since before
you were born. We’ve had more different beers than you’ve had hot dinners.”


“No doubt you drink lager like the rest of your heathen
generation,” added Kenneth.


“Actually I’m really into cask ale,” replied the barman.
“Look, we’ve plenty of others to choose from. If it’s a local beer you’re
after, we’ve got some Hook Norton on at the moment, it’s our guest beer for the
week.”


Grumbling, the men reluctantly agreed and the barman began
to pull them two pints. He seemed to be the only barman on duty and there were
a number of people waiting after Kenneth and Benedict’s long deliberations.


“About time too,” said Peter. “I thought those two were
going to take forever ordering.”


“So did I,” said Josh. “I’ve seen them before and I know
what they’re like.”


“There’s no sign of the girls yet, I see,” said Peter. “Are
you sure you said 8 o’clock?”


“Yes, you heard me on the phone.”


Rebecca had given them her phone number the previous day
with instructions to ring her after she got home from work at 5pm.


He had been an hour late making the phone call because Gran
had refused to let him use the phone before 6. That was when it was cheap rate,
apparently. Even so, she still made him give her 10p for the call.


Josh had been completely unaware that phone calls used to
cost different amounts according to the time of day. It was just another one of
those things that people used to do in the old days that he had experienced
during his time in 1992.


“You don’t think they’ll stand us up, do you?” said Peter,
mindful of his previous dating disasters.


As if Josh was reading his mind, he replied, “This isn’t a
date, you know. This is serious business.”


It would be a pretty odd date, even if it was, thought
Peter. His ex and a new girl he fancied wasn’t an ideal combination.


“Yeah, fair enough,” he conceded. “I do fancy Rebecca,
though.”


“They’ll be here,” assured Josh, feeling more than a little
concerned over Peter’s interest in Rebecca. “It’s a woman’s prerogative to be
late, that’s what my mum always used to say.”


The two girls were late, but not by much. As this
conversation was going on they were just walking up George Street, past the Old
Orleans restaurant. Rebecca had been into work on an early shift, leaving
Christina to her own devices for the day.


Relieved to discover her bank account still active, if a
little low on funds, she had managed to get enough money together for a few
essentials. This was just as well, as when she had attempted to return to her
flat, it was to discover, as she had suspected, someone else living there.


Having already given notice, the landlord had assumed she
had already left on the final day of the lease. With no forwarding address he
had given her meagre student possessions, including all her clothes, to a
charity shop.


Christina was effectively starting again from scratch. She
had borrowed some clothes from Rebecca and bought a few other essentials bits
such as underwear and toiletries. That would have to get her by in the short
term.


A trip to her college confirmed she had been removed from
the course due to her failure to show up for the fourth year. Her first three
years were safely intact, though, and they initially said she could start again
the following September.


She protested this and said she would work hard to catch up
as she was desperate to graduate with the rest of the Class of ’92. The college
were now considering this. If they didn’t allow her back this year, then she
would have to get a job to tide her over.


Surprisingly, her usually indifferent mother was overjoyed
to hear from her on the phone, so it seemed she did care after all. Christina’s
failure to come home or make contact at Christmas had finally set some alarm
bells ringing.


Having assured her that she was alright, blaming her long
absence on getting stranded in Europe after losing her passport and railcard,
she promised that she would visit soon, depending on whether she got back on
her course or not.


For the time being, she wanted to stick around to see what
happened with this strange time bubble and this mysterious time-travelling man
from the future. She was getting in pretty well with Rebecca so perhaps she
would let her stay with her for a while.


As for Peter, well, she was still fond of him, even if they
had split up. She had never felt any real spark of desire for him in the way
she had for certain other men. Perhaps they could settle for being just good
friends. She told Rebecca as much as they talked on their way through town.


“So, you and Peter used to be an item, huh?” asked Rebecca
as they approached the pub.


“Yeah, but it didn’t really work out,” replied Christina.
“We’re better off as friends.”


“And you’re completely over him now?”


“There wasn’t much to get over, really, if I’m honest. It
all just kind of fizzled out slowly, if you know what I mean?”


Rebecca did know what she meant. It was the same reason she
had split up from her previous boyfriend. He had been a reliable and safe
option but the chemistry wasn’t there.


It had been different with the boyfriend before that who had
made her heart beat a little faster; unfortunately, he was also an unreliable,
unemployed drinker. She had stayed with him for longer than she should have
because he had excited her so much. Now she wasn’t sure which was best – safe
and boring, or exciting and dangerous? Or was it possible to find the best of
both worlds?


She hadn’t figured that out yet, but she did know she liked
Peter, even if Christina had found being with him boring. She didn’t think he
was, quite the opposite in fact, but was that down to him or the situation? It
was difficult to weigh up. When Christina had been with him, the two of them
hadn’t been caught up in an exciting time travel mystery. Now he was, and life
seemed exciting. Did that increase her attraction towards him?


She thought about asking Christina if she would mind if
Peter went out with somebody else, but decided to leave it for now. She didn’t
think Christina would mind, she had said she was over him, after all, but she
wouldn’t broach the subject until she had to.


“You look lovely,” said Peter to her, as they met them at
the bar. Rebecca had made a real effort with her hair and make-up, eager to
make a good impression.


“As do you,” he added to Christina, hurriedly, but it was
just that split second too late to make it obvious he was saying it as an
afterthought.


She didn’t seem to mind, noted Rebecca, which was promising.


Josh, who had noticed, threw Peter an annoyed look and
quickly jumped in with the offer of drinks to change the subject. It wasn’t
cheap in the Brewhouse, and he was aware his funds were ever dwindling. He
really was going to have to try and get some sort of job soon.


Drinks in hand, they walked down the stone steps into the
lower level of the pub to the quiet table in the corner where they could
discuss the issues surrounding the time bubbles.


After a little small talk Josh decided it was a good time to
sum up what they knew so far.


“So this is where we’re at. We’ve got a time bubble by the
river that is bringing people from the past into the present. This happens at
four-day intervals. Each person is coming from further back in time than the
one before and the gaps are increasing at a seemingly random rate.”


“So we’ve no way of knowing if the next person is going to
be from a year ago, or five years ago?” asked Christina. She was new to all
this but catching on fast.


“Exactly,” said Josh. “Now, Rebecca, did you manage to find
any more missing people in the past from the police records?”


“There are many,” she replied. “But I’ve dismissed most of
them because I think they are genuine missing persons cases or suicides where
the body has never been found. But there is one in particular that I’m very
concerned about.”


“Go on,” said Josh.


“In 1972, Kevin Austin, a twelve-year-old boy disappeared on
his way home from a nearby school and was never seen again. There were all
sorts of theories at the time about what might have happened to him. It was
only a few years after the Moors murders, and a lot of people believed he might
have been abducted, but the police got nowhere with the investigation.”


“That’s hardly surprising,” replied Peter. “If he fell in
the time bubble there would be nothing to investigate.”


“Exactly,” said Rebecca. “There would have been no body, no
killer and no related crimes to link it to. There was a lot of media
speculation about it at the time, and the police investigated everyone from the
teachers at his school to the drivers and passengers on the bus he caught home,
but in the end the case had to be closed. By now it’s been largely forgotten.”


“Not by his family, I wouldn’t have thought,” remarked
Christina.


“Exactly,” said Rebecca. “I did some more investigating and
discovered that his parents are still alive and have never given up hope that
he might one day turn up. I went down to the Central Library yesterday and had
a dig through the microfiche. It took a while but I eventually found an
interview with their parents they gave to The Sunday Times about four years
ago.”


“It certainly sounds like he’s a prime candidate,” said
Peter.


“There’s plenty of evidence to assume so. Wait till you hear
this next bit. He didn’t live in Oxford, he was from Abingdon. He was an
extremely bright boy who had won a scholarship to the school and he used to
catch the bus in and out every day. His bus stop was on St. Aldate’s and used
to walk through Christ Church Meadow every day on his way home to catch it.”


“He must be in there,” replied Peter.


“OK, so we assume that this Kevin is in the bubble,” said
Christina. “What do we do with him when he comes out?”


“That’s the tricky bit,” said Josh.


“How is it tricky?” asked Christina. “You told us before
that you could travel in time and hope to again in the future. Can you not just
take him back to 1972 and then none of this will have ever happened?”


“If only it were that simple,” replied Josh, proceeding to
explain about the multiverse.


“So each time you travel in time you create a new universe?”
asked Christina when he had finished.


“Correct, which means that if I were to take this Kevin back
through time to his parents, it wouldn’t be in this universe. His parents here
would be no better off than they were before. And also as you know I can’t
time-travel at the moment and don’t know if I ever will be able to again.”


“I understand what you are saying,” said Rebecca. “He has to
stay here.”


“Believe me, I’m not happy about it,” replied Josh. “All
this is going to be wreaking havoc with the timeline and further reducing my
chances of being rescued.”


“This is not all about you, you know,” said Rebecca. “What
about this poor boy and his parents, not to mention goodness knows however many
more people have been caught up in this thing.”


She’d like it even less if she knew Josh had caused all this
in the first place, thought Peter, but he kept that to himself. He didn’t want
this descending into a row where he might have to choose sides.


“It is what it is,” he said. “It’s important we all work
together to decide what to do about it.”


“Absolutely,” replied Josh. “But as far as possible, we need
to keep this under wraps and not just from our perspective. Imagine what the
media will do with this if they get hold of it. A missing boy from twenty years
ago appears? I can’t see the family getting much peace if that happens.”


“We’ll worry about that when the time comes,” replied
Rebecca. “I really feel that if Kevin really is in the bubble, then we have a
duty to reunite him with his parents even if there is no way we can explain the
fact that twenty years have passed but he still looks like a twelve-year-old
boy.”


“We could try and keep the media out of it if we can get
everyone involved to keep quiet,” suggested Josh.


“I don’t see how you can possibly hide something like that,”
said Rebecca.


“Perhaps we should keep our involvement to a minimum, then,”
said Josh. “Say he does turn up in the park. We could just be passers-by,
offering to take him home. Or we could just do nothing at all and let him
figure it all out for himself.”


“Don’t we have a duty of care to help people who are caught
in this thing?” asked Rebecca. “We are the only ones who know about it, after
all. It does sort of make us responsible.”


“The trouble is, if we’re hanging around every time someone
appears, the police are going to make a connection, aren’t they?” asked Peter.
“You should know – you are the police!”


“I guess we probably would,” replied Rebecca. “But this is
way beyond the realm of experience of anyone at the station. My boss wouldn’t
know what to do and would either dismiss it or escalate it to a higher
authority.”


“But there is no higher authority,” said Josh. “Not that can
deal with this sort of thing. I’m about the only authority on the subject, even
in my day, and hardly anyone knows that as I keep it secret for my own
protection.”


“The truth is no one will have an explanation because there
is none based on established science,” said Peter. “It will probably get
dismissed as some sort of clever fake or filed away in the realms of the
unexplained like on those Arthur C. Clarke programmes on the telly.”


“I guess we will just have to deal with it as best we can,”
said Rebecca. “Now, I’ll help you as much as I can, but it’s very important my
involvement in this isn’t suspected.”


“Having you in the force is a good thing,” said Josh. “We’ll
have inside information about how the police are handling things.”


“I’ll find out as much as I can,” said Rebecca. “But I’m not
privy to conversations at a higher level. As far as what’s happened already
goes, it’s not being taken seriously at all. People who disappeared have
reappeared, so we’ve closed the cases. Of course that may change if people from
years ago start appearing.”


“The next one is due on Saturday,” said Peter. “What’s the
plan of action?”


“I suggest we watch from a distance, see who comes out, and
then decide what to do on the day,” said Rebecca. “Unfortunately I won’t be
able to make it. I’m working in the station in the morning and on match duty in
the afternoon. Oxford United are playing Port Vale at home.”


“I’m going to that,” said Peter. “I’m a season
ticket-holder.”


“Maybe I could come with you sometime when I’m not working,”
suggested Rebecca. “I’m a fan, too, but I don’t have a season ticket as I get
into most of the matches free. It’s a perk of the job.”


“I’ll keep you to that,” he said, smiling and maintaining
eye contact with her. It was something he was normally too shy to do with
girls, nervously looking away, but it was easy with Rebecca. “It’s a date,” he
added.


She smiled back at him. Christina noticed, too, but she
wasn’t bothered. She was definitely over him.


“That’s all settled, then,” said Christina. “Can we talk
about something else now? Say, why don’t we have a couple more drinks and go
down to The Dolly? They sometimes have live music on Wednesday nights.”


The others agreed, and before they knew it, the evening was
turning into a bit of a pub crawl. There was indeed an excruciatingly loud rock
band on at The Dolly. It made Josh wince with the assault on his ears, but his
younger companions loved it.


They ended up in Downtown Manhattan, a nightclub beneath The
Apollo, where emboldened by alcohol, Peter plucked up the courage to kiss
Rebecca. With Josh and Christina playing the roles of chaperones on the walk
home, taking it further tonight was out of the question, but they made plans to
meet up on Friday when the others weren’t around.


Christina had seen the two of them kiss and wasn’t bothered.
She told Rebecca as much when they went to the loo and gave her blessing.


For Josh it was different. He had come to this time with the
specific intention of not changing anything that might affect his personal
timeline, but here it was, happening right in front of him.


He knew that Peter and Rebecca should not be together.


 











Chapter Fifteen


 


Right on time, the next victim of the time bubble had
appeared around 10.30am on Saturday morning as Josh, Peter and Christina
observed from about fifty yards away.


They were a little unsure what to expect. Christina had
ventured the opinion that it might be the twelve-year-old Kevin Austin who
appeared, but Josh felt that was unlikely due to the lengthy time since his
disappearance. He felt that although Kevin might appear at some point it would
be likely someone from more recent times would show up first. This proved to be
correct.


The man who did appear was a stout, middle-aged Japanese
tourist, complete with large camera around his neck. Walking up from the riverbank,
he wandered onto the path and ambled along the path that led to the St Aldates
entrance.


The man was dressed in clothes appropriate to the weather,
cold and breezy, which suggested that he had come from a similar time of year,
but which year? Josh and the others debated this as they followed him at a safe
distance.


“We really need to find out exactly when he has come from,”
suggested Josh. “Just to try and give us a rough handle on how fast this thing
is progressing.”


“How are we going to do that?” asked Peter. “Go up to him
and ask what year it is. Won’t that make us sound like lunatics?”


“Do you have a better idea?” replied Josh.


“Not really.”


“I’ll do it,” said Christina enthusiastically, and ran to
catch up with him, which didn’t take long as he was rambling along slowly,
fiddling around with his camera lens. It was a pretty serious-looking piece of
equipment, she observed, probably the latest top of the range Japanese model.


She also noticed that the man didn’t seem in the least bit
perturbed by his recent trip through time and she surmised that he hadn’t even
realised it had happened.


“Excuse me,” she said, “I don’t suppose you could tell me
the date, could you?”


The Japanese man slowly shook his head, then pointing to his
lips, hesitatingly said the words, “No English.”


“OK, sorry to trouble you,” said Christina.


Returning to the others she burst out, “He doesn’t speak any
English!”


“Well, I guess that takes care of that, then!” said Peter.
“He’s not going to be able to tell us anything.”


“He’s not going to be able to tell anyone anything,” said
Josh. “Not until he gets back to Japan, if he ever does.”


“What do you mean?” asked Christina.


“I mean he’s not going to have a valid plane ticket or
anything else that he’s not got on his person. If he left his passport in his
hotel room, it’s not going to be sitting around waiting for him years later, is
it?”


“Do you think we ought to follow him, see what he does?”
suggested Christina. “We shouldn’t just abandon him. When he realises what’s
happened how is he going to get help if he can’t speak English?”


“I guess it can’t do any harm,” said Josh.


The three of them followed him through two painstakingly
uneventful hours of him taking photographs of the Radcliffe Camera, Bridge of
Sighs and various other landmarks. He remained oblivious to what had happened
to him throughout.


As a tourist, in surroundings he wasn’t familiar with, this
was quite understandable. It was only after he returned to his hotel, The
Randolph, that he ran into trouble.


There was a porter on the front door of the hotel, an
elderly gentleman dressed in an impressive red outfit. He greeted the man as he
entered but eyed the others suspiciously. Peter in particular did not look like
your average Randolph guest, dressed as he was in his Oxford United bobble hat
and scarf in preparation for the match.


“Perhaps just I should go in,” suggested Josh, feeling that
as the senior member of the party by some years, he was less likely to be
challenged by the doorman.


“Agreed,” said Peter. “There’s no way they are going to let
me in dressed like this.”


“OK, then,” said Josh, before saying loudly, “Bye, kids.
Have a nice time at the match,” and making his way through the door.


“I’m here to meet a work colleague,” he said to the doorman
who let him through.


By the time he got to the front desk, he could see the
Japanese man in some sort of dispute with the desk clerk.


“Key, key, key!” the Japanese man was shouting to the
frustration of the man behind the counter who was trying to explain that they
didn’t have it, followed by “1-2-1 1-2-1.” It seemed he knew enough basic words
to get by, but clearly not enough to have any sort of proper conversation.


“I’m sorry, sir, but room 121 is already booked out to
another guest,” replied the clerk, who had clearly never seen the man before.


Josh watched for some time, as the man frustratingly kept
repeating the same few words over and over again. When he heard the desk clerk
say something about calling the police, he knew it was time to step in. The man
was getting agitated and he knew he couldn’t leave him like this.


He walked up to the desk, got the clerk’s attention and
said, “It’s OK, he doesn’t speak any English. He’s a friend of the family who
stayed here in Oxford a few years ago and has come back to visit us. He has
early-onset Alzheimer’s and sometimes he gets a little confused.”


“Well, you really shouldn’t let him out in public on his
own, then,” replied the clerk, sternly.


“Actually, maybe you could help me?” said Josh. “We really
need to contact the Japanese Embassy in London. Poor chap’s mislaid his
passport. Do you have the number?”


“Of course,” said the clerk, who was happy to help if it
defused the situation. “We have a lot of international guests here and keep the
contact details of all the embassies.”


He reached beneath the counter and handed Josh a card with
the number on it. Meanwhile, the Japanese man who didn’t seem to have
registered that Josh was trying to help was still saying “key” over and over
again.


“Any chance I could use your phone?” asked Josh.


“It’s for customers only,” replied the clerk. “There’s a
phone box on the corner outside.”


“Thank-you, you’ve been very helpful,” replied Josh,
slightly annoyed, but not wanting to push things further. Perhaps it was best
they got out of the hotel.


“Come with me,” he said to the man, showing him the embassy
card which was conveniently printed in both English and Japanese. After he saw
it he calmed down a little and finally stopped going on about the key.


Christina and Peter were still waiting outside when Josh
emerged with their anonymous Japanese tourist in tow.


“What’s going on?” asked Peter.


“It’s all under control – trust me,” said Josh.


He led the man to the phone box, took the card, stuffed a
handful of used change into the slot and dialled. He then handed the receiver
and the card to the man and waited.


It didn’t take long for the person on the other end to
answer, and within a few seconds, the man was chatting away to someone in his
native tongue. Josh felt that it was now safe to leave him.


“Well, good luck,” he said, leaving him in the phone box and
walking back to the others.


“Is he going to be alright?” asked Christina.


“He’s on the phone to the Japanese Embassy,” said Josh.
“They should sort him out. They’ll have a mystery on their hands, but I doubt
if they’ll figure out what’s happened and there’s no reason to think they will
trace it back to us. This is job done, I think.”


“This time, but I can’t imagine it will always be this
easy,” said Peter. “Anyway, it’s time I was heading off to the match.”


“And I’m going to visit my mum for the weekend,” said
Christina. “She’s finally agreed to see me. I will be back in a few days. Term
starts this week and I’ve got to get back on my course.”


At a loose end, Josh decided to head home, walking the long
way via the Cowley Road. On the way he passed a pub that did evening meals and
Sunday lunches. They were advertising for kitchen staff via a crudely
handwritten note on the window.


Aware that he was still in financial dire straits, he
decided on a whim to enquire within. It turned out that he was exactly what
they were looking for – someone casual who was happy to be paid cash in hand
with no questions asked.


The rate of pay was appalling, just £2.50 an hour, but he
was happy to take it, just to tide him over. Hopefully it would only be for a
few weeks. He was going to be working Friday and Saturday nights and Sunday
lunchtimes, starting the very next day.


The following day he turned up bright and early for the
Sunday lunchtime session which proved to be very popular. Josh spent until well
after dark scooping uneaten Brussels sprouts into the bin before washing the
congealed gravy off the plates.


In Josh’s century everyone had a dishwasher so this was the
first time he had done any proper washing up in years but he just got on with
it, seeing it as a form of penance for all the trouble his time-travelling had
caused.


A welcome bonus to supplement his meagre wages was that all
the staff got a free meal at the end of the session as there was plenty left
over so he loaded up on roast beef and Yorkshire pudding before he left.


When he got home he discovered that Gran had plated him up a
dinner from her own Sunday roast and, not wanting to appear rude, he forced
that down as well, complimenting her on her cooking which was much better than
the pub’s. Feeling more stuffed than after a heavy Christmas Day lunch he
retired to his room and fell asleep for a few hours.


When he awoke he had a bath and put on some fresh clothes,
feeling a little livelier now that his two roast dinners had made their way
down his digestive system. He headed downstairs, hoping to have a chat with
Peter about his relationship with Rebecca. He had thought about the
implications a great deal and felt he had to say something. He didn’t envisage
it being an easy conversation.


In the living room, Gran and Peter were laughing at
something on the TV. Josh looked at what was happening on the screen and
couldn’t immediately see what was so hilarious. Gran and Peter were watching
two puppets of a middle-aged couple sitting at a dinner table pushing some peas
around on a plate. The whole scene was a monochrome, drab grey in colour.


“What’s this?” asked Josh. “I didn’t think they still showed
black and white programmes in 1992.”


“It’s not black and white,” said Peter. “That’s a puppet of
John Major. Haven’t you ever heard of Spitting Image? It’s satirical. They’ve
made it all grey because they are trying to make out that he’s boring.”


“He is boring,” said Gran, “and useless. Look at what his
lot have done to the economy – all these people losing their jobs because of
the recession, not to mention their houses. Criminal it is. Then there’s the
inflation. I don’t know how they expect us old folk to survive on the pittance
of a pension they pay us.”


“Don’t worry, Gran,” said Peter. “There’s an election this
year. Everyone’s saying Labour are going to win so this lot will be out.”


“Yes, well, it’s about time. Then we’ll have that nice Mr
Kinnock as Prime Minister. I like him.”


Josh was pretty sure this prediction was wide of the mark.
He was pretty sure there had never been a prime minister of that name but,
mindful of his policy of not revealing spoilers, he decided to change the
subject.


“Do you fancy coming for a pint, Peter? I got paid today.”


“What at this time of night?”


“It’s only a quarter past ten,” replied Josh. “What’s the
matter with you? I thought your generation was supposed to be out all night at
raves.”


“It’s nothing to do with that,” replied Peter. “The pubs
close at half-ten on a Sunday, remember?”


“Ridiculous,” replied Josh, who had grown up in a time when
such restrictions on licensing laws had been abolished.


“Well, I’m off to bed now and I’ll be bolting the door so
you can’t go out anyway,” said Gran, as the advert break came on. “I’ll leave
you boys down here to chat.”


With Gran out of the way, Josh got straight to the point.


“So you went out with Rebecca again last night, then?” he
began.


“Yes,” replied Peter, looking extremely happy. “She’s
amazing, isn’t she?”


He then proceeded to tell Josh all about their night at the
cinema, walking her home, and kissing her goodnight outside her flat. The more
he went on, the worse Josh felt and he was in two minds about whether he should
say anything at all.


“Well, obviously, I’m very pleased for you, but I am a
little worried by all this,” said Josh, when Peter had finished gushing about
his newfound love interest.


“What’s to worry about?” asked Peter. “I like her, she likes
me. I’ve been waiting a long time for something like this to happen.” As he
spoke he recalled his failed attempts at romance with Jenny, Amanda and
Christina.


“I understand that, but you must realise if I hadn’t come
along when I did and brought you into all of this, you would never have met
her.”


“You can’t say that for certain,” replied Peter. “Maybe we
were fated to meet and it would have happened some other way.”


“But you didn’t,” said Josh. “I know your history, remember?
We’ve talked a lot in the twenty-first century about our lives and you have
never once mentioned a Rebecca.”


Josh knew that in his original timeline, Peter had actually
ended up marrying Christina. This had been a mistake. They hadn’t been right
for each other and it had all later ended in tears when she had run off with
another man.


It seemed that Rebecca was a far better choice for him, but
that meant that Peter’s life would deviate from its original path and that
could have implications for the future.


“Maybe I didn’t meet her in that other timeline, but I have
now,” said Peter. “What are you saying, exactly?”


“I’m saying that for the sake of keeping this timeline as
close as possible to the original, perhaps this relationship isn’t the best
idea.”


“Best for who?” asked Peter, feeling annoyed. “Me or you?”


This wasn’t an easy question to answer. Josh was torn. Peter
would very likely have a better life with Rebecca, but if he gave them his
blessing was he damaging his chances of getting home?


“The thing is, Peter, if you deviate from your original
timeline you may well not end up at the school where you become my teacher, and
everything that happened with the other time bubble in 2018 will turn out
differently. It could mean that my already slim chances of being rescued will
become non-existent.”


“But how can you expect me to try and follow my original
timelines when you say you can’t tell me anything about it?!” exploded Peter
angrily. “I’m sorry, but I’ve got strong feelings for Rebecca, and you’re just
going to have to accept that.”


What could Josh say to that? He could hardly tell him to
drop Rebecca, marry Christina, and then get his heart broken a quarter of a
century down the line. It wasn’t fair. He was being way too selfish.


“You’re right,” admitted Josh. “I’m sorry. We’ll just have
to let things play out and worry about this later.”


“So I have your blessing to carry on seeing Rebecca?”


“Yes,” said Josh reluctantly. He was clearly smitten with
her so there was no point saying the opposite, he would just carry on anyway.
“Perhaps I could tell you the name of the school you need to get a job at. It’s
not that big a spoiler. Then as long as you promise to stick to that it doesn’t
matter who you marry.”


“Marry?” asked Peter. “I’ve only just met her.”


“I’m just thinking long-term,” replied Josh.


“OK good. Now I’ve got to think about how to break this to
Gran. That could prove a little tricky.”


“Why do you need to break it to Gran?” asked Josh. “She’s
been badgering you to get a girlfriend the whole time I’ve been staying here.”


“Because of the colour of her skin,” replied Peter.


“Oh, I forgot how much prejudice there is around in these
times. Surely she’s not going to have a problem if Rebecca makes you happy, is
she?”


“I hope not. It was my grandfather who was the racist one,
really, but Gran used to take everything he said as gospel.”


“The rest of the world is changing,” said Josh, “She needs
to as well.”


“I’ll talk to Rebecca about it,” said Peter. “Perhaps I
could invite her round for tea.”


Spitting Image had finished, and the next programme was just
starting, something called The South Bank Show.


“I’m not watching this,” said Peter. “It’s utterly boring.
I’m off to bed.”


“I think I’ll stay up a while,” replied Josh. “I had a sleep
when I got in from work and I’m not that tired.”


“Night, then,” said Peter. “And we’re OK with this whole
Rebecca thing now, are we?”


“Yes,” replied Josh. What else could he say? He knew he
couldn’t stand between Peter and Rebecca and even if he tried it wouldn’t do
any good. Experience had taught him that once two people decided they wanted to
be together, they wouldn’t allow anyone to stop them.


It was better left alone. He was going to be here for
another five months at least and there were more immediate things to worry
about. For now, he would concentrate on helping the people who came through the
time bubble.


He could worry about his own future later.


 











Chapter Sixteen


 


When Kevin Austin set off on the way home from school on
Monday 6th March 1972, he could not possibly have imagined that it would take
him almost twenty years to get there.


He had walked over Magdalen Bridge deep in conversation with
his best friend, Nigel. They had been talking about what had happened in
Saturday’s episode of Doctor Who, the second part of an exciting story in which
Jon Pertwee was up against the twin threats of The Master and The Sea Devils.


Kevin was a small, dark-haired lad, proudly dressed in the
blazer and tie of his school. His black shoes gleamed immaculately and his
trousers were crisp and pressed. His mother was proud that he had gained a
place at the prestigious school and turned him out smartly every day.


They parted company at the entrance to the botanical
gardens. Kevin turned left to cut through Christ Church Meadow to get to
Abingdon Road, while Nigel continued on towards Cornmarket Street where he
caught his bus to Kidlington. He was the last person to see Kevin alive for the
next two decades.


On his way through the park, Kevin liked to stop off and
feed the ducks. It wasn’t that he was particularly fond of ducks, more that he
didn’t like his crusts. They had been sitting, uneaten, in his lunch box all
afternoon and it was important he disposed of them before he got home or his
mother would scold him.


After throwing his crusts from his mother’s home-baked bread
to the squawking, hungry creatures, he turned back up the riverbank, not noticing
as he passed through the time bubble and twenty years into the future. Just as
when the Japanese tourist had passed through, the weather conditions were
similar in both time zones, bright and cold, which did not make the change
immediately obvious.


He may not have noticed, but the group of four people
watching as he blinked into existence in 1992 certainly did.


“That’s Kevin,” said Rebecca. “I recognise him from the
newspaper clippings.”


“So what do we do now?” asked Christina. “I know we agreed
earlier that we wouldn’t interfere, but look, he’s just a kid.” Kevin was
pretty small for his age, much shorter than Christina had been expecting.


“He’ll be OK,” replied Rebecca. “We just need to follow him
and make sure he gets home safely. After that, we’ll keep out of the way.”


“We need to,” said Josh. “Once the media get hold of this
they’ll be all over it.”


Kevin continued across the park, still unaware that he was
in the future. He was wrapped up in his thoughts about what he was going to do
when he got home. It had been Monday when he had left 1972 which meant he would
be allowed to watch Z Cars on the family’s recently acquired television set,
provided he finished his homework first.


Had he been paying attention he might have noticed that all
the elm trees in the park had disappeared, struck down by the deadly Dutch elm
disease which had wiped them all out while he had been away. It was only when
he got to St Aldates he noticed something strange.


The cars looked wrong. Kevin loved cars and longed to be a
racing driver when he grew up like his hero, Jackie Stewart. But the cars he
was seeing now were unfamiliar. Most of the Ford Cortinas, Morris Minors and
other cars that normally trundled up and down the street were gone. A few
remained but most had been replaced by unfamiliar models in brighter, shinier
colours.


He had no time to dwell on this because there was a big red
bus marked for Abingdon waiting at the bus stop. The bus looked reassuringly
familiar, though oddly the number had changed.


Keen to catch the bus before it pulled away, he dashed for
the stop. As he did so, he noticed that it wasn’t just the cars that looked
different today.


The people he was passing looked different. Most had shorter
hair which exposed that many seemed to be wearing some sort of headphones on
their ears. He also noticed that people seemed must more casually dressed and
that many women were wearing jeans instead of skirts. It was all very odd.


Reaching the bus before the doors closed, he climbed aboard,
keen to get home, but he was about to run into a problem.


“Half to Abingdon please,” he said to the driver.


“That’ll be one pound please,” replied the driver, a surly
and humourless-looking middle-aged man with a long nose and chin.


“A pound!” exclaimed Kevin. “You must be joking! It’s
normally 8p.”


“8p for a bus to Abingdon? What decade are you living in?
Now either give me a pound or piss off.”


“It’s alright, driver, I’ll pay,” said Christina, who had
got onto the bus behind Kevin.


She and the others had anticipated this problem and agreed
that one of them would also catch the bus to ensure Kevin got home and pay his
fare since he wouldn’t have the right currency, a problem Josh was used to
having to deal with.


“And can I just say that swearing at a kid isn’t big or
clever,” she added.


“What’s it got to do with you?” said the driver, looking at
her in disgust.


“Here you go, son,” said Christina, handing Kevin a pound
coin.


“What’s this?” asked Kevin with bemusement. They only had
pound notes where he came from.


“Just pay the man and worry about it later,” she added.


Kevin paid and went to sit down. Christina did the same and
made sure she sat right at the back of the bus, where she could watch him
unobserved and as far away as possible from the most unpleasant bus driver she
had ever encountered.


The doors swished shut, making a harsh, squeaking noise as
they did that suggested a drop of oil wouldn’t go amiss, and the bus pulled
away.


Kevin had been extremely perturbed by the confrontation over
the fare and the bus ride home did nothing to alleviate his concerns. It was
clear now that something was very wrong with his world.


The more he saw from the bus window, the more his concerns
grew. At the outskirts to Oxford, new buildings were everywhere, including a
glittering car showroom where once it had all been just fields.


The sun was in the wrong place, too. It should be setting in
the west by now, but it was much higher in the sky and to the south-east.


Abingdon, too, was much changed, but thankfully the bus
still stopped at the top of his old street. He had only a couple of hundred
yards to go and he hurried home as fast as he could, running down the street in
his black and red blazer, brown satchel bouncing off his right side.


As he did so, Christina followed at a discreet distance,
keen to ensure that he reached his home safely. After that, he was on his own.


Kevin barely registered that the front garden was much
altered, with far more growth and a cherry tree where once there had been lawn.
He just wanted to get safely inside. He ran to the front door and opened the
door.


“Mum, I’m home,” he called, noticing that it barely seemed
like the same house inside. The wallpaper was all gone, replaced by plain white
walls, and there was a new carpet, far less garish than the old one.


But the biggest change, the one that was to confirm the
theory already forming in his mind that he had somehow travelled forward in
time was still to come. A moment later, the kitchen door opened in front of him
and a familiar figure stood there looking unbelievingly at him.


Although he recognised her right away as his mother he could
see that she was much changed. Her curly blonde locks were now much shorter and
flecked with grey. He thought she seemed smaller and frailer than she had
before.


He didn’t know how far he had travelled in time but his
mother had been forty-two when he had left. He guessed now she must be at least
sixty. Before he could say anything else, she ran towards him, arms
outstretched.


“Kevin! Oh my God, it’s a miracle. You’ve come home. I
always knew you would.”


Reaching him, she flung her arms around him and hugged him
tighter than she had ever hugged him before. She may have looked frail but her
hug was still strong.


“They said you were dead,” she said, eyes welling up. “But I
never gave up hope. What happened to you? And why are you still young?”


“I’m not entirely sure,” he said. “I think I may have
somehow been transported forward in time.”


“I must ring your father,” she added. “And Katherine. You
remember Katherine, don’t you?”


“I only saw her this morning, mum,” he said. Katherine was
his sister.


“She’s thirty now, you know, and married to an accountant.
She’s got a baby boy and she named him Kevin after you. She’s never going to
believe this. Oh God, thank-you. I prayed every night for you to come home and
He’s answered my prayers.”


His father and sister were there within the hour and the
reunion continued, long into the evening. Even if there was no logical
explanation for what had happened, none of them cared. They were all too overjoyed
at having him home. They didn’t think about the implications of not keeping it
quiet and before long the media got hold of it. Within a couple of days it was
all over the papers.


Miracle as missing boy returns home was the headline on one
of the tabloids.


Oxfordshire boy rumoured to be missing schoolboy, Kevin
Austin was the more cautious approach of the leading broadsheet.


Peter and Josh were poring over these papers in the café in
the Covered Market. Rebecca was at work and Christina was in a meeting with her
tutor, begging to be let back onto her course.


“What do you think, then?” asked Peter, as the two of them
read through the articles.


“I think we’re in the clear,” said Josh. “The tabloids are
sensationalising it whilst the more respectable papers aren’t taking it
seriously. Most of them are suggesting it is some sort of hoax.”


“I thought that might happen,” said Peter. “Most of the
readers, even of the tabloids, won’t take it seriously either. I mean, they are
used to seeing things like Freddie Starr Ate My Hamster on the front page.”


“No one’s going to believe it because he hasn’t aged. As far
as everyone is concerned, it’s a biological impossibility, so they conclude it
must be a fake story. If Kevin had turned up physically aged thirty-two, then
it might have been credible. It’s probably all for the best. It will soon blow
over and then the family can get on with their lives.”


“What about the authorities? How are they going to deal with
it? Will he be able to go back to school?”


“I’m sure they’ll figure it all out. Rebecca is going to see
if she can find anything else out at work today and let us know how she got on
when we meet at the Brewhouse tonight.”


As they spoke, Rebecca was doing just that, discussing the
case in Adam’s office. She had gone in on the pretext of discussing an
unrelated matter, but was now steering the conversation around to the case of
the missing boy.


“Have you seen all this stuff in the papers about this
missing boy turning up?” she said. “I took the liberty of looking through the
files and it’s all documented in there. The force spent a lot of time searching
for him twenty years ago.”


“Before our time,” said Adam, dismissively. “Nobody working
at this station was here then and the case was closed years ago.”


“So you’ve no intention of investigating further?” she
asked.


“Of course not,” replied Adam. “It’s clearly not him. He’d
be a grown man by now. If we spend any resources investigating this, then the
public will have us up by our knackers. You know what they’re like. It’ll be
all why aren’t we out catching criminals and all that stuff?”


“That’s a good point, sir. I think you’re right: opening up
an old case like this is only going to make more work for ourselves.”


Rebecca’s stance on all this had changed since the first few
disappearances a week ago. Then she was desperate to get the police to indulge
her into looking into the mystery. Now she knew the truth, her agenda was to
keep them as far away from what was going on as possible.


“Spot on,” he replied. “I’m glad we’re seeing eye-to-eye on
this one. You know a while back I thought you were letting your imagination run
wild, seeing things that aren’t there, but I’m glad you can see this for what
it really is.”


“Some sort of clever hoax?” suggested Rebecca.


“Precisely,” replied Adam. “I’m not sure where this kid came
from exactly but there’s probably some perfectly logical explanation. As far as
I can see no crime has been committed so it’s not our concern. No kid that age
has been kidnapped or reported missing so it’s more a matter for social
services than us. And to be honest, as long as the kid’s housed and schooled, I
can’t see a problem.”


“Thank-you sir,” she replied.


“Good, now I’ve got a job for you,” he said. “There’s a
young student in the cells who was brought in last night caught with a shedload
of cocaine. I need someone to interview him. And go easy on him because we’ve
had him in before. His father’s a friend of the police commissioner, so give
him a ticking-off and get rid of him.”


“What’s his name?” she asked, with an inkling she already
knew what the answer was going to be.


“Jonty Barrington-Smythe,” he replied. “You’ve met him
before. He was one of your mysterious missing persons the other week, wasn’t
he? Bloody students, they are always causing trouble. If they’re not doing
drugs they’re getting their bicycles stolen. Do you know how much time we waste
filling in forms about them? Bloody waste of space they are.”


Not Jonty again, thought Rebecca. Talk about a bad penny.
But then an idea struck her. Jonty could be just the person she and the rest of
the time bubble team needed.


Thirty minutes later, having established the facts, which he
freely admitted, expecting to get off scot-free, it was time to broach her
suggestion.


“So I got caught doing Charlie. Big deal,” he said. “As soon
as Daddy finds out, I’ll be off the hook.”


“And how exactly is Daddy going to find out?” asked Rebecca.
“If I recall from our last conversation, he’s sailing around the Bahamas
somewhere on a cruise ship.”


“He’s got a mobile,” said Jonty. “I’m entitled to one phone
call, aren’t I?”


“Good luck with that!” said Rebecca, who didn’t have a very
high opinion of mobile phones. “Those things are a joke. You can barely hold a
conversation with someone who’s got one in the same city, yet alone halfway
round the world. They’re just a status symbol for the rich.”


In 1992 that was true, though the technology advanced
dramatically as the decade went on.


It was time for Rebecca to move things on. There was a
constable in the room, as was standard procedure during these interviews and
she needed to get rid of him.


“We’ll take a break there. Interview concluded at 12.35pm.”
She pressed stop on the tape recorder.


“Could you go and grab us some lunch?” she said to the young
officer on the door. He complied, leaving Rebecca and Jonty alone.


“Right, it’s off the record time, Jonty,” she said. “I’ll
get you out of here and the charges dropped, but I want a favour. You remember
how you disappeared and travelled forwards in time? Well, you weren’t the only
one and we’ve got more people coming forward from the past every few days.”


“What’s that got to do with me?” he said, obnoxiously.


“I may need somewhere safe for them to go for a few days to
help them come to terms with what’s happened, and your house is ideal while
your parents are away. Now are you going to help me?”


“Why should I?”


“Because I’ll have you charged with possession and dealing
if you don’t,” she replied.


She knew that she wouldn’t actually be able to do this
because Adam wouldn’t allow it, but that wasn’t going to stop her trying her
bluff.


Jonty shrugged his shoulders and gave in. He didn’t know
Adam had told her to let him go and besides, it was no big deal what she was
asking.


“OK, I’ll do it,” he said, not quite sure what he was
letting himself in for.


Then again, neither did she.


 











 Chapter Seventeen


 


Rebecca was unable to be present for the next emergence from
the time bubble due to a work shift, leaving Josh, Peter and Christina to deal
with whoever emerged.


Josh was also cutting it fine. He needed to get to his
high-powered job, washing up in the pub, so wouldn’t be able to hang about. The
plan was to try and take whoever came out to Jonty’s house, and then figure out
what to do with him or her next.


What they hadn’t factored into their plans was finding
someone else down by the riverbank, very close to the exact location of the
time bubble. When they arrived they discovered a well-dressed man in his
late-twenties dressed somewhat eccentrically in a waistcoat and bow tie. He had
strikingly bright, straight, ginger hair and was wandering around carrying some
sort of electronic device.


As they got closer, Josh recognised the familiar clicking
noises of a Geiger counter. There was also something vaguely familiar about the
man.


“Who’s he?” asked Christina.


“Do you think someone else might have figured all this out?”
asked Peter.


“It’s possible,” said Josh. “There’s been enough media
coverage. I guess there’s only one way to find out.” With that, he strode
confidently towards the man.


“Morning!” he said cheerfully. The man turned to look at
him, and Josh realised why he had seemed familiar before. The face was younger,
the body slimmer, and the hair brighter, but there was no doubting it. He had
already had the experience of meeting one future teacher and now he was looking
at his future college tutor and mentor.


“Good morning,” said the man enthusiastically, extending his
hand and giving Josh an enthusiastic handshake. “Professor Antony Hamilton,
Oxford University.”


“I’m Josh,” was the reply. “And these are my friends, Peter
and Christina.” Josh had deliberately omitted his surname, already thinking of
the future implications.


“Delighted to meet you,” said the Professor, also shaking
Peter’s hand and then, in an old-fashioned gesture, taking Christina’s hand and
kissing it.


This youthful version was far more friendly and lively than
the middle-aged Professor that Josh had first encountered in the early 2020s.
He had been obsessed with time travel then and had been a great help to Josh in
his research into time travel, even if the Professor’s own attempts had been
dismal failures.


“So what brings you down here, Professor?” asked Josh. “And
what’s the radiation detector for?”


“Well, it’s the strangest thing,” replied the Professor.
“You’ve read about all these people going missing recently, no doubt?”


“Yes,” replied Josh, keen to hear how much the Professor had
worked out. “Go on.”


“Well, it all seems to be centred on this park, and
specifically in this area. I have a theory that there’s some sort of time
travel involved. It’s a subject I’m particularly interested in. Do you know
anything about the science of tachyonics?”


“I do,” said Josh, having listened to countless hours of the
Professor talking about it in the future.


“Well, that’s what I’m trying to do. Detect tachyon
particles.”


“With a Geiger counter?” asked Josh, something he knew to be
impossible. Perhaps he ought to make allowances for the Professor’s youth and
inexperience at this point in his personal timeline.


“Yes, well, admittedly it probably can’t pick up tachyon
particles but it might pick up any associated background radiation.”


“And what have you found?” asked Josh.


“Well, nothing yet,” he admitted. “But it’s worth hanging
around anyway. I’ve got a theory that someone might show up here this morning.
They turn up every four days by my calculations.”


So he had worked out some of it, thought Josh.


“Josh, can I have a word?” said Peter, pulling him away.


When they were out of earshot of the Professor he added,
“What are you doing? We’re not involving this person, as well now, are we? I
thought you didn’t want anyone else getting in on the act.”


“You don’t understand,” said Josh. “This is Professor
Hamilton. Thirty years from now I’m going to start working with him on my first
time-travel experiments. By that time he’s a world-renowned expert on time
travel. He can help us.”


“And what about all that affecting the timeline stuff you’re
always banging on to me about?”


Before Josh could answer there was a call from Christina.


“Peter, Josh,” she called. “Someone’s come through!”


A middle-aged man, slightly balding, with an old-fashioned
suit from the 1940s, had popped into view, right in front of the Professor.


Josh turned to see a figure he had already been
half-expecting to see. He had done plenty of research on him at the library and
recognised his from the old black and white photographs he had seen of him.


If he had expected the Professor to be startled by the
apparition he was in for a surprise.


“C.S. Lewis, my dear fellow,” said the Professor, reaching
out and offering his hand. “I’ve been expecting you. It’s an absolute delight
to meet you, sir.”


Lewis looked around, bemused, wondering who these people
were who had just appeared out of nowhere.


“What’s going on here?” he asked. “Who are you?”


“You’re in the future,” explained the Professor. “Don’t
worry, I’ll explain all about it. Let’s go back to the college and have a nice
cup of tea, eh?”


“Hang on a minute,” said Josh, feeling rather irritated at
the way the Professor seemed to be hijacking proceedings. Clearly he had linked
the disappearance of C.S. Lewis to what was happening in the park and correctly
surmised when and where he would appear.


“Leave it, Josh,” suggested Peter, as the Professor and
Lewis wandered off together, with the former jabbering away animatedly at the
new arrival.


“Why?” asked Josh.


“Think about it,” said Peter. “Maybe we should just let
Professor Hamilton take him. Lewis was based here at the university when he
disappeared after all. This could be exactly what we need. It’s certainly
better than our idea of taking him to Jonty’s place. It takes the
responsibility away from us, if nothing else.”


“I can’t get over how he knew so much about what was
happening here,” said Josh.


“Is it really that much of a surprise?” asked Peter. “You
did say he was a leading expert on time travel. It wouldn’t have been that
difficult to figure out. Rebecca managed to, and she’s not had any experience
of this sort of thing before.”


“While you two are busy debating this, they are getting
away,” chipped in Christina, gesturing towards the two men who were now forty
yards up the path. “Are you going to follow them?”


“Let them go,” said Peter. “I’m sure the Professor knows
what he’s doing.”


Josh wasn’t particularly happy about this but, frustratingly,
he had to get to work.


“Great this, isn’t it?” he remarked. “Here I am, with a
chance to meet a legendary writer who has come into our world much like his
characters came through a portal into Narnia, yet I’ve got to go and wash up
people’s leftover Sunday dinners in a pub in Cowley.”


“Needs must,” says Peter. “Pity you couldn’t remember the
results of the fourth round of the FA Cup yesterday. Then you could have put a
few bets on.”


“A few more weeks, that’s all,” replied Josh. “Then I’ll be
taking Ladbrokes to the cleaners and that pub can find some other mug. I can’t
believe, even in this primitive day and age that they haven’t even got a
dishwasher.”


He took one long last look down the path, where Lewis and
the Professor seemed deep in conversation and perfectly content.


“It’s best I get off, then. What are you two going to do?”


“I think we might grab a pint,” said Peter. “Fancy it?” he
said to Christina.


“Sounds like a plan,” she said and off they went to The Bear
where they talked about old times, and Peter’s growing relationship with
Rebecca.


“So you’re sure you don’t have a problem me seeing her?” he
asked as they sat by the window.


“It’s fine,” she said. “You and I both agreed it wasn’t
working out between us.”


“Even if I spend the night at the flat when you’re there?”
he asked.


“Relax,” she said. “I’m not going to be around that much
longer anyway. I didn’t get a chance to tell you earlier but they’ve agreed to
let me back on the course.”


“That’s brilliant,” replied Peter. “Did they take much
persuading?”


“I had to practically go down on my hands and knees and beg,
but they gave in as I promised I would work doubly hard to catch up all the
work from the Michaelmas term before Easter. As luck would have it they’ve also
found me a room in the halls as a few first-years have dropped out already. I’m
moving out of Rebecca’s tomorrow.”


“What do you think of Rebecca?” he asked.


“I think she’s great,” said Christina, and it seemed like
she genuinely meant it. “But you’re punching well above your weight there,” she
joked.


“Don’t put yourself down,” said Peter, grinning.


“Touché,” she replied, and they laughed, both glad that they
had rekindled their friendship.


The following day Josh, fingers raw from the effects of half
a bottle of Fairy Liquid, took it upon himself to visit the Professor. Taking a
chance that the man would still be based in the same lab, he breezed straight
into the college.


This was a reasonable assumption. Things at the college had
a tendency to stay unchanged for decades. If you held an eminent post at an
Oxford college, you really did have a job for life if you wanted it. Josh had
never heard of anyone getting sacked in the whole time he had been there.


The Professor couldn’t have been in his post very long in
1992 but by the look of the lab as Josh entered, he certainly hadn’t wasted any
time getting his feet under the table. It looked almost exactly the same as it
had when Josh would first walk into it, nearly thirty years from now.


As he entered, he could see that the Professor and Lewis
were deep in conversation, just as they had been on the previous day.


“Oh, hello again,” said the Professor, looking up, as Josh
walked into the lab. “What can I do for you? I’m terribly sorry, I can’t
remember your name. I know you told me yesterday.”


This suited Josh just fine, as he had no intention of
revealing his true identity. He didn’t want the Professor to figure out who he
was when he turned up as a student decades later.


“Look, Professor, I’m just another person interested in the
disappearances in Christ Church Meadow. I’m guessing you worked out what was
happening and were expecting someone to come through.”


“Every four days, by my calculations.”


“Yes, we figured that out, too, that’s why we were there
yesterday,” said Josh. “And I take it that you also worked out that Mr Lewis
here might be coming through next?”


“I did indeed,” said the Professor.


“And how do you feel about all this, sir?” Josh asked Lewis.


“If our Lord had brought me to this time then it is for a
reason,” replied Lewis. “Who am I to question it?”


“But how are you going to explain your presence here?” asked
Josh.


“Oh there’s no need to worry about that,” said the
Professor. “We’ve got all that worked out, haven’t we?”


“Indeed we have,” replied Lewis. “I’m going to tell everyone
I’m my own long-lost son. It shouldn’t be that difficult to pull off. After
all, I do look exactly like me, or should that be him?”


“But how are you going to live?”


“Oh, we’ll take care of all that,” said the Professor. “I’ll
sort things out here at the university. In fact, we might even be able to get
you your old job back. C.S. Lewis Junior, how does that sound?”


“It sounds like you two have got it all worked out, then,”
said Josh. “Does this mean you’re also going to finish off the last two Narnia
books? People have been waiting for them for nearly forty years.”


“Absolutely,” said Lewis. “I was just about to get started
on the next one when I was thrust forward in time. I’m sure everyone can’t wait
to discover how it all turns out.”


“Well, I already know,” said Josh, unable to resist making a
reference to his time-travelling nature, despite his earlier vow not to let on
who he was. “I’m about the only person on this Earth right now who does.”


“Who exactly are you?” asked the Professor.


“Never mind that,” said Josh. “But since you’re going to be
busy helping Mr Lewis out here, perhaps it would be better if you let us handle
the next person who comes through.”


“I’m not sure about that,” said the Professor. “Who put you
in charge?”


“Let’s just say, I work for a secret department of the
Government,” said Josh. “We aren’t keen on members of the public getting
involved in this. For your own safety it might be better if you kept away from
Christ Church Meadow for the foreseeable future.”


Josh tried to say this in the style of some mysterious agent
from TV, with just a tiny hint of a threat, but the Professor didn’t seem to
pick up on it.


“I’ll certainly bear it in mind, Mr… uh…what did you say
your name was again?”


“The less you know, the better,” replied Josh, trying to
keep up the air of mystery. “Right, it’s time I was out of here.”


“Lovely meeting you,” said Lewis, seemingly completely
unperturbed at having recently found himself forty years in the future.


“You, too, Mr Lewis,” said Josh. “And don’t forget to write
those last two books.”


“I won’t,” replied Lewis. “I’ve already got the plot for the
next one worked out. I’m also going to do a prequel which is going to be called
The Magician’s Nephew. And then this little trip to the future has given me
some other ideas. Mr Wells doesn’t have to have a monopoly on time travel, you
know.”


“I’ll leave that with you, then,” said Josh, wondering what
new classics C.S. Lewis might be inspired to come up with by his journey
through time.


Happy that the latest traveller from the past was safely
settled in the present day, Josh made his way back into town. So far everything
had worked out fine, but how much longer could their luck hold? He knew there
were bound to be bigger challenges ahead.


 











Chapter Eighteen


 


It fell to Rebecca and Josh to pick up the next time
traveller on Thursday morning. The others were occupied at college. Christina
didn’t dare miss any lectures in her attempts to catch up the time she had
missed, whilst Peter had an important tutorial he couldn’t get out of.


He was pleased to see that there was also no sign of
Professor Hamilton so perhaps he had heeded his warning. It meant he had got
Rebecca on her own which gave him the perfect opportunity to quiz her about her
relationship with Peter.


“Seems like things are getting pretty serious between you
and Peter,” began Josh.


“I like him a lot,” she said.


“You must do,” replied Josh. “Peter didn’t come home last
night.”


“We’re both grown adults. You sound like you don’t approve.
Are people more prudish about that sort of thing in your century?”


“Not at all,” replied Josh. “People are far more liberated
than now. We’ve got same-sex marriage for a start. But Peter’s gran wasn’t
happy about it. She’s quite old-fashioned like that. She spent half an hour bending
my ear over breakfast this morning about how she and her husband, Pat, waited
until they were married.”


“Well, Peter’s gran will have to get used to it,” said
Rebecca. “And that’s not all she’s old-fashioned about from what Peter’s told
me. It seems the colour of my skin might be a problem, too.”


“That’s another thing you’ll be pleased to hear we don’t
have to worry about by 2055,” replied Josh.


“That doesn’t help much now, though, does it?” said Rebecca.


“I suppose not,” said Josh. “You know I’m pretty sure he
hasn’t told her yet as she didn’t say anything about it this morning,” said
Josh.


“Well, she’ll be in for a shock on Saturday, then, as he’s
invited me round for tea.”


“That should be interesting,” said Josh. “I wouldn’t mind
being a fly on the wall for that one. Unfortunately I’m going to be at work.”


“Ah yes, how’s the washing-up business going these days?”
asked Rebecca. “I bet they haven’t had many Oxford dons working in that pub.”


“It’s only temporary,” said Josh. “I’ve only got a few more
weeks and I can start betting for a living. I’ve got a corner of a charred page
of racing results from 22nd February. It can’t come soon enough.”


“Ah, yes, Peter told me about that. Are you sure these
horses are going to win? Because I was thinking about this and I wouldn’t count
your chickens.”


“Why not?” asked Josh.


“Quite simply, you said yourself in the pub the other night
that your mere presence here is changing history in lots of tiny ways. What was
it you called it – the butterfly effect?”


“I did say that, but it takes time for these ripples to have
an effect, and anything I am doing here is only very minor and very local. I
can’t honestly see that on a short-term basis it will affect horses in stables
forty miles or more away, will it?”


“Can you be sure of that, though? There are all sorts of
possibilities. Say you decide to catch a bus, causing it to pull away ten
seconds later. During those ten seconds a couple of cars slip past. The
consequent changes alter the whole traffic flow in the area as the changes
multiply with every vehicle they come into contact with.”


“OK, that’s possible, but all the vehicles will eventually
get to where they were going,” said Josh. “Just because someone gets to work 30
seconds later isn’t going to change their whole future.”


“But what if they don’t? What if getting past that bus means
the first car gets through a traffic light that would have gone red and
consequently ends up being involved in a fatal crash which kills the driver?
That wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t caught the bus.”


“True, but it’s still hard to see how that’s going to alter
the result of the 4.10 at Kempton on a Saturday in three weeks’ time,” said
Josh.


“What if it was the jockey that died in the car crash?”


“What crash?” asked Josh. “This is all just theoretical. All
I know is that a horse called Docklands Express is going to win the Racing Post
Chase at 6/1 and I can’t see how anything I am doing locally here can interfere
with that.”


“I guess we’ll find out on the day,” said Rebecca. “Despite
my reservations I’ll obviously have to have a few quid on it as well. It’s
possibly the best tip of all time.”


“Are you sure that’s appropriate?” asked Josh. “I mean what
with you being a police officer and all that. Don’t you consider this to be
some sort of fraud?”


“It’s hardly fixing races or anything like that,” she
replied. “My conscience is clear.”


“Don’t blame me if it doesn’t win, then,” said Peter.
“You’ve already given me a good excuse if it doesn’t. I’ll just say I caught a
bus a few days before.”


“I must say I’m finding all of this quite fascinating,” said
Rebecca. “How much of our futures do we plan and how much is just determined by
a series of random events?”


“On that subject, I wanted to talk to you about you and
Peter,” said Josh, wondering how she would take him broaching this sensitive
subject.


“I know what you’re going to say,” she replied. “Peter’s
already warned me you might try and talk me out of being with him so I may as
well tell you that you’re wasting your time. Neither of us cares about the
future timeline. He told me he loved me last night. And I told him I love him,
too.”


Josh could see there was no point pursuing it any further.
This was one change to the timeline he was powerless to interfere with. He knew
from his own youth that when a young couple was in love there was no power in
the world that could stop it.


“Then you have my blessing,” he conceded. “But it’s
important that Peter stays on the career path he followed before. We will have
a lot to talk about when all this is over.”


“And now we had better concentrate on what we came down here
to do,” replied Rebecca. “It’s almost time.”


They watched keenly, neither of them really sure what to
expect this time. Both Kevin Austin and C.S. Lewis had been expected, but
things had reached the point now where people would be coming from so far back
in time there would be no surviving record of their disappearance.


A few moments later a young man appeared dressed in the
unmistakeable uniform of a World War One soldier. Unlike some of the other
arrivals, it was clear from his startled reaction that he realised something
was wrong right away.


“Daisy?” he called out, looking around, bewildered.


Josh and Rebecca were observing this from about thirty yards
away.


“He knows something’s wrong,” said Rebecca.


“I’m not surprised,” said Josh. “He’s been in there for the
best part of a century by the look of him. I know I said this park was timeless
but it must have changed enough in that time to be instantly noticeable.”


“We’d better go and help him,” said Rebecca.


They walked up to the soldier, noting from his fresh,
rounded face that he must be barely out of his teens, even though he was
wearing an officer’s cap.


“Excuse me,” said Josh.


“Who are you?” asked the soldier. “What’s happened? Why are
you wearing those strange clothes? And where’s your hat?”


“Please don’t be alarmed,” said Rebecca, not sure which
question to answer first. “We’re here to help.”


“Where’s Daisy gone?” asked the soldier.


“I know this must seem difficult to understand,” said Rebecca.
“But you’ve travelled forward in time.”


Josh and Rebecca assumed they would have to explain this,
but he surprised them with his response.


“Like in H.G. Wells?” he asked. “Have you read The Time
Machine?”


“Yes, just like that,” said Rebecca. “What’s your name?” she
asked.


“Captain Alfred Millington,” replied the soldier. “But
everyone calls me Alfie.”


He looked her up and down. “So where do you hail from, miss?
Are you from one of the colonies?”


“No, I’m English just like you,” replied Rebecca. “I was
born right here in Oxford. A lot has changed since your time.”


Alfie shivered and sneezed. He wasn’t wearing a coat. “So
how far in the future is this? It’s bloody cold, I know that.”


“It’s January 1992,” replied Josh. “Can you tell me the
exact date you’ve travelled from?”


“Goodness me, 1992! That’s the far future!” exclaimed Alfie.
“I’ve come from 1918. May 12th to be precise.”


He looked around him, wistfully. “I guess that explains
where Daisy went, then.”


“Who’s Daisy?” asked Rebecca.


“Daisy’s my sister. I’m back on a few days’ leave from the
front. I guess she must be wondering where I went.”


“For the past seventy-four years, to be precise,” said
Rebecca.


“Look, Alfie, there’s no easy way to break this to you,”
said Josh, “but I’m afraid we’re not going to be able to send you back, at
least not anytime soon. I’m afraid you’re stuck here in 1992 for the
foreseeable future.”


He had been expecting a negative response, but Alfie’s reply
was anything but.


“That’s a relief!” exclaimed Alfie. “Because I don’t want to
go back – it’s horrible!”


“What about all those brave Tommies we’re always hearing
about?” asked Josh.


“I’ve had to be incredibly brave,” replied Alfie, annoyed at
Josh’s attitude. “People back home have no idea how horrific it is in the trenches.
I’m twenty years old and I’ve been out there for three years and I’m amazed
I’ve survived as long as I have, to be honest. Nearly all my mates I signed up
with are dead. Those of us that are left don’t even know what we’re fighting
for anymore. If you’re telling me I’m stuck in the future and the war is over,
then that’s all fine and dandy by me! The war is over, isn’t it?”


“Yes,” replied Rebecca.


“You’re right, I’m sorry. It must have been incredibly
traumatic,” said Josh. “You did very well to survive so long. I see you’re a
captain so you must have impressed your superiors to reach that rank by the age
of twenty,” said Josh.


“By attrition more than merit,” said Alfie. “My last captain
was blown to bits by a shell right in front of me. Please, you must tell me,
did we win? Because I’d hate to think that we went through all of this for
nothing.”


“Yes, you won, quite soon after you left, in fact,” replied
Josh.


“Well, that’s something. So what’s 1992 like? I’ve always
wanted to see the future. Is the world a better place now?”


“In some ways,” said Rebecca. “But not in others.”


“I guess I have a lot to learn,” replied Alfie. “I wonder if
Daisy’s still alive. I bet she’ll be surprised to see me.”


“I can’t believe how easily you are accepting all this,” said
Josh.


“I can’t deny the evidence of my own eyes,” replied Alfie,
looking around. “Come on, why don’t you show me around the Oxford of the
future?” With that, he began walking up towards town.


“Before we do that we need to get you somewhere safe.”


“I thought you said the war was over,” said Alfie.


“It is,” said Rebecca. “But when we get out of the park
you’ll see that the world has changed beyond recognition. You can’t just go
back to where you were living before and you won’t have any useable money in this
time. Now we’ve arranged a place for you to stay while you get sorted, so why
don’t you come back there with us now? There will be plenty of time for
sightseeing later.”


“Right you are, miss,” said Alfie. “Lead on. I’ll be glad to
get in the warm; I’ve got a vile cold.” To emphasise this, he sneezed again and
reached into his pocket for a handkerchief.


“We’ll have to get you some Lemsip,” said Rebecca.
“Medicine’s moved on a bit since your time.”


“Can you cure colds now, then?” asked Alfie.


“Not exactly,” said Rebecca. “But we can buy things to make
it feel better. And there are lots of other diseases from your time that have
been more or less eradicated.”


“Sounds like I’ve got a lot to learn,” said Alfie, promptly
sneezing again. “Guess we’d better go and get some of this Lemsip you mention.”


“You know, I think you’re going to manage just fine in
1992,” said Josh. “And I speak as someone who has plenty of experience of this
sort of thing.”


They walked through town towards Jonty’s place, watching
Alfie as he marvelled at every futuristic innovation from traffic lights to
phone boxes. He was very impressed by Boots, too, where they picked up his
Lemsip and bought him some Lockets to keep him going.


Jonty wasn’t best pleased at having Alfie dumped upon him, but
since Rebecca had pretty much blackmailed him into it, he had no choice but to
accept. Once they had left him there, they headed back towards town.


“That went pretty well, I thought,” said Rebecca.


“He seemed to accept things much more easily than I thought,”
replied Josh. “I wonder if his sister is still alive. Maybe we can help him
find her.”


“How long should we leave him with Jonty?” asked Rebecca. “I
wasn’t sure if they would get on. You know what Jonty’s like, I was worried he
would remind Alfie of the upper-class officers sending him and his mates to
pointless deaths in the war.”


“I think, at the moment, Alfie’s just relieved to be out of
the trenches. We’ll go back in a couple of days and see how they are getting
on.”


“By then we’ll be thinking about who’s going to come out
next,” replied Rebecca.


“True and they are going to be from way further back in
time,” said Josh. “It’s going to get more difficult every time now. Alfie may
have read H.G. Wells but once we start getting people from hundreds of years
ago they aren’t going to have a clue what’s going on.”


“How many more do you think there are likely to be?” asked
Rebecca.


“Hopefully not that many,” said Josh. “Oxford hasn’t been
here forever. Before medieval times there can’t have been many people around.”


“Let’s hope that’s the case,” replied Rebecca.


“We’ll just have to see what Monday brings,” said Josh.


He hadn’t shared all his concerns with her, but he feared
that things might not merely be difficult in the days ahead, but downright
dangerous.


There really was no way of knowing who or what might be
coming to them from the past.


 











Chapter Nineteen


 


All four of the team were free for the next pick-up on
Monday morning, so it was concerning for Peter when Rebecca, quite
uncharacteristically, didn’t show up.


The plan for the day was as before: to collect whoever came
through the time bubble, take them to Jonty’s and then decide how best to
integrate both this latest arrival and Alfie into twentieth-century society.
This was assuming that the new arrival would understand what was going on and
play ball, and there was no guarantee of that.


Peter’s meal on Saturday night had gone better than
expected. Gran seemed to warm to Rebecca and his fears that she would make some
outdated racist gaffe proved unfounded. The two had hit it off pretty well,
having a couple of light-hearted jokes between them at Peter’s expense, and
Gran had nothing but good things to say about Rebecca after she had gone home.


She was working on Sunday and he had hoped to see her in the
evening, but when he phoned her, she seemed a little off with him. She said she
was tired, that she had a cold, and she wanted to have a bath and an early
night and would see him in the morning.


This was all entirely reasonable but Peter felt that nervousness
and worry that many people in new relationships feel. Had it all been too good
to be true? Was she really just tired or was she having second thoughts about
him?


Perhaps she had overslept. He would give her a call later
after they had dealt with whoever came through the time bubble.


The lady who did come through was dressed in the outfit of a
serving maid, dressed in a white pleated cotton gown, with a white frilly cap.
She was young, with a shapely figure, accentuated by the corset she was wearing.
As she looked around in awe at her surroundings, they quickly approached her,
keen to put her mind at ease.


A few questions quickly established that her name was Mary
and she was from the year 1782. Unlike Alfie she had no real concept of time
travel and was bewildered and confused by what had happened, insisting all the
while that she could not go with them because she needed to get back to her
master.


Eventually they managed to convince her to come along with
them to Jonty’s place, a walk that she spent quite spellbound at her
surroundings. While there were still a few recognisable landmarks, everything
else was completely changed. Last time she had walked up Cornmarket Street it
had been little more than a dirt road, filled with horses and carts.


Jonty took a long time to answer the door, eventually doing
so looking like he had the first time Peter and Josh had visited him, in a
state of semi-undress that suggested he had slept in.


“We’ve got another recruit for you,” said Josh.


“Is this my new master?” asked Mary.


“If you like, love,” said Jonty, who was rather taken with
the attractive young serving maid. “When is this one from?” he added.


“1782,” replied Peter. “She’s a bit disorientated as you can
imagine.”


Josh turned to Mary and said, “Listen, Mary, this man’s
going to look after you for a while until we figure out what to do about all of
this.”


“It will be my duty to serve him,” said Mary.


“Sounds good to me,” remarked Jonty, to the annoyance of
Christina.


“Mary, things have changed a lot since your time,” she said.
“No one is subservient to anyone anymore. We are all equal so don’t let this
man tell you what to do.”


Eager to steer the conversation away from a discussion on
women’s rights, Josh asked Jonty to let them all in so they could discuss what
to do next. Jonty agreed and ushered them through to the drawing room.


“Where’s Alfie?” asked Josh.


“I didn’t see much of him yesterday,” said Jonty. “I think
he had a bit of a hangover, plus he’s got a shocking cough. All that time in
the trenches can’t have done him any good.”


“And are you two getting along OK?” asked Josh.


“Famously,” replied Jonty. “I’ve been introducing him to the
delights of Daddy’s wine cellar. Funny thing is, the chap’s spent the last
three years in France and hasn’t even tried a drop of the old vino. Shocking
state of affairs, don’t you think?”


Jonty had already irritated Christina and now Peter found
himself becoming irked by Jonty’s attitude.


“Yes, well, I doubt that there were many cheese and wine
evenings going on at the Western Front,” he said. “Though I imagine your
ancestors were probably enjoying plenty in some château twenty miles behind the
lines.”


“I’m sure they were,” said Jonty, completely missing Peter’s
sarcasm. “We Barrington-Smythes have always had a good nose for a decent
claret.”


“Well, could you go up and see where he is, please?” asked
Josh, eager to get on. “We’ve got stuff to sort out and we’re one short as it
is. Peter, did Rebecca say anything to you about the ideas she was working on?”


“Not really,” he replied. “I know she said she was going to
see if she could get some false documentation for these people to give them an
identity in the present day. Apparently there’s a forger they’ve busted a
couple of times who does passports and things. She was going to speak to him, I
believe, and try and cut some sort of deal.”


“That’s a good start,” replied Josh.


While they talked, Jonty left the room to try and raise
Alfie. Meanwhile, Christina was preoccupied with watching Mary who was
wandering around the room looking at all the mysterious things.


“This is a very strange mirror,” she remarked, kneeling down
and trying to look into the grey screen she had found.


“That’s a television,” replied Christina. “Look, let me show
you how it works.”


She grabbed the remote and flicked on the TV and the
familiar figures of Geoffrey and Bungle from Rainbow burst into view.


Mary watched, intrigued, before asking, “How do they squeeze
into a box that small?”


It was clear that a lot of explaining was going to be needed
before Mary could function in twentieth-century society. But before Christina
could begin to explain the finer workings of the cathode ray tube, Jonty came
back in, a concerned look on his face.


“Guys, you’d better come upstairs. There’s something
seriously wrong with Alfie.”


“What do you mean?” asked Peter.


“Just come up and see. He’s really sick,” replied Jonty.


As Jonty spoke, Josh noticed that he was sweating profusely
and looked pretty pale.


“You look a bit green around the gills yourself,” replied
Josh.


“It’s just a hangover,” insisted Jonty. “I was drinking with
Alfie on Saturday night and out with a couple of the boys from the Bullingdon
Club last night. George and I just overdid it a bit on the champers, that’s
all. Now look, I really think you need to come and look at Alfie.”


Josh, Peter and Jonty went up the impressive central
staircase that dominated the front hallway.


“This way,” said Jonty, leading them to the right along a
richly decorated landing, with red drapes and portraits on the wall of notable
past Barrington-Smythes. The plush, velvet carpet felt incredibly soft
underneath Peter’s feet, a sharp contrast to the cold marble white floor of the
hallway.


The house seemed much bigger inside than it looked from the
street and they passed three or four doors and took a couple of turns before
they reached Alfie’s room. As soon as they entered, Peter and Josh could see
Jonty hadn’t been exaggerating.


The curtains were drawn, but there was a small gap letting
enough light in for them to see the state Alfie was in. As they entered the
room, he let out a series of hacking coughs, beads of perspiration glistening
on his forehead as his teeth chattered and he shivered profusely.


“Help me!” he pleaded, trying to sit up and then lapsing
back down onto the sweat drenched bed, as he pulled the quilt tightly around
him.


“Alfie!” exclaimed Peter, seriously alarmed, but he didn’t
reply, seemingly having lapsed into unconsciousness.


“This doesn’t look good,” said Josh. “He’s really sick.” He
leant down to examine him more closely.


“What do you think’s wrong with him?” asked Peter. “Could it
be something to do with the time travel? I don’t know exactly how these things
work but maybe he has no immunity to modern bugs? I’ve heard of similar things
happening when our early explorers made contact with people in the new world.”


“I’m no doctor, but I guess that’s a possibility,” said
Josh. “Look at his face. He’s all covered in these weird dark spots. And he’s
got an awful deathly pallor about him.”


Peter looked closer, but instantly recoiled as Alfie began
coughing again, leaving a frothy, bloody substance on his lips. His face was
also starting to turn blue.


“Oh my God, he’s coughing up blood. Jonty, go and call an
ambulance.”


Jonty’s usual swagger had disappeared, having seen how serious
the situation was, and instantly turned on his heel and ran back along the
corridor towards the phone in his parents’ bedroom.


“We should wait outside,” said Peter. “Whatever he has, it
could be contagious.”


“We can’t just leave him alone like that. Look at the state
of him!”


“Don’t get too close, then.”


Alfie’s condition was worsening by the minute. Fortunately
the ambulance arrived very quickly.


“Through here,” said Jonty, ushering two young paramedics
into the room.


It was clear from the concerned looks on the faces of the
ambulance crew that things weren’t looking good. After a few brief checks, they
soon had Alfie stretchered up and being carried down the stairs.


The leader of the paramedic team was concerned enough to
insist that everyone present who had come into contact with Alfie needed to
come down to the hospital to get checked out. Whatever was wrong with him, they
were clearly taking it very seriously.


Jonty drove Josh and Peter up to the hospital in Jonty’s
sporty blue Jaguar XJS. Christina and Mary, who hadn’t had any contact with
Alfie, stayed behind. The feeling among the team was that a trip to a busy,
modern hospital might be a bit much for Mary on her first day in 1992 and
Christina was happy to stay behind to babysit her.


The Jaguar had been left behind by the ambulance, despite
Jonty speeding along the Marston Ferry Road in his best attempt to keep up.


“It’s a good job Rebecca’s not with us,” Josh had remarked.
“She might give you a speeding ticket.”


“I just want to get there quickly,” said Jonty, coughing as
he did so. He felt lousy and all he could think about was the state Alfie had
been in but not out of concern for the World War I veteran. He was more worried
about himself. If what Alfie had was infectious it was odds on he would have
caught it, especially with his worsening cough.


When they got to the hospital, they made their way to
A&E, which was crowded and noisy.


“Oh gosh, look at this,” said Jonty in disgust. “I’ve heard
about these places. We’ll probably be stuck here for hours. What if we’ve
caught what Alfie’s got?”


“What do you mean by these places?” asked Peter.


“NHS hospitals. We always go private,” said Jonty. Daddy’s
got friends in Harley Street.


“Of course he does,” replied Peter.


“Well, we need to talk to someone now,” replied Jonty,
marching up to the desk.


Surprisingly, when Jonty explained who he was to the
harassed-looking woman on the desk, she directed the three of them along a
corridor to a separate waiting area and after just a couple of minutes, a
smartly dressed doctor appeared. He was in his late-thirties and groomed
immaculately in a suit and waistcoat.


“You see?” said Jonty triumphantly to the others. “It’s not
what you know, it’s who you know. We Barrington-Smythes don’t have to wait
around for hours like those oiks in there.” Then he coughed again.


“I’m sorry to shatter your delusions of grandeur,” began the
doctor, “but this swift service isn’t down to your birthright. Allow me to
introduce myself. I’m Doctor Timothy Roebuck, specialist in contagious diseases
here at the John Radcliffe.”


“Is Alfie going to be OK?” asked Peter.


“I’m sorry to have to tell you that he is very poorly,”
replied Doctor Roebuck. “I can’t give you a proper prognosis at this stage as
we aren’t sure exactly what’s wrong with him, yet.”


“You must have some idea,” said Josh.


“We believe it’s a highly virulent form of flu, but not one
we have any experience of. It seems to have come out of nowhere. I’d like to
ask you a few questions to see if we can establish where he picked it up. Then
you three need to get flu jabs.”


“Will flu jabs work if you don’t know what it is?” asked
Peter.


“It won’t do any harm,” replied Doctor Roebuck. “Now, about
your friend, Alfie, has he been abroad recently?”


“Ah, well, that’s a bit of a tricky question. It depends how
you define recently,” replied Josh, being a little cagey. Should he tell this
doctor the truth? It meant letting another person into the circle, but there
were lives at stake.


“He’s just come back from France,” said Peter.


“And what was he doing over there?”


Peter thought quickly. “He was visiting the war graves in
Flanders,” he said. “His grandfather was killed there.”


“Of course,” said Josh in realisation. “I think I know what
this must be. You know your history, don’t you, Peter? Then you must know about
the Spanish flu. It killed thousands in the trenches towards the end of World
War I and then they brought it back over here.”


“Gran’s told me about it,” said Peter. “She had it as a girl
and nearly died. Her elder sister wasn’t so lucky.”


“With all due respect,” replied Doctor Roebuck, “this is
1992, not 1918.”


“I know, but let’s just say in theory that Alfie had somehow
come into contact with the virus while visiting the graves. Could this be it?”
asked Josh.


“The symptoms are consistent, but what you are suggesting is
virtually impossible. The virus in its 1918 form no longer exists – these
things mutate on a regular basis. The only way he could have caught it he would
have had to have come into contact with a living, breathing person from 1918,
not a corpse that’s been six feet under for the best part of a century.”


Jonty wasn’t happy that Doctor Roebuck was dismissing their
theory.


“Look, we have to tell him the truth,” he said. “I’m feeling
dreadful and I’m sure I’ve caught it. Doctor Roebuck, you probably aren’t going
to believe this but Alfie has time-travelled here from 1918 and it looks like
he has brought the Spanish flu with him. Now regardless of whether you believe
me or not, please can at least check for Spanish flu because I don’t want to
end up foaming blood at the mouth like him.”


Doctor Roebuck didn’t look impressed.


“Do you really expect me to believe that?”


“It’s true,” said Josh. “Isn’t it, Peter?”


Peter nodded his agreement.


“It’s not that easy to just test for Spanish flu, you know,”
replied Doctor Roebuck. “We know surprisingly little about it because we didn’t
have the medical facilities back then to analyse it properly. But I did do a
case study on it as part of my training and whether this time-travelling story
is true or not, I can’t deny that this look, extremely similar to the epidemic
of 1918.”


“Is Alfie going to die?” asked Peter.


“And what about me?” asked Jonty, starting to panic. “I’ve
got it, I know I have. I spent more time with Alfie than anyone.”


“I’m not sure I can help you, not with me being part of the
NHS,” said Doctor Roebuck. “Didn’t you say that your family only ever had
private treatment?”


“Oh God, I’m so sorry, doctor, please help me, I don’t want
to die,” grovelled Jonty pathetically.


“The NHS isn’t so bad after all, is it? I’ll arrange for you
to be admitted for tests.”


“Thank-you, doctor,” said Jonty. “I’ll never be rude about
the NHS again, I promise.”


“Good,” replied Doctor Roebuck, turning his attention to
Josh and Peter. “As for you two, don’t go anywhere. We need to get you those
flu jabs and keep you isolated until we’re sure you aren’t contagious. I also
need details of anyone else Alfie may have come into contact with. It’s vital
we contain this before it spreads.”


Peter thought about Rebecca. She had met Alfie on the day he
arrived. And she had said she wasn’t feeling well. A feeling of dread began to
wash over him.


“I need to phone my girlfriend to check she’s OK,” said
Peter. “She said she wasn’t feeling well.”


“I saw a payphone in the waiting room,” said Josh. “Go and
give her a call.”


“I’m afraid I can’t allow that,” said Doctor Roebuck. “You
can’t go back into a public area until we’ve thoroughly checked you out. If
you’ve picked up what Alfie’s got, I can’t allow you to come into contact with
anyone else.”


“But my girlfriend could have it,” protested Peter. “She was
with Alfie four days ago and she didn’t show up to meet her today.”


“You’re not going anywhere. As of this moment, as far as you’re
concerned, this hospital is in lockdown. Now I am going to have to ask all
three of you to come along with me. I’m going to put you in a private ward and
there is a phone in there you can use. If you can’t get hold of her, we’ll get
someone round there to check.”


It seemed Peter had no option but to comply, but he was now
very afraid and this wasn’t assuaged when he got no reply to his calls from the
phone on the ward.


He then tried phoning her at work, knowing she was due in
during the afternoon but was unable to get past the switchboard operator who
insisted that personal calls to police officers weren’t allowed, even if he was
her boyfriend and it was urgent.


Peter then insisted that Doctor Roebuck get in touch with
the police in his official capacity or he would leave and go round there
himself, quarantine or no quarantine.


When the call came through to Adam’s office he had every
reason to take it seriously. It was late afternoon by now and he was already
aware of the possibility of a contagious epidemic. The hospital had sent out a
general alert to all the stations in the area and he was already aware that
Rebecca had neither shown up for work, nor called in sick. That was most unlike
her.


Just as Peter before, he and his colleagues had attempted to
contact her on the phone to no avail. This all left Adam feeling extremely
concerned. He was very proud of his young officer. She had really impressed him
in the few years they had worked together and he had high hopes for her. Quite
apart from all that, he was extremely fond of her.


He grabbed his coat and headed out into the open-plan office
where Dan Bradley was lounging in his chair, eating a sausage roll and playing
solitaire on one of the new Windows 3.0 computers they had recently had
installed.


“Come on, Dan, we need to go out. It’s urgent.”


“What’s up, boss?” he asked, noting the look of concern on
Adam’s face. He rarely looked this serious.


“We need to go round to Rebecca’s,” he said. “You know the
flu virus we were talking about at the briefing earlier? The hospital has given
us her name as a person who may have been exposed to it. She also hasn’t shown
up for work this afternoon which is very unlike her.”


Dan jumped up, ready to go. For all the banter between him
and Rebecca he was as fond of the young officer as Adam was and shared his
concern.


Round at her flat they hammered on the door but got no
response. It looked like they might have to break in, Sweeney-style, but then
Dan tried the door handle to discover it was unlocked.


They both looked at each other, fearing the worst. If it
wasn’t locked then she wasn’t out, so why wasn’t she answering the door?


It didn’t take them long to make the grisly discovery both
had feared. Rebecca was lying, fully clothed on her sofa in front of a TV that
was still on.


Her face was bloated and blue where she had suffocated on
the fluid that had filled her lungs, with her wide, lifeless eyes staring at
Harold Bishop rambling on to Joe Mangel about something trivial on Neighbours.


Both men had seen death before in their jobs, but never of a
close friend and colleague. Dan felt the tears welling up as Adam leant down
and gently closed the dead woman’s eyes.


















Chapter Twenty


 


Peter and Josh had been kept in for observation overnight,
pumped full of antiviral drugs and subjected to countless tests.


Jonty had been moved to a private room which was private in
the sense that he was the only patient in it, rather than it being paid for.
Attempts to contact his family, who were off sailing around somewhere in the
Caribbean, had failed.


The doctors had identified that Jonty did indeed have the
same virus that had killed Alfie but they had caught it early enough to give
him the best possible hope of survival. Wired up to various machines in
intensive care, it looked like he was going to make it.


Christina had been successfully contacted the previous
evening, still at Jonty’s house with Mary, and both of them had come in for the
same tests as Peter and Josh. Before they did so, Christina lent Mary some of
her clothes so she at least looked like she belonged in the current time
period, and advised her to say as little as possible. It was going to take time
for her to adjust to her new century.


Elsewhere, the emergency services were on high alert
preparing for a possible epidemic which was a scenario they had all been
trained for but few had ever expected to see.


Peter remained completely in the dark about what had
happened to Rebecca. He hadn’t seen Doctor Roebuck since the previous evening
and any attempts to get answers about what was going on from the nurses were
evaded.


With the authorities keen to avoid a panic, neither Alfie
nor Rebecca’s deaths had been made public and all medical staff had been given
strict instructions to give out as little information as possible until it was
confirmed exactly what they were up against.


By now, Adam had broken the news of Rebecca’s death
personally to her family, but no one had come to tell Peter. Why would they?
They had only been a couple a few weeks and none of her colleagues had ever met
him. They were only vaguely aware she was seeing someone. Doctor Roebuck had
been informed, but Josh and Peter hadn’t seen him since the previous evening.


The last time they spoke to him, he had told them they were
in quarantine and had to remain overnight. That had not gone down well with
Gran. She had turned up at hospital reception demanding to see her grandson
after Peter had phoned her first thing in the morning to explain where he was
and why he hadn’t come home last night.


There was a small portable TV in the ward, but it wasn’t
showing anything interesting, just endless pages from CEEFAX.


“It’s bloody ridiculous, this,” complained Peter. “They
insist on us staying here overnight and now they won’t let us leave. I’m
worried sick about Rebecca.”


“They’re obviously taking this very seriously,” replied
Josh. “But I agree, keeping us in the dark like this isn’t on.”


“I want answers,” said Peter. “I’m not waiting any longer.
I’m going out that door and I’m going to tell them I’m leaving. Then they’ll have
to tell me if they want to keep me here.”


He began to walk towards the door, but before he reached it,
they heard the sound of a commotion from outside.


“I’m sorry, madam, you can’t go in there,” he heard Doctor
Roebuck say.


“Are you going to stop me?” was the reply, delivered in a
threateningly scary voice that Peter knew so well.


“It’s Gran!” he exclaimed, delighted to hear her voice,
though he was also slightly concerned at her entering this possibly contagious
zone.


The wiry septuagenarian flung open the door, hotly pursued
by Roebuck.


“There you are!” she said. “Now what’s going on here.”


“Brilliant,” said Roebuck, in a sarcastic tone. “Now I’m
going to have to isolate you as well.”


“You’ll be doing no such thing, young man,” replied Gran.
“Now why are you keeping my grandson and my lodger here?”


“We’ve had a severe outbreak of influenza, madam,” replied
Roebuck. “We have reason to believe these two have been exposed, and we need to
ensure that they aren’t contagious before we release them. Now with all due
respect, a lady of your vintage falls into the high-risk category, and you may
have endangered your life barging in here like this.”


“Flu doesn’t bother me,” replied Gran. “I had that in 1918
when I was a little girl and I survived it while strong, healthy men were
dropping like flies.”


“That’s right, she did,” said Peter, turning to Roebuck.
“Remember what we told you about where Alfie came from? And you didn’t believe
us? Well, what if it was true? Wouldn’t Gran here have the right antibodies?”


“But it can’t be true,” insisted Roebuck. “It’s pure science
fiction.”


“What isn’t true?” asked Gran, who was still unaware of the
true nature of her lodger’s origins.


“Gran, we believe that our friend Alfie has got the same
strain of flu that you had in 1918,” said Peter.


“How can that be possible after all this time?” asked Gran.


“Quite how, I won’t go in to for now, you’ll just have to
trust me. Back then they didn’t have the facilities to properly identify the
strains of virus or create vaccines, but they do now. Now if you let Doctor
Roebuck here take a sample of your blood, it’s possible they might be able to
produce a vaccine before there’s a major epidemic.”


“I didn’t realise you’d been to medical school,” said Doctor
Roebuck, again with more than a hint of sarcasm. “You seem to have it all
worked out but I’ve still got no more than your fantastical story to support
this actually being the 1918 strain.”


“What have you got to lose?” asked Josh, adding his voice to
the argument. “You haven’t got anything else to go, have you?”


Roebuck shook his head.


“There you go, then. If Gran here really does have the
antibodies, perhaps it can help Alfie.”


“I’m afraid not,” replied Roebuck, adopting a solemn tone.
“I’m afraid to have to tell you that your friend passed away early this
morning.”


Josh and Peter couldn’t believe it. Even though they knew
how virulent Spanish flu was, they had thought that the facilities of a modern
hospital would save him.


“And Jonty?” asked Josh.


“He’s doing well but we caught his early.”


Doctor Roebuck could see that Peter was already shocked at
the news of Alfie’s death and dreaded what he was going to have to say next.


“What about all the other people out there?” insisted Josh.
“Alfie could be the first of millions. If Gran here has the antibodies, then
you’ve got to do something about it. One person has already died – let’s make
sure there are not any more.”


“Two people,” said Doctor Roebuck, correcting him.


“What do you mean?” asked Peter. “You just said Jonty was
OK?”


“He is,” replied Roebuck. “Look, I’m really sorry, Peter,
there’s no easy way to break this to you. It was WPC Rebecca Osakwe. I’m so
sorry.”


“Oh no,” replied Peter, slumping back onto the bed in
despair, bursting into tears.


Why had life done this to him? He had finally found someone
to love and now she had been snatched away from him.


Gran immediately went to console him while Josh pressed
Roebuck for answers.


“What happened, exactly?”


“Her colleagues in the force went round to her house to look
for her when she didn’t turn up for work. They found her already dead, in the
exact same condition as Alfie.”


“And are these symptoms consistent with those described
historically of those who died from the Spanish flu?”


“Yes,” admitted Roebuck.


“Then you’ve got to act on what we’ve told you.”


Finally Roebuck nodded his agreement, looking towards where
Gran was still comforting Peter, who looked up, eyes full of tears.


“How long have you known?” demanded Peter.


“Since late last night,” admitted Roebuck.


“And you waited until now to tell me?”


“I understand you are upset but we have to inform next of
kin first.”


He turned towards Gran and added, “Mrs Grant, if you are
willing to help us by providing a couple of blood tests, it could save a lot of
lives.”


“I can’t leave Peter in this state,” said Gran.


“Don’t worry,” said Josh. “I’ll look after him. You go and
save the human race.”


Reluctantly, Gran agreed, leaving the room with Doctor
Roebuck. As soon as the door closed behind them, Peter rounded on Josh. He was
angry, grief-stricken and needed someone to blame. The prime candidate was
right here.


“You,” he hissed. “This is all your fault. She would still
be alive if it wasn’t for you.”


“I didn’t plan any of this,” replied Josh. “And I am as
upset about Rebecca as you are.”


“How can you be? Were you in love with her, too?”


“Of course not,” replied Josh. “But I liked her a lot.”


“And all you can come up with is ‘sorry’? Is this what you
do every time you screw around with time, just say sorry and move on? How many
more lives have you messed up? Did you never stop to think what effect what you
do might have on people?”


“Yes, of course. I always knew there were risks, but…”


“But what? Does it not matter because it’s another universe,
so you’ll never meet the versions of people you screwed up here when you get
back to your own? Or perhaps it’s because you’re so far back in your own past
that most of the people you meet here will be dead anyway by the time you get
home so that doesn’t matter either.”


“You know I don’t think that way,” replied Josh weakly, but
he knew he had no real answers for what Peter was saying. “I care about all the
people I meet and I cared about Rebecca. Don’t forget that you would never have
met her if it was not for me, and look at how happy you made each other, even
if it only was for a short time.”


“And that makes it OK, does it? Better to have loved and
lost than never to have loved at all? Is that what you’re saying?”


“Look, we’ve talked about this before. You know that you
weren’t ever destined to meet her in the original timeline. I know how painful
it must be right now but in the long term maybe this is all for the best.”


Josh knew this was a lame argument even as he was saying it,
and all it achieved was to make Peter even angrier.


“Oh this has all worked out very well for you, hasn’t it?”
shouted Peter, enraged at Josh’s attempts to justify things.


“You never wanted me and her to get together in the first
place,” he continued. “Well, now you’ve got your wish. She’s dead and it’s your
fault. I hope you’re feeling very pleased with yourself.”


Josh was crestfallen. Here he was looking at the
twenty-one-year-old version of one of his oldest friends and he had
single-handedly wrecked his life. There must be something he could do to help.


“Peter, maybe there is something I can do, if I can get back
to my own time. There will be other versions of Rebecca alive in other
universes. If I brought back another tachyometer I could take you to one of
those.”


“It wouldn’t be the same her, though, would it?”


“It could be,” replied Josh. “Remember what I said about
creating duplicates? I could create a copy of this universe and you could start
all over again.”


“Leaving all of my family in this universe wondering where
I’ve gone?” asked Peter. “Face it, Josh, whatever you do, someone’s going to
get hurt.”


Josh knew he was right. There were no easy answers.


“To think how pleased I was when you came along,” continued
Peter. “My life was boring, my love life was practically non-existent, then you
come along promising adventure and I meet the love of my life on top. Now look
at how it’s all ended up!”


“What do you want me to say?” asked Josh.


“I don’t want you to say anything. In fact, right now, I
don’t think I ever want to see you again. As soon as we’re out of here, I want
you to go back to Gran’s house, get your stuff and get out.”


“You can’t mean that,” replied Josh. “We’ve been through
worse things than this in your future and got through them.”


“What could be worse than this?” asked Peter. “No, don’t
tell me, I don’t want to hear it and you probably won’t say anyway because of
spoilers. I think it would be easiest if you just got out of my life.”


“If that’s what you want, I will,” replied Josh. “But what
are you going to do when my eleven-year-old self turns up as one of your pupils
in twenty years’ time. Are you going to tell him to get out of your life, too?”


“You’re talking about a future that doesn’t exist yet and
possibly never will,” said Peter. “How many times do I have to explain that
this is my life and my timeline and I need to live it my own way? I can’t do
that if I’ve got you looking over my shoulder all the time, watching my every
step, and trying to steer me in the direction you believe I should go.”


There was nothing more Josh could say or do. Hanging around
in Peter’s life was only going to make it worse. He needed to give him some
time and space. Maybe once he had grieved properly there might some chance of
reconciliation.


“OK,” he said. “As soon as we’re done here, I’ll be out of
your hair.”


“Good,” replied Peter, and he meant it.


 


 


 


 











Chapter Twenty-one


 


Rebecca’s funeral took place just over a week later.


Josh hadn’t seen Peter since they had been let out of the
hospital six days ago and had made no attempt to contact him during that time.


He had taken his meagre belongings and headed back to Mrs
Simmonds at the B&B. With the money from his washing-up job he had just
enough to tide him over for another couple of weeks which hopefully would be
enough.


During the past week he had witnessed two more people emerge
from the time bubble, neither of which he could help. The first time he had
been on his own and that had really hit home. Doubtless after Peter had told
Christina what had happened, she had washed his hands of him as well. He was
back to where he had started six weeks ago, stuck in 1992, alone.


The first person to emerge from the bubble was a filthy
peasant dressed in little more than rags from an indeterminate time in the
Middle Ages. Josh’s attempts to communicate with the man met with complete
failure as he didn’t seem to speak any proper English and just shouted
incoherently at Josh in indecipherable tones.


He managed to pick the odd recognisable word from the man’s
dialect but that was all. Josh recalled seeing documents written in old English
which had developed from being virtually indecipherable pre-1066 up to the
level of Chaucer’s time when they were starting to resemble something akin to
modern English.


When the man went off shouting around the park at all and
sundry it was assumed by everyone he came into contact with that he was some
sort of drunken tramp. The police were quickly called and he was carted away.


Four days later a Roman soldier appeared, slightly more
lucid, but again speaking not a word of English. This time, Josh was not alone.
Professor Hamilton had returned, along with his Geiger counter which he claimed
to have adapted to measure tachyon particles.


Unfortunately when the Roman started running towards him
brandishing his sword, the Professor panicked and dropped it. He was standing on
the riverbank at the time and it bounced straight into the water, not that it
mattered. Josh knew that the Professor was years away from any sort of
worthwhile tachyon research so the device wouldn’t have worked anyway.


He ended up running across the park with the soldier in
pursuit, but fortunately the Professor was young and able to outrun his
assailant who was weighed down by his armour and equipment. Once the Roman got
into town and starting waving his sword around the police were quickly on the scene
to subdue him.


Josh had no idea what had happened to either him or the
peasant after that but he hoped he would be able to find out at the funeral.


While all this was going on the flu epidemic had thankfully
been contained by the efficient work of the team at the hospital and a mass
vaccination was now underway. Doctor Roebuck had finally taken what he had been
told seriously, and now they knew what they were fighting they were able to
keep it under control. Alfie and Rebecca remained the only two victims to
perish from the outbreak.


The only other people Josh had seen in the interim were
Jonty and Mary when Josh paid them a visit the day before Rebecca’s funeral.


Jonty had returned home now after recovering from the flu
and Mary was still living in his house. They seemed to be getting on famously
and Josh wasn’t quite sure what the nature of their relationship was.


He initially suspected that Jonty might be treating Mary
like a servant to take advantage of her 18th-century values but after chatting
with them for a while it didn’t seem that way at all. Actually, he seemed
almost nice, as if his spell in the hospital had given him some sort of
personality transplant. Josh left confident that Mary was in the best place for
now.


Josh had gone round to Jonty’s with an ulterior motive. His
lack of funds was a problem when it came to dressing for the funeral. He
completely lacked any sort of suit and couldn’t afford to hire one, so he had
cheekily gone to Jonty’s in the hope of being able to borrow some clothes. He
had expected to be turned down flat but Jonty was only too happy to help, keen
no doubt to impress Mary.


“Be my guest,” he had said as he opened his father’s huge
walk-in wardrobe. The clothes were slightly too big for Josh and the sleeves
came down over the top of his hands, but at least he looked the part. He
couldn’t turn up to a funeral in jeans and trainers.


The funeral took place at the Oxford Crematorium where there
were so many mourners they could barely pack into the room where the service
took place. There was a huge police presence there, all of them in uniform in
tribute to their fallen colleague.


Peter was there with Christina but completely blanked Josh
when he tried to make eye contact before they went inside.


During the service, Adam gave a moving tribute to Rebecca,
citing her professionalism and the sadness felt by all her colleagues at losing
such a promising young officer.


Josh felt racked with guilt throughout. What Peter had said
to him before had really hit home and when the coffin began to disappear behind
the curtain to the sound of Queen singing Who Wants To Live Forever, he
couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. Peter was right. He was to blame.


He vowed that he must ensure that no one else got hurt, even
if it meant putting himself in harm’s way.


Later, when the mourners walked up to look at the flowers in
the garden of remembrance, he took the opportunity to strike up a conversation
with Adam and Dan.


“That was a very moving speech you gave there,” he said to
Adam.


“Thank-you,” replied Adam. “And you are?” This was asked
rather formally, as if he were questioning a witness at a crime scene.


“I’m Josh – I was a good friend of Rebecca’s.”


“Really?” asked Dan, looking at Josh as if he was wondering
why Rebecca would be friends with this middle-aged bloke.


“Oh yes, we go back years,” said Josh. “I used to work with
her mum.”


“Oh, right,” said Adam. “She’s just over there, have you had
a chat with her yet?”


No, he hadn’t and he had no intention of doing so. He needed
to reply quickly before Adam called the grieving mother over to reacquaint him,
at which point it would be discovered that she had never clapped eyes on him
before in her life.


“Yes, we had a good chat earlier,” said Josh, improvising as
ever. “Look, I’m glad I’ve got the chance to chat to you two. I want to talk to
you about something Rebecca and I discussed before she died.”


“And what might that be, sir?” asked Adam.


Josh was finding this quite annoying. They weren’t at work
now so why did they need to keep calling him sir? Perhaps it was true what they
said; perhaps a good policeman never was off duty.


Josh had decided on a change of policy as part of his plan
to ensure no more people got hurt. He wasn’t going to try and cover things up
anymore to protect the timeline, he was going to do the complete opposite and
that meant getting these two to help him. If he screwed up his chances of
getting home in the process, so be it.


He hoped this change of heart might help with any slim
chance of making things up with Peter. He didn’t expect to be forgiven
overnight, if ever, but at least he could demonstrate he was finally putting
other people before himself.


“The thing is,” he began, “Rebecca was very interested in
all the recent missing people turning up in Oxford.”


“Really?” said Adam. “Well, that was official police
business and with all due respect to Rebecca, God rest her soul, she shouldn’t
have been discussing it outside of work.”


His younger colleague nodded in agreement.


“It wasn’t just police business, though, was it? Tracy
Ellis? Jonty Barrington-Smythe? Their stories were all over the papers.”


“He’s got a point, sir,” said Dan.


“He hasn’t got a point at all,” said Adam. “I went over all
this with Rebecca, more than once. People go missing and turn up all the time.”


“What about Kevin Austin?” insisted Josh. “Where was he for
twenty years? Stopped off for some sweets on the way home from school and got
lost for a couple of decades?”


“Clearly a hoax,” replied Adam, dismissively. “The press
love that sort of thing. It sells papers.”


“So how do you explain this sudden outbreak of a disease
that hasn’t been seen since 1919?” persisted Josh. “And what about Alfie, the
man who died in hospital – have you identified him yet?”


“There’s no shortage of John Does dying in hospital,” said
Dan. “The drunks and the down-and-outs. They don’t tend to carry their
passports around on them for our convenience.”


Josh avoided mentioning either C.S. Lewis or Mary. He didn’t
want to draw attention to them as they had a decent chance of establishing new
identities in the present time. What he was keen to find out was more about the
two most recent arrivals.


“Speaking of down-and-outs, what about that so-called tramp
who turned up in the park last week?” asked Josh.


“How do you know about him?” asked Dan.


“I was there,” said Josh. “I knew someone from the past was
going to turn up. Look back through your records and figure it out. Someone
shows up every four days.”


“That was not someone from the past,” insisted Adam. “It was
just some tramp.”


“Who appeared from nowhere?” asked Josh. “And where is he
now? Did you manage to get any sense out of him? I doubt it.”


“Not that it’s any of your business, but we had to detain
him under the Mental Health Act,” replied Adam. “He was ranting incoherently in
some language we couldn’t decipher.”


“You’d have understood him a thousand years ago,” replied
Josh.


“He was clearly drunk and deranged,” replied Adam, ignoring
Josh’s comment. “We had no choice.”


“What about the Roman, then? Did he get the same treatment?
He arrived four days later and in the exact same spot. Doesn’t that strike you
as unusual?”


“Not particularly,” replied Adam. “Anyone can string a few
random occurrences together and see a pattern.”


“I thought spotting patterns was how you lot solved crimes. No
disrespect, but how did you become a detective, exactly, as you don’t seem
particularly interested in doing any detecting?”


“That’s because there is nothing to detect here. Now,
Rebecca was an outstanding young officer but she shouldn’t have become as obsessed
as she did over all this. Oxford is full of eccentrics, nutters, student
pranksters, alcoholics and various other weirdos. Anyone can go to a fancy
dress shop and hire a Roman soldier’s outfit, so please forgive me if I don’t
give your theory about him or any of the others time-travelling from the past
much credence.”


Josh was fighting a losing battle trying to get this
unimaginative man on-board, but he had one more card to play.


“Look, if you don’t believe me, go down to Christ Church
Meadow on Saturday morning after 10.30am and see what happens. I’ll even meet
you there and show you exactly where to look.”


“You know I don’t know who belongs in the loony bin more –
that tramp, that nutter dressed up as a Roman, or you,” remarked Adam. “Don’t
you agree, Bradley?”


“Definitely, sir,” said Dan who wasn’t about to disagree
with the boss, even though he found Josh’s theories interesting. He knew what
side his bread was buttered on.


“You won’t come down on Saturday, then?” asked Josh.


“No, I won’t and nor will anyone else on my force,” replied
Adam. “This whole thing is just insanity and if I was to put anyone on to
investigating this it would be a waste of police time. I don’t want to hear
another word about it. Come on, Bradley, I want to get to the wake. I could use
a stiff brandy after standing around in the freezing cold listening to all
this.”


With that, the pair of them walked off, leaving Josh alone.
He turned around, to see if he could see Peter and Christina and he didn’t have
to look very far. They were standing right behind him.


“How much of that did you hear?” he asked.


“Enough,” replied Peter.


“So you’re speaking to me, then?”


“Out of respect for Rebecca, just for today, yes.”


Josh noticed that Christina was holding Peter’s hand. He was
about to make a remark about her not wasting any time but stopped himself. He
wasn’t about to start another row. Unfortunately his brief glance and the look
on his face betrayed him.


“I’m just comforting him, alright?” said Christina.


“Of course,” replied Josh, not wanting to push it. Secretly
if the two of them got back together it would be the best thing that could
happen from the point of protecting the timeline.


It wasn’t so good for Peter, though: he would have to go
through a lot of pain in a few decades’ time when their marriage would break
down but it would all work out alright for him in the end. It was best if Josh
just let things run their natural course.


“From what I heard the police still aren’t remotely
interested,” remarked Peter.


“No, they don’t want to know,” said Josh. “It’s bloody
frustrating. That’s why I still need your help.”


“Why were you asking them anyway? I thought you wanted all
this kept quiet. And do you really expect me to help you again after everything
that’s happened? I can’t believe the cheek of you.”


“Don’t do it for me. Do it to protect the public,” urged
Josh. “An armed Roman soldier showed up in the park yesterday. He could have
killed someone. We just don’t know who or what is going to turn up. That’s why
I went to the police for help but if they insist on burying their heads in the
sand like this, then it’s down to us to keep people out of harm’s way.”


“And who is going to keep us out of harm’s way?” asked
Peter.


“We know what to expect. We can take precautions.”


“Like what – a suit of armour?”


“Professor Hamilton’s offered to help. He’s got a mobile
phone. We can ring the police straightaway if there’s a problem.”


“What do you think?” Peter asked Christina.


“It’s up to you,” she replied. “But I would stay as far away
as possible. Hasn’t this man caused you enough heartbreak already?”


“But if I can save a life I have to try, don’t I?”


“It’s your funeral,” she said, shrugging her shoulders.


“No, it’s Rebecca’s,” replied Peter. “And let’s not forget
that. What would she want me to do? She spent her life helping other people and
I’m sure she would want me to carry on that in her name.”


“You’ll help, then?” asked Josh.


“Yes, but let’s get one thing clear. You and I are not
suddenly friends again. I am doing this because it’s the right thing to do, and
once all of this is over, we go our separate ways. Is that clear?”


“Crystal,” replied Josh.


Now he just had to hope nothing else catastrophic happened.


 











Chapter Twenty-two


 


Reluctantly Peter had agreed to meet Josh in The Eagle and
Child on Friday night to discuss how they were going to handle the next person
to arrive in the bubble.


When he arrived he saw that Professor Hamilton had also
joined them for the evening. While he was at the bar, Josh explained that it
was pointless trying to dissuade the Professor from getting involved, despite
his recent scare of having a Roman soldier chasing him through Christ Church
Meadow. He was just as keen as they were to see what happened next.


The discussions had gone on long through the evening, the
general consensus being that they should expect someone from thousands of years
in the past, making any attempt at communication out of the question.


The Professor also came up with an idea to try and keep
people out of the way, which could also explain the strange appearance of
whoever arrived. It turned out that one of his many hobbies was that he liked
to make amateur films in his spare time and just happened to have a rather
large and unwieldy video camera.


By 10.30am on Saturday morning all the gear was set up by
the riverbank and Peter was busy asking anyone who approached their location if
they would mind keeping their distance as they were shooting scenes for a film.


It clearly wasn’t a big-budget movie, what with there being
only three of them there, but hopefully it would be convincing enough that they
could pass off whoever came through the bubble as being in costume for the
film. Then they just had to hope the new arrival wasn’t hostile.


The plan wasn’t working out particularly well. Whilst they had
been successful in setting up an exclusion zone of around fifty yards, far from
being able to keep people away they were hanging around trying to get a glimpse
of what was happening.


“Ooh, you’re making a film!” exclaimed one rather rotund
lady in her mid-thirties. “Who’s in it?”


“Is it anyone famous?” asked another, younger woman. “Is it
Michael Douglas? He’s gorgeous.”


“No, it’s nothing like that,” insisted Peter, annoyed and
well aware that someone was about to emerge from the bubble any second. “Don’t
you think there would be a few more people here if we were filming a
blockbuster? It’s just a student project for the university and really not very
interesting, now could you please move on?!”


“What’s it about?” asked the plump lady, looking over. “Ooh,
look at him!” she exclaimed. “He must be cold in that costume.”


Peter looked over and caught his first glimpse of the newest
time traveller to descend on Christ Church Meadow. The man was more or less
what he had been expecting to see. He could quite easily have stepped straight
off the set of One Million Years B.C.


The man was short, probably no more than five feet in
height, with long, straggly hair and a beard to match. He was very lean and
naked apart from the brown leather skin from some long-dead animal wrapped
around his waist.


What was concerning was that he was standing right in front
of Josh and the Professor brandishing a crudely fashioned wooden spear with
what looked like a sharply carved stone head.


“Bloody hell,” said Peter, walking briskly towards them, as
the small crowd of onlookers observed.


“I know you probably can’t understand me, but we mean you no
harm,” said Josh, getting nothing but a wild-eyed stare in return.


“Poor chap’s probably terrified,” said the Professor,
looking at him closely. “I’d say late Stone Age, judging by his clothes and the
spear.”


The Stone Age man uttered a few grunts, looking all around
as he did so. Then without warning he shouted something completely
unintelligible and ran straight towards the approaching Peter, brandishing his
spear.


“Bloody hell!” exclaimed Josh. He’d persuaded Peter to come
back and help, and now he was about to get him killed.


However, the Stone Age man went straight past a
terrified-looking Peter, ignoring him completely, and on towards the group of
onlookers.


“Oh my God, I knew this film thing was a bad idea. We’ve
attracted a ready-made crowd for him to attack,” said Josh.


“Possibly not,” said the Professor, who was busy filming the
whole thing on his video camera. “I don’t think it’s the people he’s going
for.”


Sure enough, the man ran straight past the group of twenty
or so observers who burst into a spontaneous round of applause, still thinking
they were watching some filming. Josh looked at where the man was heading and
realised what the Professor had meant.


Just across the other side of the tree-lined avenue was a
field full of cows that had grazed on the meadow for centuries. The Stone Age
man raced towards these now and thrust his spear right into the neck of one of
them, drawing gasps from the crowd whose appreciation of what they were
watching had taken a distinct downturn.


“He’s a hunter,” said the Professor. “Food’s hard to come by
where he comes from, I imagine. Seeing that field full of cows was probably the
equivalent of an all-you-can-eat buffet for us.”


The man had now climbed over the fence and was stabbing at
the cow over and over again. After a few more stabs, it fell to the ground.
Meanwhile, the other cows had panicked and run off.


There was a lot of screaming and shouting going on amongst
the crowd which doubtless included plenty of animal-lovers.


“I don’t think there will be any need for you to call the
police,” said Josh, noting a woman in the crowd speaking into the same model of
mobile phone that the Professor had. “They’ll be here soon enough.”


“Well, thank-you very much for that,” said Peter who had now
caught up with the others. “I swear you’re going to be the death of me.”


As he spoke, the three of them walked towards the crowd
which, despite their protests, was still keeping a safe distance from the man
and the dying cow. Their concern for the animal was tempered by the fear of
having a spear thrust into them.


“Relax,” said Josh. “Look, no one’s been hurt.”


“Apart from the cow,” replied Peter.


“You like burgers, don’t you?” asked Josh.


“Yeah, OK, spare me the lecture,” replied Peter. “I can see
where you’re going with this.”


“Well, this is just the Stone Age man’s version,” said Josh.


“The police didn’t take long,” remarked the Professor,
noting some officers sprinting down the path from St Aldates.


“Well, the station’s only just over there,” said Josh. “I
imagine they’ll have him banged up in no time.”


“Poor chap,” said Peter. “How’s he going to survive in this
time?”


“Quite well, I would imagine,” said the Professor. “Life in
the Stone Age was brutal and short. Most of them were lucky to see thirty. At
least here he’s going to get fed, watered and looked after.”


“But look at him,” said Peter. “Surely the police can’t pass
this off as a prank. He doesn’t even look like a modern human.”


“You’d be surprised how much they can delude themselves,”
said Josh. “They’ll try and interview him, get nowhere and then probably send
him off to Littlemore where he can make friends with the last two people they
sent up there.”


“Yeah, I can’t imagine the interview will last long,” said
Peter. “A man whose vocabulary consists largely of variations on the word ‘Ug’
is not going to be helping them very much with their enquiries.”


“Looks like that’s it, then,” remarked the Professor as the
police dragged the man off. “Same time on Wednesday?”


“I guess so,” said Josh. “Perhaps leave the video camera at
home next time, though. This whole making a movie thing didn’t really work, did
it?”


“In hindsight, probably not, but I’ve got some fantastic
footage. Perhaps I’ll bring it along anyway, just for academic purposes.”


“Fair enough,” said Josh, knowing there was no point trying
to talk him out of it. “How’s our Mr Lewis getting on, by the way?”


“Oh, famously,” said the Professor. “He reckons the college
has hardly changed at all since his time. He’s slipped back into the old
routine as if he’s never been away.”


“That’s good to hear,” replied Josh, before turning to
Peter. “Will you be here?”


“For my sins,” he replied. “How much longer do you think
this is going to go on for?”


“For all we know, today could have been the last time,” said
Hamilton. “Britain was very sparsely populated prior to the Stone Age. Once
we’re talking about more than 10,000 years ago we are getting into the period
of long ice ages. This whole area would have been pretty much uninhabitable.”


“Let’s hope so,” said Peter who was keen to see the end of
this.


The Professor’s mention of ice ages proved to be somewhat
prophetic as when the three of them returned on Wednesday there had been a
heavy fall of snow and the park was covered in a good couple of inches. It was
half-term and there were kids out everywhere, building snowmen and throwing
snowballs around.


With a dusting of snow also covering the branches and twigs
of the lime trees, the park had a real Christmassy feel about it, apart from
the minor detail of it being February.


It proved to be a fitting scene for something to emerge from
the time bubble that none of them had been expecting.


It was a large, shaggy brown creature about the same size as
an African elephant. Shortly after coming through, it stopped and looked
around, clearly surveying these new and strange surroundings.


“Oh my, it’s a woolly mammoth!” exclaimed Hamilton who was
filming it all on his video camera. “I must ring my colleague, Doctor Francis,
at the Zoological Department. Here, keep filming.”


He handed the camera to Peter, took out his mobile phone and
began dialling.


“Oh, great,” said Peter. “What are we going to do with this?
We can hardly take it round to Jonty’s and ask if he wants a new pet!”


“At least it doesn’t look hostile,” remarked Peter, watching
the creature as it stood still by the edge of the river, moving its head to and
fro as it looked around.


“It’s probably confused,” said Josh. “Hopefully you’re right
about it not being hostile. They were vegetarians, I believe.”


Other people in the park had spotted the mammoth now and
were coming over, curious. Peter recognised the large woman he had spoken to
the other day. She promptly spotted him and came over.


“Ooh, are you filming again today?” she asked. “Your caveman
the other day looked very realistic. Why did he attack that cow, though?”


“That was all part of the film,” replied Peter. “He didn’t
really kill the cow, it was fake blood.” He didn’t for a minute think the woman
would believe this, but remarkably, she seemed to buy it.


“Ah, that makes sense,” she replied. “So what’s this big,
hairy elephant thing? Is that the monster? You’ve done a good job with that. It
looks very realistic.”


Peter couldn’t believe how daft this woman seemed to be, but
perhaps that’s why they had gotten away with as much as they had for so long.
It was easier for people to accept a rational explanation, even if it denied
the evidence of their own eyes. Didn’t anyone have an imagination anymore?


For the next half-hour the creature did very little except
shuffle about a bit. The Professor’s colleague, Doctor Francis, arrived and
excitedly concluded that it was indeed a woolly mammoth. By this time quite a
crowd had gathered including several members of the press who had got wind of
proceedings.


After some debate about what to do with it, a team was
despatched from the Cotswold Wildlife Park to collect it.


The papers were full of speculation the next day about where
the mammoth had come from, but time travel was again conspicuous by its
absence. The popular theory was that a scientist at Oxford University had
discovered how to re-create long extinct animals using their DNA, but Doctor
Francis, who had given an interview to reporters at the scene, vehemently
denied this.


He even went on TV the next day to refute this, alongside
the writer Michael Crichton. He had been invited along to talk about similar
theories in his novel, Jurassic Park, which was currently in the process of
being turned into a major Hollywood movie.


The debate raged all over the media for a couple of days,
but Josh and the others had more pressing concerns.


If a woolly mammoth could turn up, what next? Both Josh and
Peter had seen the lively debate on TV and there was a very real possibility
that something far more dangerous from Earth’s past could appear.


Amazingly, the police still weren’t interested. Josh had
gone to them once again saying that the park wasn’t safe. When he suggested
that sabre-toothed tigers or pterodactyls might start turning up, he was
laughed out of the station.


DI French and DS Bradley had really been of no use
whatsoever during this whole thing. He and the team were going to have to
handle this until the bitter end, it seemed.


All he could hope was that it didn’t spell the end for him,
or anyone else.


 


 











Chapter Twenty-three


 


The remaining members of the time bubble team had assembled
on a cold Sunday morning at what they hoped was a safe distance from the
riverbank from whatever, if anything, was to come through.


There were five of them this time. Josh and Peter were both
there, still with a noticeable atmosphere between them, along with Christina.
The Professor was also there again, complete with video camera along with a rather
excitable Doctor Francis.


Josh was dressed in a smart, new, black coat that he had
bought courtesy of his winnings on Docklands Express at Kempton Park the
previous day. Any concern that his presence in the timeline might have caused
ripples to spread out enough to affect the racing results had proved unfounded.
Hopefully now he could go on to live the rest of his time in 1992 in style.


“I have to say, as Oxford’s leading anthropologist, this is
quite possibly the most exciting experience of my life,” said Francis.


“And possibly the most dangerous,” remarked Peter, wondering
why he had felt the need to include the bit about being Oxford’s leading
anthropologist in the sentence. These scientists certainly seemed to like
showing off.


“Maybe, my boy, maybe. But I wouldn’t miss this for the
world. The mammoth was amazing enough but today we have the chance to see
another long-extinct creature from the even more distant past. It could be
anything! I only wish David could have joined me today, he would have loved
this.”


“David?” asked Josh.


“Attenborough, of course,” replied Francis. “We were at
Cambridge together. But he’s down in Antarctica at the moment filming a new
series for the BBC.”


“It’s probably the safest place for him,” said Peter. “At
least he’s not going to get eaten by a rampaging dinosaur down there.”


“You don’t seriously think a dinosaur is going to come
through this thing, do you?” asked Christina, looking nervous. “How big are
these time bubbles? Would something like that even fit through?”


“There doesn’t seem to be any limit to the size of a thing:
the only rule we established very early on is that only one life form can come
through at a time,” said Josh.


“A dinosaur is just one of any number of possibilities,
Christina,” explained Doctor Francis who, despite being new to the team, had
swiftly been brought up to speed over a few brandies in the Professor’s study
the night after the mammoth arrived.


“It’s quite possible nothing will come through at all,” he
added. “We’re talking about millions of years in the past now, when the Earth
was much more sparsely populated than it is now. And that’s not taking into
account the geographic changes. This time bubble could have been buried deep
underground then, in mid-air, or even in the middle of the ocean!”


“So some sort of fish could come through?” she asked.


“It could be anything,” said Josh. “But we’ll find out very
shortly.”


“And if it is something dangerous?” asked Christina?


“Then we call the authorities,” said Josh. “Professor
Hamilton has his mobile phone so we can call anyone we need to.”


“I’ve briefed the same people who picked up the mammoth that
I might be calling on them again today,” said Francis. “Like I said, this is an
anthropologist’s dream. I’m very keen to get my hands on whatever comes
through.”


“That’ll be interesting if it’s a bloody huge Brontosaurus
or something,” said Christina. “How will you get that in the back of the van?”


“Tut, tut, I do wish people wouldn’t use that term,” said
Doctor Francis. “The correct name for the beast to which you refer is
Apatosaurus.”


“Well, whatever it’s called, by my watch it’s just about
time right now,” said Josh.


Five seconds later their worst fears were confirmed. It
wasn’t an Apatosaurus but the most fearsome dinosaur of all that burst into view,
towering high above the riverbank.


The T Rex took a few steps forward, and then stopped, just
as the woolly mammoth had, momentarily confused by its surroundings.


“I don’t believe this,” exclaimed Josh. “It’s huge.”


He had seen all the as yet unmade Jurassic Park films, but
nothing could have prepared him for this. In real life the creature was far
bigger and more terrifying than the big-screen CGI versions had ever been.


“Never mind whether you believe it or not, let’s get out of
here!” shouted Peter.


Francis stood transfixed looking at the beast, while the
Professor backed slowly away, filming as he went.


“Give me your phone, Professor,” insisted Peter, dialling
999 as soon as he passed it to him. Quite what the police would be able to do
in this situation he had no idea, but they could hardly ignore it.


“Come on, Doctor Francis,” urged Josh, trying to pull the
academic away as he continued staring at the dinosaur, which was standing
still, casting its head about, great blobs of saliva pouring from its mouth.


“Look at that, it’s yellow!” said Doctor Francis. “I often
wondered what colour they were.”


“It’s also extremely dangerous!” exclaimed Josh. “Now I’m no
biologist, but that saliva suggests to me it’s planning to eat something
sometime soon and I don’t want that to be us! Now come on, run!”


“No, don’t run,” said Francis. “That’s the worst thing you
can do. You’ll encourage it to chase you.”


“And you’re an expert on the behaviour of these creatures
based on what – a few old bones in the Pitt Rivers Museum? Anyway, there’s no
point telling people not to run, look around you!”


All over the park, people were screaming and running away,
doing a very passable impression of extras in a 1950s Hollywood monster B
movie. This wasn’t looking good, thought Josh. He had vowed no one else would
get killed, but seriously, what could he do to prevent it?


Sensing the movement and the noise, the T Rex raised its
head and let out a colossal roar.


“Come on, all of you, run,” urged Josh, which the team did,
scattering in all directions, including Doctor Francis who finally found his
feet.


“Peter!” screamed Christina, realising in her panic that
they had been separated. As she looked back, she saw that the T Rex was now on
the move, wading into the river, sending massive waves splashing up over the
banks in all directions. The ducks were panicking, too, at having their normal
tranquil waters displaced and were squawking and flying off.


Christina was initially relieved that the dinosaur was
moving away from her, but that relief didn’t last long when she saw Peter
running down the riverbank in the opposite direction, towards the boathouses,
with the T Rex seemingly pursuing him. She stopped, watching in horror.


“Come on, Christina,” urged Josh, who had been running
alongside her, as Hamilton and Francis ran in a different direction, straight
across the centre of the park towards the buildings on the far side.


“You can’t just abandon Peter!” she shouted at him. “You got
him into this in the first place, now go and help him.”


Josh looked back at the T Rex in the river. What could he
do? Very little, but he guessed he couldn’t abandon Peter. He could distract it
so it ate him instead of Peter. That would at least be a heroic end. Maybe he
deserved it after all the trouble he had caused.


“You’re right,” he said. “I’ll go back, but you must go on,
Christina. Get to the edge of the park at least.”


“I’m coming with you,” she said.


“No you’re not. Either I go alone or I don’t go at all. Now
get out of here. I mean it.”


Reluctantly she complied, and continued running along the
same route the two academics had taken.


Josh looked back to see that Peter had taken temporary
shelter behind a tree, as the T Rex paused in the water. That was possibly the
best thing he could have done. Like, Doctor Francis, Josh had no real idea what
the hunting skills of dinosaurs were like, it was all pure speculation.


What he did know was that they had apparently had very small
brains so perhaps if it couldn’t see Peter it might assume he wasn’t there. It
may have no concept of object permanence.


Then again, it may not hunt by vision, it may all be down to
scent. If so, would it even be able to make out a human scent, having never
encountered one before? Not only that, Josh imagined that the heavily polluted
twentieth-century air must be quite unlike anything else the dinosaur had
previously encountered.


If it did have a highly developed sense of smell, it would
be more likely to be picking up exhaust fumes from the dozens of buses
trundling around Oxford than the scent of one small human. He could only hope.


The dinosaur had paused again but it was only about ten
yards from where Peter was hiding behind the tree trunk. Thankfully nearly
everyone else that had been in the park had now retreated to a safe distance.


As long as the T Rex didn’t suddenly decide to start running
at thirty miles an hour right into the centre of Oxford hopefully no one was
going to get killed. He didn’t even want to begin to imagine what sort of
carnage could be wreaked if that happened. It wouldn’t be being eaten that
people would have to worry about if that happened, surely dozens would be
trampled underfoot.


The longer the dinosaur stayed where it was, the better. The
alarm must well and truly been raised by now. Surely even the two most unimaginative
police officers Josh had ever met couldn’t ignore what was happening here. Help
must surely be on the way, in some shape or form.


This stalemate lasted a couple of minutes, before the
dinosaur started moving forward again, right towards Peter’s position. There
was nothing for it: Josh was going to have to try and distract it.


Against his better judgement, he walked slowly towards where
the dinosaur was. He was about fifty yards away at this point, and as he
approached, he noticed that it seemed a little sluggish.


Perhaps it was the climate. Josh remembered what he had
learned about dinosaurs at school. They were cold-blooded and couldn’t survive
in cold climates. Could that be affecting it? He wouldn’t have thought a
creature of this mass could have lost that much body heat that quickly, but it
was a fair wager that it wasn’t enjoying the February weather. The recent snow
had melted but there was still a distinct chill in the air.


The T Rex was now very close to the tree where Peter was
hiding. As it approached, it crashed right through the next tree, uprooting it
as it did so. Even if it didn’t find and eat Peter, it might very well kill him
by knocking the tree down on top of him.


As Josh inched ever closer, Peter risked a peek around the
tree, spotted him and using a shoving motion with his hand gestured to him to
stay away.


Ignoring him, Josh shouted at the top of his voice.


“Hey, Barney!” he yelled, picking up a small stone from the
path and hurling at the dinosaur. “Over here.”


Whether it was his shout or the stone he didn’t know, but
the T Rex turned towards him and roared. That was all the incentive Josh
needed, and he turned and ran, not looking back.


“Come on,” he called. “Come and get me,” he yelled. “I
deserve it!”


Did he really want it to kill him, even if it was poetic
justice? What about Alice waiting in 2055, or Amy, trapped in the body of a
six-year-old? She would be stuck in the past forever if he didn’t get out of
this.


These thoughts were all academic because he soon realised
that the T Rex wasn’t following him. Peter had taken advantage of the
distraction to make a bolt for it. If Josh had been in any doubt about the
creature’s ability to handle the cold, these were swiftly dispelled as it had
suddenly become a lot more active and was now chasing Peter down towards the
boathouses by the Thames.


As usual it seemed his intervention had just made things
worse. He looked around to see if there was any help on the way but the park
was empty. If the police were sending help, they were taking their time. It
must have been at least twenty minutes now since the dinosaur had first
appeared.


Josh watched as the dinosaur crashed through trees,
following the route Peter had taken, but he could no longer see his friend. Was
he still alive?


Then he heard the welcome sounds of the jets screaming
overhead and watched in awe as they homed in on the dinosaur, releasing the
missiles that ended the prehistoric creature’s brief existence in the modern
world.


 











Chapter Twenty-four


 


It was the day of Josh’s parents’ wedding and to his relief
things seemed to be going according to plan for once.


After the incident with the dinosaur in the park, the police
had finally woken up to the dangerous nature of the area and sealed off Christ
Church Meadow from the public. This turned out to be a classic case of closing
the stable door after the horse had bolted because the T Rex turned out to be
the last creature to pass through the time bubble.


There wasn’t a lot left of the dinosaur to analyse after it
had been destroyed by the RAF but there was no denying the reality of what had
happened. Too many people had seen it for the whole thing to be dismissed as a
hoax.


The popular theory remained that someone had figured out how
to bring ancient creatures back to life and a full investigation was ordered by
the authorities.


With no further apparitions, and a complete lack of evidence
uncovered of any mad scientists re-creating dinosaurs in a secret laboratory,
the investigation drew a complete blank. Eventually, nearly two months later,
Christ Church Meadow reopened and life soon returned to normal.


As part of the investigation there had been an attempt by
the Government to take away the woolly mammoth for examination.


This was swiftly picked up by the media who had nicknamed
her “Mammy”, leading to a public outcry over the possible vivisection of this
unique and beautiful creature. When it was subsequently revealed that she was
pregnant the name stuck and she remained at Cotswold Wildlife Park as the star
attraction.


The fortunes of the last three people to come through the
bubble had varied considerably. All three had ended up detained under the
Mental Health Act in nearby Littlemore.


There was very little that could be done to help the Stone
Age man who was simply from too far back in time to comprehend the world he was
in. He was cleaned up, given modern clothes and food, but needed a huge amount
of looking after. Even simple concepts such as cleaning his teeth seemed beyond
him and all attempts at communication went nowhere.


Still, the man seemed happy enough, sitting on the floor and
playing with a set of kids’ wooden blocks most days. It was no doubt a far more
pleasant existence than his previous life back in the Stone Age. Here he could
at least live out his remaining years in comfort.


The centre had more success with the two other historical
visitors. The Roman had clearly had some education and didn’t seem at all
irrational or aggressive once the initial shock of what had happened to him
subsided.


Over time, he began to learn English and the staff at the
centre felt optimistic that he might one day be able to integrate into normal
society, as long as he dropped his insistence that he was part of Julius
Caesar’s army and that he had come to Britain two thousand years ago.


The peasant, despite his initial incoherent ramblings, also
scrubbed up well. His old English dialect was a mix of long-lost archaic words
and those still in existence in modern language which made some communication
possible right away and this only improved the longer he spent in the twentieth
century.


He, too, responded well to the centre’s attempts to educate
him and it also looked possible that he may one day be able to live
independently.


Despite the fact that all three had turned up in a short
space of time, these coincidences were dismissed by the staff, just as they had
been by the police. After all they already had a man who insisted he was
Napoleon and a Cleopatra at the centre, so these three were nothing out of the
ordinary.


Those who had come through the time bubble from more recent
history were faring rather better. When Christina went round to Jonty’s house
to check on Mary, she discovered that they had entered into a romantic
relationship.


Knowing Jonty’s reputation, Christina’s initial misgivings
were that he might be taking advantage of her. She wouldn’t have put it past
him to get her to cook and clean and attend to his sexual needs in some of sort
of master and servant-type relationship. However, after spending a little time
with them, she realised it wasn’t like that at all.


He genuinely seemed to like her, explaining to Christina
that she was nothing like the Sloane Ranger types he was used to from
university. Mary was straightforward, honest and he quite simply loved being in
her company.


She had adjusted well to life in the twentieth century,
assuring Christina that she knew how much things had changed from her time. She
made it clear she certainly wasn’t just skivvying for Jonty and she hadn’t
slept with him either. Respectable girls didn’t do that sort of thing before
marriage where she came from, and that was one thing she wasn’t compromising on
in the liberated 1990s.


She told her how exciting she found the new world and had
been particularly fascinated by television after Christina had introduced her
to it that first day. On the evening she went round to see them, they were
watching Top of the Pops together, and Christina was amused to discover that
Mary had developed a liking for Guns N’ Roses!


She was pleased for the two of them. There was no other way
to say it, but Jonty had been an arsehole when Christina had first met him. He
seemed like an infinitely nicer person now. Maybe they would end up getting
married. It would be nice if at least someone came out of this with a happy
ending after all the bad things that had happened.


C.S. Lewis Jr, as he was now known, hadn’t wasted any time
re-establishing himself at the university and was now well on his way to
publishing the sixth Narnia novel, much to the delight of fans worldwide.


Things were a little more complicated for Kevin Austin. His
parents were in no doubt that he was indeed their son, and between the three of
them they had reached the correct conclusion that his disappearance must have
been down to time travel.


They knew that they were going to have to concoct some sort
of cover story in case the authorities started asking awkward questions about
his identity. Eventually they decided to pass him off as a nephew, recently
arrived from Australia after being orphaned when his parents had died in a car
crash.


This in itself was proving problematical with paperwork, the
boy having no identity papers, but in the absence of anyone else having a claim
on him they were hopeful of overcoming this in time.


The time bubble team never did find out what had happened to
the confused Japanese tourist. If they had they would have discovered that he
did eventually make it home to Tokyo, five years after he had left. When he
arrived he found that his wife had taken up with another man, having concluded
that he had deserted her.


His half-hearted attempts to protest his innocence fell on
deaf ears, and they ended up getting divorced shortly afterwards. He wasn’t
particularly bothered because he didn’t get on with her anyway. That was why he
had gone to Europe on his own in the first place.


Christina had caught up the term she had missed and she and
Peter celebrated graduating with the rest of their class in June 1992 as
originally planned. The traumatic events surrounding the time bubble had
brought the two of them closer together.


To begin with, she had merely been consoling him over
Rebecca’s death, but as the weeks and months passed she began to realise she
still had feelings for him.


This left her in quite a dilemma. If she attempted to
rekindle things, would she just be taking advantage of his grief? It would be
like stepping into the dead woman’s shoes so she did her best to suppress her
feelings.


Ultimately it was him who made the first move, after the two
of them had gone to see Howards End at the cinema at Easter. Sharing a large
bucket of popcorn, they were scrambling around at the bottom for the last few
pieces, when suddenly he leant across and kissed her. The film hadn’t even
started at that point because she remembered that the Pearl and Dean theme was
still playing in the background.


As a couple they began to do couple-like things. This
included pairing up with Jonty and Mary for double dates. If you had asked
Peter his ideal selection of dinner party guests a few months earlier it would
be pretty safe to assume that Jonty would not have been on the shortlist.


Now it was all different. He had dropped his elitist sneer
at those he formerly considered beneath him and had proven to be quite an
entertaining raconteur. Over dinner he often regaled them with tales of the
outrageous of the excesses of the Bullingdon Club, an establishment from which
he had resigned his membership.


Peter’s relations with Josh had remained distinctly cool. He
still blamed him for Rebecca’s death, despite Josh’s attempts to save him from
the T Rex.


Josh had decided not to push it and concentrated his efforts
into betting, using his advance information to give himself a very comfortable
lifestyle. A few strategically placed accumulative bets, particularly during
the Cheltenham Festival, had given him a significant bankroll. By Easter he was
renting a house in North Oxford comparable in size to Jonty’s.


Josh had more than enough money to live on and was nicely
set up for the foreseeable future. Now that all the stress with the time bubble
was over he was beginning to enjoy living in 1992 and considered that it would
not be the end of the world if he never made it back to his own time.


The simplicity of this pre-technological era, when people
communicated face to face with each other rather than staring into screens all
the time, appealed to him, but he knew this wouldn’t last much longer.


The first mobile phone shop had opened in the Westgate
Centre, and even in the few months he had been here he had noticed a large
increase in the number of people using them. The internet was only a couple of
years away from coming into common usage. Things were about to change massively
and Josh wasn’t sure if it was for the better. To him, people seemed happier
than they did in his time.


Aside from the refreshing lack of technology, there were
other things he had grown to love about 1992. The music scene was vibrant and
exciting and he went to see several bands at the Jericho Tavern, including the
legendary Pulp on 29th May.


He even plucked up the courage to go to a rave one night to
see what all the fuss was about. Both his parents had reminisced about them
with misty eyes.


It was held in a large barn near Kidlington and was
remarkably basic, consisting primarily of a huge sound system at one end and
several hundred people jumping up and down in unison in the rest of the barn.


He wasn’t even sure he was going to be allowed in, being
around thirty years older than the average attendee, but a few twenty-pound
notes waved in the bouncer’s face soon sorted that out.


Maybe he was too old to appreciate the music but it just
seemed like a lot of noise, though when Insanity by Oceanic came on and the
crowd started going crazy, he did find himself joining in and getting into the
moment.


The night was an experience but not one he had any desire to
repeat. It was strange imagining that his parents used to do this. Josh
preferred rock and indie music and often hung out in The Dolly. It was here
where he bumped into Peter and Christina again one Saturday a few weeks before
his parents’ wedding.


Christina saw Josh come in and walk up to the bar and
encouraged Peter to talk to him. She said there was no point bearing a grudge
and it was time the two of them made it up. Reluctantly Peter agreed, so the
two of them fought their way through the crowds of goths and rockers to the
bar.


Josh realised quite quickly from their body language that
the two of them were now an item but decided against commenting on it, bearing
in mind his past attempts to advise Peter on his love life.


He knew that if the timeline stayed on track that the
relationship was ultimately doomed, but what was the point of telling Peter
that? He had interfered in his life enough and now he had to leave things to
run their natural course.


Josh still felt incredibly guilty over Rebecca but there was
nothing he could do to change that. However, as they talked he discovered there
was something good he could do to make some sort of amends. As they talked he
asked Peter how Gran was, only to find out that she’d had a fall in the icy
spring weather and was now awaiting a hip replacement on the NHS.


With his recently acquired wealth, Josh offered to pay to
have the operation done privately. When Peter started on the old “we don’t need
your money” speech that he had seen countless times on the television,
Christina told him not to be so stupid, at which point he accepted.


After that night they tentatively resumed their friendship,
meeting for drinks and talking time travel on a weekly basis. Things were a
little awkward to begin with but gradually things returned to how they had been
before.


When they met for the last time, the night before the
wedding, Josh handed Peter a cheque for the princely sum of £10,000. This time,
Peter was happy to accept. He had come out of university in plenty of debt and
Josh wouldn’t need the money where he was going.


Josh could have given him a lot more than this, but figured
if he gave him a life-changing sum he might change his mind about teaching for
a living and do something else which wouldn’t help the timeline. He needed
Peter to end up at the school as had originally happened.


That left only one piece of unfinished business – the matter
of young Amy who had accosted him on his first day in 1992. There was nothing
he could do for her at the moment. It would have to be a project for if or when
he got home.


Getting home or not all hinged on what happened today at the
wedding. Crashing it wasn’t a problem. He had been here before and no one had
questioned him then. He had come to the conclusion that if you turned up to
these things looking the part, then anyone who didn’t know you would naturally
assume you were from the other side of the family.


With any luck he wouldn’t need to go into the church at all.
His mission was purely to meet his other self. He was almost certain it
wouldn’t be the same version of him that had visited this wedding before
because of the nature of the multiverse but that didn’t matter. If this Josh
had developed the technology to travel here through time, then he would be
capable of traversing the multiverse, too.


Josh knew that his other self wouldn’t just beam into the
church like someone out of Star Trek. When he had come here before, he had
picked a quiet spot at the back of the graveyard, making sure he arrived half
an hour before the wedding. Assuming this Josh would come to the same
conclusion, Josh headed round to the back of the church in good time.


Sure enough, a slightly younger version of him burst into
view at the exact time Josh had expected. He enjoyed the look of surprise on
the new arrival’s face as he clocked who was standing directly in front of him.


“Bet you weren’t expecting to see me, were you?” exclaimed
Josh.


“I certainly wasn’t,” asked his younger self, swiftly regaining
his composure. “What’s up? You must be here for a reason.”


“Well, it’s pretty complicated,” said Josh. “Can we go
somewhere and talk?”


“I’ve come to see Mum and Dad’s wedding,” said the younger
version. “But I’m guessing you already know that, by the look of you. You’re
older than me so I assume you’ve been here before.”


“Absolutely, and you aren’t missing much,” replied Josh
loftily. “It was pretty much like any other wedding I’ve ever been to. What
I’ve come to tell you is much more interesting, trust me. So what do you say we
ditch the wedding and go up to The Bull for a pint?”


“Aren’t we a little overdressed for the pub?” asked the
younger Josh. Both of them were resplendent in their morning dress.


“I’m sure we won’t be the first wedding guests who have
popped in there for a quick one before a service,” said Josh. “Come on.”


They walked down the footpath that led to the entrance to
the churchyard, exchanging polite hellos with the other wedding guests who were
eagerly awaiting the arrival of the bride. Reaching the front gate, they turned
right and began the walk to the pub in the centre of the village.


When they got there, they engaged in a little small talk
with the landlord who asked them if they were brothers. Once they had their
pints they headed out into the back garden to talk.


“Wow!” said the younger Josh, after listening to Josh’s long
summary of his adventures. “I’ve been working on trying to get the tachyometer
to travel between universes for quite a while, but I’m a long way from being
able to actually do it. But I’m not sure if I even should not after all the
trouble it’s got you into.”


“Well, you’re going to have to now otherwise I’m going to
end up marooned here forever.”


“We can’t have that, can we?” said the younger Josh,
grinning. “Not after all you’ve been through. Come on, then, what do I need to
do to get this thing to travel between universes?”


Josh spent the next fifteen minutes briefly summarising the
main steps, then he handed him some notes he had preprepared with some of the main
steps, outlines and details of how to read the signatures of the different
universes he had visited.


“Are you sure you’re going to be able to follow all of
this?” he said when he had finished.


“I’m sure I’ll get there,” replied the younger Josh. “You managed
it and you didn’t have any help. I suppose I had better head back and get
started.”


“What about the wedding?” asked Josh.


“I can come back and see that another time,” said the
younger Josh. “That’s the beauty of time travel.”


They left the pub, walking out of the village until they
found a quiet field for the younger Josh to make the jump back to his time.


“Don’t forget to bring two tachyometers when you come back,”
Josh reminded him, just before he leapt. “One for you and one for me.”


After an uncomfortable wait of about ten minutes, the
younger Josh burst back into view, now dressed in jeans and a T-shirt,
triumphantly holding his tachyometer in front of him. He had also clearly come
equipped, wearing the same style of backpack that Josh had been wearing when he
first arrived in 1992.


“You took your time,” said Josh.


“Yeah, I know, that was just my little joke,” replied
younger Josh. “I thought I’d make you sweat a bit.”


“I certainly am and it’s not just down to waiting for you,”
said Josh. He was sweltering in his morning suit beneath the clear blue June
sky. “Did you bring the spare tachyometer?” he asked.


“I certainly did,” said the younger Josh, taking off his
backpack and taking out the spare. “You should consider yourself very
privileged, you know. I don’t just hand these out to anyone.”


Josh examined the tachyometer. It was pretty true to his
original design.


“You’ve done a good job,” he said.


“Don’t we always?” asked the younger Josh.


“We do. And hopefully you can do a better job than I did of
using this. Just stay away from that hospital room in 2025, that’s where all
the trouble started, then you can enjoy lots of trouble-free time-travelling in
the years ahead!”


“What about you? Are you going to carry on developing this
further?”


“Right now, I couldn’t care less if I never time-travelled
again. However, there’s someone else I’ve left stuck in the past here who I
need to try and rescue so I guess the story’s not over yet. But in the short
term, I’m done with it. Alice has been bugging me to go on holiday for months
and after all this, I think I need one.”


“I think you do,” replied the younger Josh. “Right, I’ve set
this up with the signature of your original universe that you gave me before.
All you need to do is enter is the date and time and you’re away.”


Josh took a final look around him. He was going to miss
1992. He took a last look around him, appreciating the beautiful summer
sunshine, birds in full song, and the sound of the church bells in the
distance, heralding that the happy couple, his parents, were now married.


Did he really want to leave all this for the technological,
politically correct, sanitised future? The truth was, he didn’t, but he had
made a promise to Amy and the only way he could keep it was to go back.


He entered the date into the tachyometer, created what he
hoped would be the last bubble of this very long journey, and stepped through.


 











Chapter Twenty-five


 


Josh swam up to the bar in the centre of the lagoon-like
pool, ready for his first Tequila Sunrise of the day.


As he sat on a stool below a large, thatched umbrella, his
lower half submerged between the water, he sipped on his drink, ice clinking in
the glass, a welcome relief from the baking hot Middle Eastern sunshine.


He looked across the pool at where Alice was sunbathing,
just in front of a row of pine trees, while a robot masseuse gave her a
technically perfect massage. There was no expense spared at this hotel. It was
Dubai’s latest futuristic seven-star offering.


When he had arrived back in his own time he had walked the
two miles to the nearby town and caught a train back to Oxford, relieved to see
that everything appeared normal. It seemed he was indeed finally home.


The train journey gave him plenty of time to think about
what he was going to tell Alice on his way back to Oxford. In the end, he
decided not to tell her the full story about his year away. She would
undoubtedly go crazy and ban him from ever travelling anywhere ever again.


He had set the date of his actual return to the day after he
had left so as far as she was concerned he would have been gone for only
twenty-four hours from her perspective.


In addition to him being lost for a year there were things
that had gone on in those other universes that he really didn’t want to have to
talk about. He had resorted to some pretty desperate tactics at times to
survive.


If he were to tell her about him being blackmailed into sex
by an alternate version of his former lover, Lauren, it would probably spell at
best divorce and at worst castration. Then there were the people who died. The
burden of that would be with him until the end of his days and it wasn’t
something he wanted to talk about to anyone.


In the end, he told Alice a heavily truncated version. He
said that the tachyometer had been damaged in a time-travel accident, but that
he had managed to get help from his other self in another universe.


He implied this had led to him being away a few days, rather
than over a year, and she seemed happy with this. Fortunately his appearance
hadn’t changed much in a year, though Josh was sure he probably had a few more
grey hairs after all he had been through.


Once that discussion was over he immediately suggested they
follow her earlier suggestion and take a year’s sabbatical to go travelling the
world. Alice was delighted because it was something she had wanted to do for
ages.


They would be able to travel in style, too. They had
acquired considerable savings over the years due to working all the time and
rarely travelling, plus other chunks that Josh had acquired through shrewd
investments made with the help of time travel.


Dubai was just their first stop before a two-month-long tour
of Australia. It wouldn’t take them long to get there. The latest hypersonic
planes could make the trip from the Middle East to Sydney in less than two
hours.


After much debate, they had decided not to take the
tachyometers with them. They had considered using them to slip back in time at
historical sites they visited on their journey, but ultimately dismissed this
as too dangerous. Memories of Roman soldiers brandishing swords and rampaging T
Rexes were a little too recent for comfort in Josh’s memory.


However, Josh did have one time travel-related activity
planned for the trip, hence his decision to include the city of Canberra on
their itinerary. Since Australia’s rise to become a major global power, in the
aftermath of The Black Winter of 2029-2030, Canberra had become the
twenty-first century’s equivalent of Silicon Valley.


Josh was particularly interested in research being carried
out at the Australian National University. Josh had recently made contact with
a team there that was working on the process of transferring human
consciousness out of the body into the cloud where it could then be transferred
into a new host, either organic or artificial.


One of the advantages of holding a senior scientific post at
Oxford was that the prestige that it brought pretty much got Josh access to any
other scientific project he wanted, anywhere in the world.


Transferring human thoughts into a machine was the stuff of
pure science fiction just a few decades before but the rate of technological
advance was accelerating to the point where all things now seemed possible.


Successful trials had already been run with a copy of a
human brain already having been implanted into an android host at the centre in
Canberra. All of this had been achieved with very little physical apparatus
other than a chip in the original brain. The rest had been done with as much
ease as transferring a file from one computer to another across a Wi-Fi
network.


Immortality, the Holy Grail of human existence, was suddenly
within its grasp but this raised wider issues. Despite the ever-growing Martian
colonies, the world remained overcrowded. It was clear that a third planet would
soon be needed and NASA was already working on that.


Josh’s interest in all this was directly related to his time
adventures and in particular his promise to help Amy. If people’s minds could
be transferred that easily, who was to say he couldn’t find a way of building
that into his technology, allowing people’s consciousness to travel to
different periods within their own lifetime.


What if he could scoop up the consciousness of six-year-old
Amy in 1992 and place it back in her adult body where it belonged?


He could potentially create a new and safe form of time
travel. Rather than risking life and limb travelling into potentially dangerous
situations why not just send a projection of his, or anyone else’s, mind into a
copy of the past?


In theory anyone could enjoy living any special moment of
their life over again. They could also see what would happen if they were given
a second shot at something and decided to do things differently. There were all
sorts of possibilities.


Josh was an old hand when it came to time travel and rarely
trusted anyone else with it, but here was a safe way to give other people a
chance. What would people do if he showed up and offered them the chance to go
back and live any day of their life of their choice again?


It was something that would be fascinating to explore,
especially if he could observe. He was reminded of his dad’s old stack of
Choose Your Own Adventure books he had read as a kid. Maybe now you really
could explore every path for real.


Yes, he was certainly looking forward to seeing what they
had been up to in Canberra and making some useful contacts there. Hopefully
when he got back to Oxford in another six months he would be refreshed and
ready to go on this new project. All he had to do then was persuade Alice it
was something worth them spending their time on.


He finished his Tequila Sunrise and dived back into the
pool, enjoying the feeling of the cool water on his skin. It really was baking
hot in Dubai and he knew it wouldn’t take him long to dry off. He emerged from
the pool just as the android masseuse finished working on his wife.


“It’s way too hot out here today,” remarked, Josh. “Fancy a
siesta?”


“I thought you’d never ask,” she said, grinning, as she
leapt up from the sunbed and took his hand.


In another month they would arrive in Canberra. Until then
it was time for Josh to forget all about time travel and start enjoying his
holiday.


Hand in hand they walked back around the pool towards the
hotel.


 


The end…for the moment…but there is also a spin-off
box set available entitled “Second Chances” 


Among the stories included are Midlife Crisis, starring
Kent, the hapless policeman, from The Time Bubble and Happy New Year which
tells the tale of how Amy from Splinters in Time ended up in 1992.











Reviews


 


Before you go, may I ask a small favour?


As an independent author, I don’t have the strength of a big
marketing budget behind me. I rely on word of mouth to spread the word about my
books, plus genuine reviews from enthusiastic readers who have enjoyed the
book. These help potential new readers decide whether or not to try a story
from an author they haven’t read before.


If you enjoyed the book, I would be hugely grateful if you
would consider taking a few minutes to leave a short review on the Amazon
website to let other readers know what you liked about the book. Every little
helps, even if it is only a couple of short sentences.


 


 











Also by Jason Ayres


Midlife Crisis


 


If you were offered the chance to live six days of your life
over again, which would you choose?


Richard Kent is feeling well and truly fed-up. As he
approaches middle-age, his waistline is expanding, his career options are
dwindling, and everything from pop music to television seems like it was so
much better in the past. If that wasn't depressing enough, his wife nags him,
his kids ignore him and his boss thinks he's a dinosaur. He's just about ready
to give up but then a remarkable encounter with his younger self changes
everything.


A trip back to 1984 in the body of his seven-year-old self
is just the beginning of an amazing adventure revisiting key moments from his
life. From an unrequited teenage crush to revenge on his evil boss, armed only
with a large, rubber Brontosaurus, Kent sets out to right the wrongs of the
past.


This novel is the first in a new series of spin-offs set in
the same universe as the author’s Time Bubble series. A sequel, Rock
Bottom, was released in early 2017.


UK Link: https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B01GOZRI9U/ 


US Link: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B01GOZRI9U/







Rock Bottom


 


Kay's life was in a mess. Now she's been given the chance to
go back and relive six days of her life again. Can she use them wisely to turn
her life around?


At 18, she had it all - brains, beauty, and plans for a
glittering career. By 43, she is barely scraping a living and renting a grotty
flat above a chip shop. Traded in by her husband for a younger model, she
spends her life seeking solace in vodka and one night stands. 


With her new found ability to time travel Kay makes good use
of her trips back in time, from reliving Christmas Day in the 1980's to turning
private detective in her own divorce case. But will an attempt to unmask a
murderer in the local community be her undoing?


Rock Bottom is the second in a loosely connected series of
time travel novels. It features characters and situations from the accompanying
Time Bubble series and can be read standalone or alongside those stories.


UK Link: https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B01N76YM5M/ 


US Link: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B01N76YM5M/











My Tomorrow, Your Yesterday


 


Meet Thomas Scott, a man living life in reverse, in this
original new time travel novel. 


When Thomas wakes up in hospital on New Year's Day he has no
memory of who he is or why he is there. Racked with pain from a terminal
illness, death swiftly follows. Next time he wakes, alive again, he is confused
to discover that it now December 31st. As the days pass it becomes clear that
the calendar is running in reverse.


From middle-aged father all the way back to childhood, the
passing years present all manner of different challenges for Thomas as he
continues his journey backwards through the early 21st and the late 20th
centuries.


Taking place in the same universe as the author’s Time
Bubble series, this is a stand-alone story which can be enjoyed with or
without having read the earlier books.


UK Link: http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/B00UDHAD0M/ 


US Link: http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00UDHAD0M/ 









Happy New Year


 


Amy was never very keen on New Year's Eve - and that was
before the time travel accident that sent her spiralling back into the past.


Now she's living every New Year of her life over again in
reverse. As soon as each is over she is thrown back a year in time to the
previous one.


Starting at thirty-nine years old, she grows progressively
younger, revisiting snapshots of her life along the way. From dealing with an
unfaithful boyfriend to trying to help her alcoholic mother, she attempts to
make the most of her second chances with varying degrees of success.


As Amy grows ever more youthful, the reality of her
impending mortality looms ever larger. Her only hope is to track down the
mysterious stranger who sent her back through time, but he is nowhere to be
found.


Happy New Year is the fourth in a loosely connected series
of time travel novels. It features characters and situations from the
accompanying Time Bubble series and can be read standalone or alongside those
stories.


UK Link: http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/ B079H1RDMT/ 


US Link: http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/ B079H1RDMT/









About the author


 


Jason Ayres lives in the market town of Evesham with his
wife and two sons.


Following a lengthy career in market research, he turned his
hand to writing whilst bringing up his children. This included the popular Stay
At Home Dad column in the Oxford Mail.


Encouraged by this success, he moved on to writing time
travel novels, releasing The Time Bubble in the summer of 2014. This
original and well-received story has since spawned a host of spin-offs and
sequels.


Want to know more about Jason?


You can find his official website here:


https://www.jasonayres.co.uk/ 


Find him on Twitter:


https://twitter.com/AusterityDad/ 


Or check out his Facebook page for the latest news:


https://www.facebook.com/TheTimeBubble/ 
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