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INFECTED BOOKS

Prologue

At aquarter past one on the morning of Tuesday, October the 2nd, our sun beganto die. Liketheinside
of abody being dowly weakened and devoured by a cancer, and unseen by anyone and anything
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watching, the star began to writhe and to react within itself producing lethd levels of energy and radiation
which it spewed out into the space surrounding. All around the rest of the universe, nothing seemed to
have changed - the brilliant yellow mass continued to burn brightly and to warm the planetsin orbit
around it where life continued unabated and oblivious to the star's inaudible dying screams.

Eventudly, within fifty hours of the sun'sfirst internd reaction, achange worked itsway steadily
through the vacuum which was noticed and which was, surprisingly, welcomed by the population of the
earth - it began to get warmer. Asthe people on the planet's surface talked of mild winters and of Indian
summers, the temperature of the air that they bresthed rose steedily until, by Monday the 15th, most
areas were agood five degrees warmer than their record books and experts said that they should be.

It was not the first time that such things had happened there and, for once, rather than complain, most
peoplein England chose to relax and to make the most of their mini-hestwave. Steven Johnson.
however, was far from impressed.

At only twenty-six years of age, he had done well to get to where he sat today. It had taken him eight
yearsto work hisway up through the ranks of the company which employed him from amere clerk to
the heady heights of an office manager. Now, as he sat done and uncomfortable in the stilling heat of his
oak-panelled office and rested in his expensive leather swivel chair, he wondered if it had been worth all
the effort it had taken.

Steven looked out of the wide window next to his desk and down onto the busy high street below.
With jedl ous eyes he watched people chatting, laughing, shopping and enjoying themsalves and he cursed
the concrete prison cdll into which he locked himsdf for aminimum of seven hours every working day.
Sometimes he wondered if he would have been better off without the burden of responsibility which had
been hung on his shoulders a ardatively young age. Although not alonely man by any stretch of the
imagination, he would often listen to the laughter and jokes which drifted through the air fromthemain
office and into hisroom, and curse the professond distance that his superiorsingsted he maintain from
the people who worked for him.

Hedso found it difficult to relax and to cast asde the stresses that his job involved, and the heat of
the last two weeks had only made mattersworse. As a single man, Steven went home each night to an
empty house where the only listening ear belonged to the cat and, while the anima did its best and
listened to his problems; it was usdess when it came to offering support and encouragement. Although he
never made any admissionsto hisfriends or family, he was desperately in need of someoneto share his
time, hismoney, his problemsand hislife with.

Perhaps he was being naive, but he made no effort to go out and find such a person. He had been the
victim of too many broken hearts and missed opportunities to spend his nights trudging around lonely
bars and crowded clubs anymore. Brought up on adiet of other peoples sickly sweet love stories,
Steven was sure that all he needed to do was wait patiently and then, one day, the girl of hisdreams
would comewadltzing into hislife.

Even with the large window open, the hesat in the office was sticky and close. He loosened thetie
around his neck and undid the top button on hisformal, pressed white shirt. He glanced up at the clock
onthewadl in front of him and sighed heavily as its hands quickly worked their way around towards two
o'clock. Two o'clock on the afternoon of Monday the 15th had been atime and a date that he had not
been looking forward to. It had been decided by those in the higher echelons of power that one of the
junior members of the office staff had not been performing to the fullest of his abilities and, unfortunately,
thiswasthe time and date when it had fallen to Steven to ddliver the company's ultimatum to their
struggling employee. Asthe second hand on the clock ticked mercilesdy past the hour, he took a deep
breath and picked up the phone.

With the receiver held tightly in his hand, Steven swallowed hard and didled out to his secretary at her
desk. If hewas honest, he didn't believe that lan Stanton (the member of staff that he was about to
reprimand) had done anything to merit such action being taken but what troubled him more than being the
hired mouthpiece of aman in agrey suit in an office on the other sde of the country, wasthefact that he
was about to admonish one of the most popular members of staff. Hefelt surethat it would only serveto
dienate him further from the rest of the peoplein the branch. Still, he thought, there was no avoiding it, it



was what he was being paid to do.

The thought of money depressed Steven and, as the phone rang in the outside office without answer,
he could not help but think and be saddened by how much he had become awilling dave to cash. He
was about to do something that he did not believe in and the only reason that he did it was to keep those
few extra pounds flowing into his pockets a the end of each month. To stop them soiling their own
hands, his superiors paid him alittle more than the staff beneath him and expected that to be sufficient.

The company that Steven worked for was part of the financia industry and he could see better than
most just how the possession of money seemed to command more respect that it ever deserved. He
would often spend the best part of aday running around on behaf of those people who either had cash
or connections while the people who realy needed his help had to wait in a poverty-gtricken line at the
bottom of astinking heap. Even when he was able to assist such people, it was never without heavy cost
to those least able to pay while the rich were never asked to put their handsin their pockets. It wasa
difficult fact to accept but it was an unavoidable part of hisworking life. It was also a huge bone of
contention which lodged itsdlf painfully in Steven's neck. He knew that he had to find anew career before
this one drove him to insanity.

Someonefinally picked up the telephone.

'Hello," achirpy, high-pitched voice answered. It was Carol, the office secretary.

"Would you ask lan to comeinside please? Steven said abruptly.

'Will do,' Caral replied before quickly replacing the receiver.

Steven put his phone down and took severa deep, caming breaths. In the moments before 1an
entered, hetried desperately to remember the standard lines from countless courses and numerous
memos that his bosses had force-fed him with to deal with a Situation such asthis. He hoped that he
would be able to keep up the act and deliver their ultimatum with the minimum of effort and resistance.

The silhouette of a man appeared in the frosted glass of the window in the door to Steven's office.
The shadow paused for amoment (1an was obvioudy as nervous and unsure about the interview ashis
manager was) before knocking on the door and coming ingde.

There was aloud confident knock at the door and | stood up to let 1an into the office. He walked quietly
past me, keeping his eyes directed firmly away from mine, and stood in front of my desk.

'Sit down, lan,' | said and he pulled a chair across the room to sit opposite my chair.

| watched him as he sat down and noticed that he looked considerably calmer and more composed
than | felt. He had aready been told the purpose of my caling him into the office today and | expected
him to have prepared his responses to the company's threats beforehand. A young man, only a couple of
yearsmy junior; hefolded hisarms, sat back on the hard, wooden chair and waited for meto sit down
opposite him.

| cleared my throat. It was difficult for meto hide my didike at the Stuation and, dthough | didn't look
directly into hisface, | could fed lan staring acrossthe table a me. | was sure that he saw me almost as
the enemy and definitely as someone who could not be trusted. Although | knew that what | was about to
say were the words of other people, | felt that hewould hold every last syllable against me personally.

'How arethings? | asked, struggling to find away of ending the stagnant silence and getting down to



the matter at hand.

'Fine," lan replied abruptly. It was obvious from the tone of his voice and from the brevity of hisreply
that he had no intention of making this an easy caution for meto administer.

'Look," | began, 'l don't like having to do this, and I'm sure that you don't want to be sat here listening
tome. ..

| stopped mid-sentence. | remembered my teachers trying much the same line on me at school and |
could not believe that | had just used it. | looked up to see lan till taring at me. He turned away and
began to fidget nervoudy and chew hisfingers. | took another deep breath.

I'll come straight to the point, lan. Y our work hasfailed to meet the standards that the company
expects from someone of your grade and experience. Unless you buck up your ideas and start pulling
your weight, you could well find yoursdlf out of ajob.’

| felt mysdlf relax and was sure that my relief was obviousto lan. | had ddlivered the required
ultimatum and he appeared to have taken it reasonably well. | had been worried that he might not be so
calm and was surprised when the expression on his face dowly changed to one of genuine concern.

'l understand what you're saying," he said dowly, choosing hiswords carefully. 'l really don't want to
losemy job.’

I've got to be honest, 1an,' | said, quickly dipping back into company mode, 'you're not giving me that
impression a the moment.'

Hewas quiet again for a second and | could see that there was something that he wanted to say. He
shuffled in his seat and looked away from me and out through the window before beginning to speak
dowly and with some trepidation.

It'sjust that..." he began before stopping mid-sentence with uncertainty.

‘Just what? | asked, keen to find out what was on his mind.

It'sjust that | can't see any point in doing any morethan | need to.' 1an struggled to find the right
words to express how hefelt without, | presumed, sounding anti-company (which mogt, if not al of the
gaff in the office were).

Hefdl slent again and | was about to speak when he interrupted.

'Y ou've told me before now that if | apply mysalf and work hard, then | could be sitting where you
aeand...'

"...and?

"...and I'm not sureif | want to be."

lan relaxed when he had finished speaking and |ooked anxioudy towards me for aresponse. He had
caught me off guard and | struggled to find anything to say inreply.

'‘Aslong as| get my money at the end of the month, | don't care what happens,’ he added,
emphasisng hispoint.

It was my turn to fidget in my seat as| tried to force mysdlf to act as aresponsible company
employee and to do thejob that | had been paid to do. | could not help agreeing with and admiring lan's
views but | had to make the company's position known.

'I've been told to give you amonth - after that well review the Situation,’ | said, hiding my doubtsidly
behind the threats of others.

‘That'sfair enough,’ lan replied, seemingly relieved that | had not taken hiswords badly. ‘Believe me,’
he continued, 'l redly don't want to lose my job | just think that therésalot moreto life than dogging
your gutsout al day and getting homein such a state that you're too tired to do anything ese.’

Once more he looked cautioudy towards me for areaction before adding,

'Y ou can seewhat | mean, can't you?

Unfortunately, | could see al too well what 1an meant. | nodded and stood to let him out of the room.
It was difficult to op myself from telling him just to what extent | had agreed with his comments and o,
to prevent any embarrassment, | decided to finish the meeting and avoid any further conversation. | could
not help feding deflated and somewhat depressed - | had let down the company and, much more
importantly, | had let my own morasand idealsdip.



'Please, lan. Please just try and make alittle more effort,’ | said as | led him across the room. ‘I'm not
asking for one hundred percent dedication, just alittle co-operation.’

lan managed ardlieved smile and |eft the office. | shut the door behind him and leant against the wall,
glad that our meeting had passed without any redl incident.

Although I made no conscious attempt to eavesdrop on the conversations out in the main office, |
stood quietly next to the door for ashort while and could not help but listen to what the staff were saying
to their reprimanded friend. Through the frosted glass | could see them gathering around lan for shreds of
gossip and information like gannets after the tiniest scraps of food. | hated being cast as the enemy and
strained to try and hear what was being said above the noise of the office. Although most of the words
were nothing more than garbled mumbles, | distinctly heard lan's voice tdling the othersthat | had been a
pushover.

| walked back from the door and sat down at my desk again. | swivelled the chair around so that |
could look outside, leant back and stared lazily into the deep and clear blue sky. lan had been right, of
course, | had been apushover. But how could | be possibly be expected to argue against something that
| knew was right and to criticise otherswhen | agreed with their morals and actions? | decided there and
then (as | did nearly every day at the sametime) that a change of career was the only sensible solution to
my problems.

Five o'clock seemed to take an eternity to arrive. | spent threelong hours done in my office, ploughing
through mundane paperwork and occasionaly speaking to customers on the telephone. The heat made
the time drag even more and | noticed from my records that it was on this date last year that we had fired
up the boilers and switched on the office heeting. Today | sat next to an open window with my tie
hanging loosaly around my neck and my shirtdeevesrolled up.

A knock at the door disturbed the quiet and Robert, my assistant manager, poked his bald, sweaty
head into the room.

‘All right if we dl shoot off? he asked. 'Everything'sfinished.’

| nodded.

'I'm just about to pack up mysdlf,’ | said and | was about to ask him a question when his head
disappeared again. The heavy clunking of feet followed asthe staff collected their bags, newspapers and
redundant overcoats and climbed down the sairsto leave the building.

| gathered up my papers from the desk and shoved them into my briefcase, determined to catch up
with morework at home later. As| leant across and closed the window, | looked down onto the busy
street below and watched as people strolled through the early-evening gloom of October with their
jackets hung casudly over their shoulders and their shirt collars open.

| dammed the window down and locked it shut. Keen to leave the branch quickly and be on my way
home, | picked up my jacket and case and went out into the main office. Robert had just let the last of
the rest of the aff out of the building and | waited for him to return. It was company regulations that
no-one was ever left on the premises on their own to lock up at night and astrict, dmost regimental
check of the building needed to be made before we could |eave.

A discarded newspaper lay on anearby desk and | picked it up. The paper was one of the nationa
tabloidsand, as | expected, carried little in the way of any real news. Asisthe norm for such papers, the
firgt hint of unexpected sunshine meant full, front-page pictures of crowded beaches and of childrenin
park paddling pools. The predictable headline ydled. 'What a Scorcher!" in inimitable Fleet Street style
and another footnote at the bottom of the page continued the theme, saying, *...and therés more to
come!' Try as| might, | could find nothing inside the paper to explain the heet or to even give the dightest
ideaof how long the conditions might last or how hot it could get.

Robert returned from the front door with his round face glowing red and covered with alayer of
sticky sweet. Thisistoo much for me,' he wheezed.

'l know what you mean,’ | said. 'l don't know what well do if it gets any warmer.'



As| spoke and tried to make polite conversation, Robert walked past me and collected his briefcase.
Although | was sure that he was not trying to be deliberately rude or obstinate, | could tell that he had no
interest in anything | had to say and that he just wanted to get away as quickly as possible. | hoped that it
was the branch he was so eager to escape from and not me - the constant whispers and glances from my
saff were beginning to make me paranoid.

| followed Robert as he made the required checks around the building and switched off the
computers. Aswe left the building | breathed acool and relaxing sigh of rdlief and looked forward to a
quiet evening a home. With alittle luck, | thought, | would wake up in the morning and find that the office
had burnt down and that it was atypically grey, cold and miserable October day outside.

Somehow, | didn't think thatwould be the case.

With thearrival of night, the autumn light had faded away as normal but there had been no noticeable
respite in the suffocating hest. Although past their bright best, | was determined to take advantage of
what remained of the conditions and so settled down on the patio in adeckchair to relax and to listen to
theradio for awhile. | had brought home plenty of work from the office which needed to be done but, as
the pressures of the day had now reduced to an amost bearablelevel, | decided to leaveit al locked
safely away in my briefcase until morning. The company got more than enough out of me between nine
and five o'clock each day - thiswas my time and my time aone.

The patio was dark and quiet with the gloom only broken by the soft yellow eectric light which spilled
out of the house from the kitchen window. Although not brilliant by any means, the light provided just
enough illumination to help me locate the cans of beer on the ground at the Side of the chair.

The metd frame and thin cloth covering of the deckchair proved to be deceptively comfortable and it
did not take long for meto begin to dide away into alight deep. The heat and drink combined to deadly
effect to help me lose consciousness with the minimum of fuss. Occasionaly a soft breeze drifted across
the garden, but it was never strong enough to wake me for more than a couple of seconds.

At around nine-thirty, an unexpected crackle of static from the radio woke me with agtart. It had
been playing quiet, tinny music al evening without interruption but had now begun to scream and hisswith
digtortion. Still half adeep, | struggled in the gloom to find the set with one outstretched arm. With fingers
flailing, | grabbed the wire aerial and siwung it around to try and rel ocate the Sation's dusive sgnd. When
the music was replaced totdly by static and white noise, | sat up and picked the radio angrily off the
ground. As| toyed with the controls, aheavy and hot wind blew across my face. Thewind was gentle
and somehow directionless and it seemed to fal onto me rather than be blown. | looked up into the night
sky to try and find the source of the breeze and was amazed when the whole panorama of darkness
above me began to change colour.

At firgt deep black and punctuated only by the brilliance of individud, isolated stars, the sky changed
initidly to aruddy brown before lightening and working its way from adeep red to adull orange, dmost
as bright asthe last glowing embersin adying fire. | watched and rubbed my tired eyes, unsureif what |
was seeing was redly there or if it wasjust atrick of the night. Slowly, the colours reversed and the sky
worked itsway back to itsorigina dull blackness. The radio in my hands crackled back into life and, as
the warm wind subsided, the music began to blast out of the speakers once again.

I put the machine back on the ground and relaxed again in the deckchair. | looked up at the heavens



above and wondered about what | had just seen. Half of my mind seemed intent on finding alink
between the hot conditions and the light and wind | had just experienced whilst the other haf of me
wanted nothing more than to ignore it and go back to deep. Thelatter part of my brain was starting to
win its battle with the other until, just as | was beginning to lose consciousness again, the telephone rang
ingdethe house. Angry, tired and irritated. | jumped up out of my chair and knocked a half-finished can
of beer over onto the patio. For amoment | watched asthe liquid fizzed and frothed away in the pae
light, before going into the house to answer the call.

Still not quite awake, | picked up the telephone receiver and held it to my ear.

‘All right, Steve! Did you seethat? asked an annoyingly cheerful voice a the other end of theline. |
recognised its owner immediately as Mark Evans, an old close friend.

'If you'vejust phoned me up to ask that, Mark, then our friendship could well beonitslast legs,' |
sad as| tried to stifle atired yawn. Heignored my idle thrests.

'Did you seeit? he asked again. 'Wasn't it incredible?

'‘Mark," | said abruptly, becoming more and more irritated with each passing moment, 'yes, | did see
the sky change and yes, to be honest, it was very unusua and very impressive. If you don't mind though,
| was just about to go to deep.’

‘Boring bastard!" he snapped. 'Anyway, | didn't just call to ask about that, | wanted to know if you're
il going out for adrink on Monday.'

At the mention of drinking and of going out, my tone changed and | actualy managed to feign interest
in the conversation.

'Fine, mate. Shall | pick you up about eight?

'Okay, Mark replied. ‘But only if you're in a better mood. Y ou've got to lighten up if you're going out
withme!

I'will," I promised. 'lI'vejust had abad day, that's all.' | was keen not to talk about work and swiftly
switched the conversation to another topic. 'ls Stuart still coming with us? | asked.

Stuart was another close friend of Mark's and of mine. We had known each other since our school
daystogether and our Monday-night outings to the pub had become something of atradition.

'He can't come," Mark said. 'Says he's too busy at work, but | doubt if that's the real reason.’

Stuart's attendance at our evenings out had become more erratic and irregular recently. Although we
never dared say anything to him, we both presumed that it had more to do with hiswife than with
pressure of work.

'It's Susan,’ | commented. 'Our Stuart's becoming a bit hen-pecked these days.'

Mark agreed. For amoment | pictured Stuart trapped at home and could not help but feel jeal ous of
the fact that he at least had someone to be trapped at home with. All that | had was afat old tabby cat
who, amost on cue, bounded heavily down the stairs and ran past me.

'How arethings at work? Mark asked, disturbing my train of thought.

'Shit,' | replied, bluntly and honestly. I knew my friend well enough not to waste any timein besting
around the bush with him.

'No change there then,' he offered. Mark had heard me complain about the office on many occasions
in the past. In fact, he had probably listened to me moan about the place every time that we'd spoken
since | had gtarted there. 'Y ou need to get yourself areal job!" he joked.

'What, like the one you've got? | replied, sarcastically. Mark was alecturer at the city's university and
my sarcasm was redlly nothing more than thinly velled jedlousy. Aswell as earning amuch better sdlary
than me, he lectured in sports science and seemed to spend most of histime playing games and generaly
enjoying himsdf.

'l haveto work for my money,' | added with a semi-intended bitternessin my voice.

'l know you do," he replied. '‘But who's having the best time?

‘All right, dl right' | wailed, admitting defeat. 'How are things a your place, anyway?

'Not too bad. There's quite abuzz around the campus about the weather at the moment. The
meteorologica department are having afield day.’

'l bet they are. Has anybody got any ideawhat's going on though? | asked.



‘Not redly. They managed to predict that what happened tonight was going to happen. Some of them
are saying that something smilar will happen again beforelong.’

'All well and good but what exactly wasit?

I don't know All that I've heard isthat it could have something to do with the sun.’ He paused for a
moment. 'And if you think about it that's bloody obvious!'

| laughed.

It'stypical though,’ | said, 'the rest of usare dogging our guts out to earn aliving and you lot are just
gtting around and talking about how hot it isoutside.’

'Steve, you redly have got to lighten up alittle Y ou're getting far too bitter in your old age." Mark
knew that | wasjoking and ignored my jedousjibes. 'Anyway," he continued, 'l bet that everything will
be back to normal in acouple of days. Y ou wait, well go out next Monday and it'll be wet, miserable
and...'

"...you'll be complaining about how cold it is, | know you. Anyway, I'll see you next week.'

'Yes, I'vegot to go I've got alot to get ready for tomorrow.'

'I'm sure you have, mate," | said laughing. ‘Got to blow up your bals and clean your boots. Chrigt, it
must be tough.'

Mark sghed loudly.

"There'sjust no point talking to you when you're in thiskind of mood. I'll see you on Monday.'

'Okay. Pick you up about eight. Have a good week.'

| listened as Mark put the phone down. | yawned, stretched and then replaced the receiver of my
own set. Theideaof heading back out onto the warm patio to the deckchair and to my remaining cans of
beer was appealing and | walked towards the back door, tired and thirsty. No sooner than | had taken a
couple of steps away from the phone, it began to ring again. Annoyed, | picked it up.

'Hello," | snapped.

'Steven, it's your mother here.'

My heart sank as Mom began to speak. Although | enjoyed talking to her | knew that my beer would
beflat by the time that she had finished gossiping.

'How are you, Mom? | asked.

'Oh, not too bad, love. | can't get over thisweather though.'

'l know what you mean, it'sabit much, isn't it?

‘Areyou dl right dear? she enquired in her gentle, high-pitched tone. 'l tried cdling alittle earlier.’

'l was probably adeep. | had abad day today.'

Although we had only been speaking for amatter of minutes and had done little but exchange
pleasantries, | could dready sensethat all was not well with Mom. She habitually telephoned mewith an
irritating regularity to make surethat | was dl right (she seemed to find it difficult to comprehend the fact
that | was twenty-six and perfectly ableto look after myself) and her calsusualy took afamiliar pattern.
Mom would ask how | was, | would tell her and then ask the same question back. Nine times out of ten,
she would reply by telling me exactly where she had been recently, who she had seen and what they'd
been doing when sheld seen them. Thisvita information could take Mom anything up to half an hour to
impart and, on the rare occasion when it was not forthcoming, | knew that something was wrong and that
she had called me for another reason.

'Iseverything dl right, Mom?

She paused for amoment before speaking again.

It'syour father, Steven. He's not too well

'What'swrong? | asked, concerned. Dad was a strong old man and wasrarely ill. If he complained
you knew that there was something serioudy wrong with him.

'I think it must be the heat,’ Mom replied. 'He just can't seem to settle!

Although hewasin hisearly sixties, it was difficult to accept that Dad was growing old. In the same
way that they both thought of me astheir little boy, my parents till seemed the same to me today asthey
had done when | was younger. 'Is there anything | can do?

'l don't know. Would you come over one night soon? We'd both love to seeyou.'



'Of course | will. Mom. It'll probably have to be next week, but I'll definitely come across!

My parents lived on the other sde of town and it took awhile for me to get over to see them. | knew
that | would be busy for the rest of the coming week and for the weekend after that. | hoped that Mom
wouldn't mind if | left it that long to vist.

That'sfine, love. Y our dad'll be pleased to see you.'

Unusually, she did not seem in the mood to chat and | felt sure that she would have been happier had
| made arrangementsto visit them alittle sooner. | gpologised for not being able to and then said
goodbye. | wished with al my heart that | could just abandon the office and go and seethem first thing in
the morning, but | knew that was impossible. Disgppointed with myself and worried about my father, 1
walked away from the phonein the hal and into the living-room.

| flicked on the television st just in time to catch the beginning of anews bulletin. There was nothing
of any red interest in the main headlines, but it was becoming noticesble that the weather conditions had
begun to work their way gradudly up the programme's running order. A few days ago they had been little
more than atacked-on postscript but now that it looked asif the heat would last for awhilelonger yet,
they were fast becoming headline news. | switched off the set again and walked out through the open
French windowsinto the garden. The air had become perfectly till again and the heet was dry, close and
heavy.

Asthe seconds ticked away towards ten-thirty, | drifted off and away into a sound, undisturbed
deep. Undisturbed, that was, until four o'clock the next morning when | woke in my deckchair and
stumbled back into the house.

| was late getting into the office next morning. Once | had woken up on the patio and had gone back
ingdeto bed | had found it difficult to get back to deep. | had eventually managed to drift off again at
around six and had then dept through my seven o'clock alarm. | could only have been ten or fifteen
minutes later than usud but it did not matter - ten minutes or ten hours; once my daily routine had been
disrupted it aways seemed to take the best part of the whole working day to get it back into some
semblance of order. Fortunately, the office was quiet al morning and it seemed that al of the people who
were lucky enough to have the choice had stayed at home to make the most of the relatively tropical
conditions outside.

There had been no overnight respite in the weather and by midday the brilliant sun stood high and
proud in the deep blue sky, burning everything that it touched with its powerful and undiminished rays. |
spent the morning trapped in my swesat-box of an office catching up with the paperwork which | had
taken home last night with the intention of completing there. A telephone cdll from afriend wasa
welcome interruption from monotonous sheets covered in endless lists of repetitive figures.

‘Sorry to bother you, Steve,' Carol said as she poked her head around the door and into my room.
'I've got a Rebecca Marsh on the phone for you, she saysit'sapersonal cal.'

"Thanks, Carol,’ | said. That's fine. Could you shut the door on your way out please?

My secretary obliged by damming the door and dmost pulling it from its hinges. | picked up the
phone quickly to speak to Rebecca

'Hi Becky How areyou?

| had known Rebeccafor the last four or five years| couldn't remember how or where we had



originaly met, | just knew that she wasthe best friend | had ever - or would ever - have. One of the
biggest regrets of my life wasthe fact that | had met her shortly after she had married. | knew that if she
had <till been single | would have found the perfect partner to share therest of my time with.

I'mdl right, Steve," she replied 'How are things going with you today?

| sighed.

They'regoing, that'sall | can say.'

Rebeccalaughed and | relaxed. It was good to hear her voice again as she had been out of town for a
couple of weeks. One of the few advantages of the location of the branch which | managed wasthat it
was only a couple of minutes walk from Rebecca’s office alittle way down the high Street.

'‘Areyou very busy? she asked.

'Not particularly Do you fancy meeting for lunch?

'l was just about to suggest that. Shall | meet you here at about one?

That'sfine,' | replied, cheerfully. The thought of spending some time with Becky made the prospect of
the rest of the day seem alittle more palatable.

'Grest,' she said 'l've got to go now, 1've got an appointment in acouple of minutes. I'll seeyou later.

'Okay, I'll seeyouinawhile’

| put the down the phone.

It was asource of continua amazement to me just how much better | dwaysfelt after speaking to
Rebecca. | only needed to hear her voice for amoment and | was suddenly torn away from my
depressing, humdrum career and thrust into acalmer, safer world.

| got up from my seat and walked across to the open window. Looking down, | saw that the street
bel ow was momentarily quiet and | watched as crowds of children suddenly spilled out of the gates of a
nearby school, heading en masse towards the nearest shops. Dressed in shorts and T-shirts, the children
ran out into the sunlight as they would on any other summer'sday. | had to remind mysdlf that it wasthe
middle of October.

The hour between Rebecca's call and one o'clock dragged incredibly. A combination of the hest, the
continua stream of work which arrived on my desk and the prospect of finaly seeing my best friend
again made the seconds fed like minutes and the minutesfed like hours. One o'clock eventudly arrived
and | quickly left the office.

| met Rebecca outside the building where she worked as we had planned, and we discussed where to
go.

'It'stoo hot to go for adrink,’ she said, 'and anyway, | can't redlly afford it.'

| knew exactly what she meant. It aways seemed to be the same at the middle of the month -

pay-day was gill acouple of weeks away and my bank account was dready beginning to dip heavily into
thered.

"We could go to the park,’ | suggested, searching for chegp dternatives for something to do. Rebecca
nodded.

'‘Good idea. Y ou can hear yourself talk there!

'‘Andit'sfree’ | added quickly.

We crossed the main road and followed the twisting path of anarrow side street which led to the
park. Aswe walked, we caught up on the fortnight's worth of gossip and devel opments which we had
missed while Becky had been away. | could not stop myself from staring at my beautiful best friend and
thinking what an incredibly lucky man her husband was. Now that she was happily married, however, we
had come to share a close, symbiatic relationship whereby we both relied on each other for help and
support. Over the years we had grown to be as close as brother and sister and | valued her
companionship more than she ever could haveimagined. | dways meant to tell her just how much she
meant to me, but could never find the right moment.



When | had first suggested the park, visons of lush, cool grass and leafy trees had flooded into my
mind. Theredlity, however came as something of a surprise to both of us. The park stood at the end of
the little road which we followed and it usually offered an unexpected oasis of greenery contrasting
sharply with the dense, cold grey of the city nearby. Whileit still provided awel come escape from the
plastic and concrete, we found it to be in adesperately sorry state. The grass was brittle and bleached of
colour the soil hard cracked and dry. Although the temperature had only reached such extreme and
unusud levelsinthelast few days, there had been little or no rain for the best part of amonth and the lack
of moisture was killing the park almost as we watched. Undeterred, we walked towards a huge, old oak
treeto gt down in thelittle shade that it offered. It was only the layer of dead golden-brown leaves on the
ground around the tree's base and its savage, bare branches twisting into the sky above uswhich gave
any indication of it being autumn &t all.

Rebecca brushed away handfuls of crigp crackling leaves before sitting down on the hard ground. |
did the same and sat next to her.

Thisweather'sincredible,’ | said, loosening my tie.

'Oh, don't, Steve,' she sighed. | looked at her, confused.

'‘Don't what?

"Tak about the weather. Chrigt, it'sdl I've heard thismorning.' She spread her legsout in front of her
and leant back againgt the rough trunk of the tree. 'Every single person that |'ve spoken to has mentioned
it. "What alovely day”, "lsn't it hot for the time of year?' Honestly, there's only so much that | can take!'

| could see how the continual ly inane conversations that Rebecca had been subjected to could soon
wear aperson down, but | could not help thinking that it would make awelcome change for meto
actualy become involved in a decent conversation at work rather than being ignored and locked away in
my officein tiresome, continua isolation. It wouldn't matter what the subject was, just to have amember
of staff be pleasant and approachable for awhile would be enough.

'How's Richard? | asked, changing the subject. Richard was Becky's husband.

'He'sfine,' she replied as she began to search for something in her bag. We never talked much about
him - if | wasbrutally honest, 1 didn't really want to know anything and Becky seemed not to want to tell
me much. Aslong as he wastreating her well and was looking after her, | was happy.

She emerged from her bag clutching asmall, cellophane-wrapped packet of sandwiches and acan of
lemonade. She opened the sandwiches and took alarge bite out of one of them. After chewing for a
moment she stopped and alook of utter disgust spread across her face. She forced hersalf to swallow.

'What's the matter? | asked. Rebecca wiped her mouth and grimaced.

That's disgusting,’ she said as she looked down at the half-eaten food in her hand. She dowly peded
one dice of bread away from the other and | turned my nose up at the dimy concoction which had been
gpread between them.

'What the bloody hell isthat? | asked, pointing at the revolting food.

"Tunafish and salad cream,’ she replied. It doesn't look too good, doesit?

| shook my head.

'Y ou've got strange tastes,' | joked.

'Itd bedl right normdlly, it just got alittle bit warm in my bag.’

'l couldn't even egt that cold,’ | said, 'never mind toasted!

Rebeccalooked at me and wrinkled up her nose before gathering up what remained of the
sandwiches, standing and throwing them into a nearby waste bin. She walked back towards me and
wiped her greasy hands clean on her smart skirt.

We sat and talked for about haf an hour. Thirty minutes of forgettable and yet enjoyable conversation
which inevitably worked its way towards the subject of my marital status and what we were going to do
about it. Rebecca seemed to enjoy making plansfor me and usudly took awhile to be convinced that my
attitude (all good things come to those who wait) would ever find me apartner. | said, jokingly at first but



then with some seriousness, that there wasllittle point in trying to find the perfect woman when she was
sat next to me and aready married to someone ese. Becky smiled but she did not reply and | wondered
what she wasthinking.

'I've got to get back,' she said at almost a quarter to two.

It can't be that time already,’ | whined, desperate not to have to go back inside.

Itis. Anyway, I've got to go to the supermarket before I go back so I'll have to go now. Areyou
coming or are you going to stop herefor awhile?

The thought of fighting my way through a building packed with hot, sweeaty and angry shoppersdid
not appedl to me.

I'll stop herealittlelonger. I'll cdl you later.’

Becky smiled, collected up her things and walked away from me towards the park gates. When she
was about a hundred yards away, she turned and waved and | wondered how my life might have
changed if things between us had been different.

As| watched my friend leave, | heard the sound of approaching footsteps crunching towards me
through the layer of dead leaves on the ground. | turned to see who was coming and was blinded for a
moment by the brilliant sunlight. | shielded my eyes and saw that ashuffling figure neared. Uninvited, the
figure stopped next to me and | looked up to see a gasping, wheezing old man stood at my side. Beforel
was able to protest or move away, he sat down.

'It'stoo bloody hot!" he coughed as he lowered himsdlf to the ground.

| was about to get up when he grabbed my arm with one outstretched hand. Despite the hest, | saw
that the man still wore full winter clothes - thick trousers, boots, a heavy overcoat and even ahat and
scarf. | looked acrossinto his aged face and watched as a heavy bead of sweat ran down the creased
and wrinkled skin of his forehead before trickling down the bridge of his nose and hanging precarioudy
between hisnostrils. As| stared, unable to look at anything other than the overbal ancing drop, he wiped
it away with the dirty deeve of his coat and sniffed.

Itiswarm,’ | said meekly, eventudly remembering to reply to his comment.

'Do your know what | think? he whispered as he took off his cloth cap and ran atrembling hand
through the ydlowing strands of silver hair which clung greesily to his sweaty scap.

'What? | asked politely, forcing myself to prolong a conversation with a character who | was
becoming more and more wary about with each passing second. The man leant towards me.

' think it'stheend.’

"The end of what?

The old man paused for amoment and looked around to make sure that no-one else was listening. |
tried to pull away from him asadry smell, which seemed to be made up of equa parts of stde sweat and
urine, wafted towards me.

‘The end of the world!" he said in a hushed, secretive tone.

| fought hard to control myself and not laugh out loud but could not prevent abroad smile from
spreading across my face. While | hoped that the man would not take too much offence, | hoped that he
would be able to understand and accept my dishdief and leave me done.

It'sal right, son," he continued, unabated, 'l can see you've got your doubts and | can't blame you for
thet."

| sat in astunned silence a the man's Side, trying to work out how | could escape from him and
becoming quickly convinced that the brilliant sun had tanned his brain aswell as his weathered skin.

"What makes you so surethen? | asked. | ingtantly regretted speaking and | knew full well that |
tempted fate with every second that | stayed sat next to the old man.

I've got afedinginmy gut," hereplied dowly. 'Cdl it intuition if you like, but when you get to my age
you can tel when things are about to change.’

| too had agut reaction about our conversation - | was sure that it was senility rather than intuition
which was proving to be the deciding factor in the man'sideas and thoughts. | turned away from him and
looked over towards the park gates, wishing that | could be walking through them and back to the office.
| felt the man staring at the back of my head and, out of distrust, | turned back to face him.



"When you've seen asmuch as| have," he continued with histhroat hoarse and dry, 'you just get to
know things." He paused to wipe his sweaty brow with aweak, shaking hand. 'It's getting hotter by the
day, son, and | don't think it's going to stop.’

'Don't be stupid, it'sgot to stop,' | protested. The man looked at me with an expression which
seemed to be asking me for evidence to support my comment. Obvioudy, | was unableto find any.

I'm not sure whether it was my wariness of the old man or the things which he said to me that
suddenly made me jump to my feet and start back to the office. There was no denying the fact that it was
getting warmer with each passing day and athough that in itself was not substantial evidence to suggest
that the world was about to end, it was enough to art the first larm bellsringing in my mind. The more
that | thought about it, the more | began to read truth into the man's words. There was something about
his voice which was honest and believable in aterrifying kind of way and, as| waked away, he shouted
after me.

'Don't go, son. | haven't finished.'

| didn't want to hear any more.

'I've got to get back to work,' | yelled over my shoulder. 'It's been nice talking to you.'

'Don't waste your timethere," he shouted with hisvoice ragged and tired. "There's not long left, you
should be enjoying yoursdf.'

As| waked away, | could not help but think how right the man wasin oneway. Even if theworld
wasn't about to end and | was going to live for another saventy years, where wasthelogic in shutting
myself away in the office each day and only managing to escape when | wastoo old to enjoy what was
left?1 thought back to yesterday and my conversation with lan and redlised how perceptive his
comments had been.

| nervoudy looked over my shoulder to make sure that the man was not following me back to the
office. The thought that | might one day become like him terrified me more than the prospect of theend
of theworld. Wasthat al | had to ook forward to? Would | finaly escape from my terminal career only
to spend the rest of my days harassing peoplein thelocd park, or would | be destined to wait out my
daysin somedamp, dingy flat?

| realised that the man was right. | should be out now, enjoying mysdlf and living each day asit came
aong. And what about tomorrow? I'd only worry about that when it finaly arrived.

When | returned to the office, the quiet of the morning had been replaced by frantic activity. Thetrays
of work on my desk were full to overflowing with forms to complete and papersto sign and not one
sngle member of staff seemed able to solve even the smplest of problemswithout first referring them to
me

| made adetermined effort to clear my desk so that | could have an early night but throughout the
afternoon | could not help dwelling on my lunchtime experience. The more| thought about the prisonin
which | worked, the more | cameto redise that my cell was not the four wallswithin which | sat, but the
whole system of civilisation which everyone wasinvoluntarily and unavoidably trapped in. Themorel
thought about that, | became convinced that while the system could survive without me, | would find it
difficult to survive without the system.

My effortsto leave early proved fruitless and, having worked myself into a deep, dark depression, |
findly left the office at alittle after eight o'clock that evening.



| arrived for work on Wednesday morning in no better mood than the onein which | had |ft the previous
evening. A deadly combination of the heat and a distinct want not to go back to the office had led to me
tossing and turning for hoursin the stifling shadows of the night. As| lay awake, | noticed that once again
the temperature had remained as high in the darkness as it had been in the daylight - the disappearance of
the sun had again failed to have the cooling effect on the world that it normally would have done.

Once more the morning was strangely quiet. For awhile| sat next to the open window and |ooked
down onto the street below. As| rested on the windowsi |l and watched little figures meandering around
below me, | wished that | was a homein my new-found favourite position - in my deckchair, on the
patio with acold can of beer in my hand. | thought that if | found myself with any spare cash to invest
after pay-day then it would definitely be worth buying sharesin one of theloca breweries. They seemed
to be doing double the business of anyone else in the heatwave.

There wasn't redlly that much that needed to be done at the office and | would have gone home had it
not been for the fact that a customer had telephoned and had decided that they desperately needed to
seeme. | could not help but think that anyone who would rather come into my cramped office when they
could stay outside on such aglorious day, needed treatment. Nevertheless, | knew that | could not avoid
the meeting and hoped that the gppointment would not last for long.

Carol brought the customer'sfilein to me at alittle before e even o'clock. The person who needed to
see me so urgently was a Samantha Hill and, athough | had met her once before, | could not remember
very much about her. She was young, single and the niece of Mr Ronald Stanley, one of the wedlthiest of
the customersthat | dealt with. Unlike most of the company'sricher clientele, Mr Stanley managed to be
pleasant and obliging despite hisrichesand | hoped that Miss Hill would follow in her uncle's footsteps.
After thelast couple of soul-destroying days, | wasn't sureif | could cope with any awkward customers.

On the stroke of the hour, with admirable punctudity, Carol entered the office and told me that Miss
Hill had arrived, | stood up, moved my chair back behind the desk and made sure that | looked
presentable. It was far too hot to wear my jacket, but at least | made an effort by rolling down the
deeves of my shirt and checking that my tie was straight. With the office and mysdlf ready to receive
company, | walked acrossto the door to let MissHill in.

She was nothing like | had imagined her to be. She nervoudy entered the room and, as we shook
hands, | could not stop myself staring into the most beautiful pair of deep blue eyesthat | had ever seen.
For amoment | was unable to ook anywhere else and | became increasingly sdlf conscious as| stared.
My throat was dry and | had to clear it before | introduced myself.

'‘Good morning,’ | said, feding my face redden as| spoke. 'I'm Steven Johnson, office manager.'

Miss Hill smiled warmly and | gestured towards the desk for her to sit down. | took her jacket from
her and once more could not help mysdlf staring as she moved across the room. She wore ashort, pastel
green skirt which clung tightly to her figure and awhite, deevelessblouse. Her long, straight blond hair
was pulled gently away from her face and fell in aloose plait down the centre of her back. As| sat down
opposite her she crossed her legs under the desk and folded her handsinto her lap.

'How areyou? | asked politely.

'I'mfine, thank you," shereplied in alight, breathless voice.

'‘And Mr Stanley?

'He'sfinetoo.’

'He'sagood man. | get on well with him.

Miss Hill nodded.

'He speaks well of you too. Hetold methat if | ever needed any financial advice then you were the
man to see.’

'‘And do you? | asked.

‘Do | what? shereplied, puzzled.

‘Need financia advice?

'Oh, yes," she said, laughing. She leant down and took alarge folder from her bag at the side of her



chair.'I'm going into business. It was going to be a partnership but I've fallen out with my partner.
Unfortunately, things have gonetoo far for meto pull out now and | wondered if your company might be
ableto hdp.

"‘Would Mr Stanley bewilling to. .. ?

Sheinterrupted me.

‘Uncle Rondd's already been far too kind to me. He helped me buy my property and haslent me
some capital. | couldn't possibly ask him for anything more.' "'What would you need from us? | asked.
'What kind of business are you going into?

Miss Hill took various documents from her folder and spread them out on the desk in front of me.
They were professonaly produced and were of such detail that | could see the exact position of the
business as at today's date. She intended to open alittle shop in aquiet suburb of the city which would
s freshly made sandwiches and snacks. All that she needed from me was help so that she could finish
equipping the shop and buy the first few weeks stock.

The business plans and forecasts which Miss Hill showed me were impressive and showed that the
venture had red promise. In addition, she held various rdevant qudificationsand | felt sure from talking
to her that she would not enter into any commitment that she could not see her way to completely
fulfilling. With the security of rich Uncle Rondd available to bail her out if it was ever required, it seemed
that her proposition was a sound one.

After having examined al the details, | explained my position clearly to her.

‘Inprinciple,’ | began, 'l can't see that the company would have any objection to us assisting you.'

Miss Hill flashed me ardieved smile and nodded.

'Of course, I'll need to complete the regulatory forms with you and welll need to take up references!’

"That shouldn't be a problem," she said as she sorted through the papers on the desk to find the names
and addresses of her refereesfor me. She handed them over. 'Okay then, MissHill,' | said before being
interrupted.

‘Samantha, call me Samantha.'

‘All right." | said and smiled at her as | searched through the uncoordinated confusion of my untidy
desk drawersfor the required forms. | watched her as she collected up her papers and put them back
into her folder. She was agood-looking and ingtantly likeable girl. Intelligent and easygoing, she would
make the perfect wife for some incredibly lucky man somewhere, | thought. And those eyes...

| found the formsthat | had been looking for.

‘Right,’ | said, 'this shouldn't take very long. We've just got these questions to complete.

Samantha nodded and pulled her chair closer to the desk. As| opened up the form and took out my
pen, she leant across and rested her el bows on the edge of the table. She sighed and looked up at me.
Once more, | found myself unableto look away.

'What's the matter? | asked.

'Nothing,' shereplied. ‘It just lookslike theré's alot to get through.'

'Not redly,’ | said, shrugging my shoulders. ‘It looks complicated but there's not that much to do. It'll
only take usafew minutes.’

'Y ou must be busy. Shall | take it away and do it at home?

‘There'sno need,’ | said quickly. | was suddenly awarethat | did not want her to go. 'Honestly, it
won't take that long.' | thought for amoment before asking, "Why, do you need to go?

Samantha shook her head. Y ou must have much more important things to do than sit here and fill out
formswith me!

'Not redly. Besides, doing it now will mean that everything can be agreed that little bit quicker.’

Asshewatched, | filled in her name at the top of the form and asked her address. | looked up from
the paper to see that she watched meintently and | felt mysalf redden involuntarily. She chewed her
bottom lip and looked thoughtful for a moment.

Thisisnt fair, you know,' she said, smiling broadly.

| was puzzled.

'What isn't fair? | asked.



‘By thetime we've finished this form, you're going to know alot more about methan I'll know about
you.'

'Y ou don't want to know about me,' | said. "There's nothing much to tell and it's not that interesting.’

It il isn't fair,’ sheindsted as she took apair of round-framed, wire-rimmed spectacles from her bag
and put them on. She turned the form around on the desk to ook at the questions.

‘All right,’ | said. 'Whatever you tell me about you, I'll tell you about me. Isthat better?

She laughed and turned the form back around so that it faced me again. The glasses which shewore
complemented her dready pretty face and she gently wiped her warm forehead. It was still hot in the
officeand, as| seemed to be getting even warmer with each passing minute, |1 checked the window to
seeif it wasfully open. Morerelaxed, | loosened my tie and rolled up my deeves again before Stting
back in my chair and beginning our question and answer session.

Y ou know my address; where do you live? Samantha asked and | told her. She seemed surprised.
"That's only acouple of minutes away from my house,' she said.

I know. | drive past the end of your road on the way to work." | cleared my throat before asking my
next question. 'What about your marital status? Are you married?

I'msingle,’ shereplied and | felt an unexpected wave of relief run through my body.

'‘And what about the partner you've fallen out with? | asked. That was not a question on the form.

‘Julie. Oh, shewasjust afriend, not a partner in that sense of the word.'

| felt foolish and asif | had been prying but Samantha seemed not to mind. | told her that | wassingle
too.

We compared ages (she was three years younger than me), educationa backgrounds and
qudificationsand | found myself becoming increasingly more and more relaxed in her company.

Although | could never professto being agood judge of character, and reading a purpose into other
people's sgnds and actions was something that | found annoyingly difficult, | felt sure that Samanthawas
asrelaxed and as cam as | had become. | dared think for amoment that she could perhaps be the
woman | had been dreaming about for dl thistime but | quickly tried to digod such juvenileand
unfounded ideas from my mind. | felt stupid and foolish at having entertained them for even amoment.
Nevertheless, everything that | had told her had been the truth and | was sure that she had been just as
honest with me.

We eventually reached the end of the form and | looked up at the clock on thewall. To my surprise, it
showed the time to be gone midday. We had been sitting together in the office for over an hour but it
seemed asif only afraction of that time had passed. Samantha noticed the expression on my face and her
eyesfollowed mine up towards the clock.

'‘Oh my god,’ she exclaimed. 'I've taken up so much of your time. I'm so sorry'

Apologeticaly, she began to pack her documents and notes back into her bag.

It'sal right,' | said, ‘there's nothing that can't wait here.’

'No,' shesad. 'Y ou've been absolutely greet, but | realy must go.'

My heart sank as she got to her feet and took her jacket down from the hook on the wall. | helped
her put it on before opening the door to let her leave.

I'll get the papers up to head office today. | can't see that they'll have any problems with anything and
s0 long as your references check out well bein business:!

Samantha smiled broadly and held out her hand. | shook it gently. Her pam waswarm and her fingers
soft and gentle.

"Thanks again, you redlly have been brilliant,’ she said and she stared at me, hypnotising me with her
gaze.

'"Assoon as| hear anything, I'll bein touch.'

She left the room. Before | closed the door, she stopped and turned around to face me.

'If you're passing, why don't you call in on your way home one night? she said.

| tried to maintain my professiona integrity and politely decline but it wasimpossible.

‘All right, | will," I replied, unable to look anywhere but straight into her beautiful face.

'See you soon then,' she said and | watched as she left the building, taking my heart with her.



For therest of the day, it wasimpossible for meto even try and concentrate on any of my work. All
that | could think about was the young girl who had breezed into my office and blown me away.

On Friday night | finally managed to get out of the office at areasonable hour. By four o'clock | was at
home and, once there, | wasted no timein setting up the usua deckchair and refreshments outside. | had
been booked to attend adinner on behalf of the company but, thankfully, | had received a letter that
morning telling me that the meal had been cancelled. | should have gone over to Mom and Dad's house
but | didn't have either the energy or the inclination to move. It was my time now, and | was determined
to relax.

Preparationsfor alazy evening were going well until | discovered that there was hardly anything left in
the fridge -no food and, much more importantly, no beer. Begrudgingly, | decided to go out straight away
and get in enough provisionsto see me through the rest of the weekend.

Fortunately, | lived closeto alittle street-corner supermarket which was hidden away in aquiet
sde-road from the rest of the sprawling city's hungry population. | found everything that | needed there
and loaded it in carrier bags and boxes into the back of my car. | drove home quickly and it was only
when | was hdf way down acertain road that | redlised | wasin the street in which Samantha Hill lived.

Since our meeting | had thought about her alot. Had | been any younger, people might have thought
that | had developed an adolescent crush on her but now, in my supposedly mature state, | managed to
convince mysdlf that | just admired Samanthafor what she was doing and for the determined, persistent
way inwhich shewas going about it. In redity, however, | knew that | had found her incredibly attractive
and | couldn't walit to get her financid arrangements completed and agreed so that | had an honest excuse
to see her again.

As| drove adong the street, | dowed the car down to a speed which allowed me to make out the
numbers on the fronts of the dark buildings. | passed her home - number forty-seven - and carried on
towards my house. As| turned into another street, | spotted an unmistakable figure walking aong the
pavement in the opposite direction to the way that | drove. Despite being piled high with bags of
shopping, | could tdl immediately that it was Samanthawho struggled to reach her home. In thefading
light, | stopped the car and hoped that she would recognise me.

'Hdlo,' | said chirpily as| wound down the window. 'Can | giveyou alift?

She looked puzzled and unsure for amoment. Shewalked alittle closer to the car and then
recognised me. Her expression changed and she smiled broadly.

'Hello again,’ she said. She put down the heavy bagsthat she carried and | got out of the car to give
her ahand. "Would you mind dropping me back? | didn't intend to be carrying al of this, my dad was
supposed to be picking me up an hour ago.’

'Have you had far to come? | asked as| started to load the bags onto the back seat.

'Only asfar asthe bus stop,' shereplied as | took the last bundle from her.

'Y ou took al of thison the bus? | said surprised.

'l didn't have much choice!" she laughed as | walked around and opened the passenger door for her. |



turned the car around in anearby cul-de-sac and we drove back in the direction of her house. | asked
how she'd been keeping and she told me that she was well.

'Would you like to comein for adrink? she asked as we pulled up outside the house. | glanced at my
watch.

'I'd loveto,' | said and we got out of the car. Piled high with bags, we struggled towards the front
door where Samantha's mother appeared and helped usinside.

'Mom, thisis Steven Johnson," Samantha said, introducing me.

'Niceto meet you,' | said as| struggled to find a spare hand to stretch out from among the carrier
bags.

'‘Sam'stold me dl about you. Honestly, she's been working al the hours God sends on this shop.'

'l know. I'm really impressed.’

Samantha disappeared into the kitchen to put away the bags of shopping before quickly regppearing
agan.

'Mom where was Dad? she asked. 'He was supposed to pick me up.’

'Y ou know what your father's like. He tends to forget things now and then.'

'Y ou mean he forgets things when he wantsto. He's getting to be areal pain.'

Mrs Hill walked into the kitchen and left me a one with Samantha. Although | was glad to be with her,
| fet dightly awkward with her mother in the house and | could think of little to say. Therewas abrief
flash of headlightsin the window and acar pulled onto the drive.

‘Dad's home," she shouted to her mother and, within a couple of minutes, he wasinsde the house. He
waked straight past me and kissed his daughter on the cheek.

'Sorry | didn't get to you. Got stuck with something important,” he mumbled. He turned to face me
'Who's this? he asked. 'New boyfriend? It's about time you got yourself sorted out with abloke.

Samantha blushed.

‘Thisis Steven..." she began. Her mother regppeared in the kitchen doorway.

"Y ou know, the one she was telling us about,’ she interrupted.

"Taking aspecia interest in my Samantha's case are you son? he asked and, before | could reply,
MrsHill took hisarm and dragged him into another room.

I think I'd better go,' | said. 'I'll speak to you soon.'

Samantha seemed embarrassed by her parents.

‘Don't worry about him," she said nodding her head in the direction in which they had just
disappeared. 'He's harmless.’

| smiled and made my way towards the front door. She walked out with meto the car.

"Thanksfor thelift, anyway,' she said, smiling. 'Sorry about those two!'

‘That'sal right. I'll bein touch as soon as| hear anything.’

| climbed into the car and drove away. | watched Samantha's reflection in the rear view mirror until
she disgppeared out of sight and then | sped quickly home. | was disappointed that her parents had been
allowed to spoil what could have been avery pleasant evening - | sensed that her father had taken an
immediate didike to me and hoped that it was nothing personal. | imagined that he would be the same
with any man who showed an interest in his daughter and | could understand why entirely. Samanthawas
avery specid girl - afact that | was beginning to redlise with every extramoment that | spent in her
company.

It was ethicaly incorrect, | knew, but | made up my mind on the way home to ask Sam out the next
time we were together. If | wastaking advantage of my position in the company to get to her then that
was just too bad - | knew exactly what they could do with their job.

| felt so relaxed and calm when Samanthawas around that | could not stop mysalf from thinking about
her and | was quietly confident that shefdlt the same. At least her father had done me afavour and
confirmed that his daughter was single and unattached at present.

| knew that | had nothing to lose (except my job - and that was becoming lessimportant with each
passing day) and | made asilent promise to myself to take her out. Could it bethat my daysasasingle
man werefinaly going to end?



The weekend flew by. Although | did little with my time - asusud - the two daysthat | had away from
the office seemed to disgppear within the blinking of an eye. It seemed that one minute it was Friday
evening and the next it was Monday morning.

The temperature had risen continually over the two days | had spent at home. | looked back in the
morning papers and noticed that it had been increasing amogt uniformly at the rate of one degree
centigrade each day and on Monday it had climbed to a staggering twenty-six degrees. The only thing
that kept me going through thefirst long day back at the office was the thought of going out for acoadl,
relaxing drink that night with Mark. Typicaly, however, things did not go according to plan and at
half-past seven | was till rushing to get ready so that | could pick him up at eight.

My lateness would have normally put mein abad mood but today, unusudly, it did not seemto
matter - everything else was going well. Earlier in the day | had telephoned head office. The best part of a
week had passed since | had interviewed Samantha and had sent her application up to be processed and
| was growing tired of waiting for adecision. Once | had managed to locate the person who was dedling
with Samantha's case (and after they had left me hanging on the telephone line for amost aquarter of an
hour) they assured me that everything had been agreed and that the agreements which needed to be
signed would be waiting on my desk firgt thing in the morning. | hoped that a couple of drinks tonight
would give me enough confidence and the Dutch courage that | would need to be able to ask her out.

Asl readied mysdlf to leave, | could not help feding like alovesick adolescent about to ask his
sweetheart to hisfirst school dance. Since seeing Samanthathe previous week, | had thought about her
amos congtantly and | was having difficulty in trying to keep my burgeoning fedingsin perspective.
Although | fdt asif | knew her well, we had only spent alittle time together and | knew that | had to try
and stop my excited imagination from running away with itsdf.

| looked in the wardrobe for something decent to wear and eventualy settled on alight T-shirt and a
pair of old jeans. Although they were far from fashionable, they were the best clothes | could find which
would be comfortable in the searing hest outside. Outside of working hours, | had spent the last week
wearing little more than a pair of worn, threadbare shorts and the incredible conditions were starting to
become ared worry. It was difficult to believe that it would be November in just over aweek'stime and
| dared not imagine how hot it might be then.

When | arrived at Mark's house, he was sat in the shadows of adownstairs window, waiting
impatiently for me. Although | was only fifteen minutes|ater than planned, he still took every available
opportunity to criticise my lack of punctudity.

Thedriveto our usua pub took only a couple of minutes but, as we gpproached, we saw that there
were many more people there than was normal for aMonday night. | pulled onto the carpark and the
light from my headlampsilluminated crowds of drinkers dumped againgt the walls of the old building.

'Chrigt,’ Mark said. "We're never going to get served if we stop here!'

| looked around and could not see a single space in the crowded carpark.

"What do you want to do? | asked.

'We could try somewhere else. | would say we could go back to my place but | really need adrink
tonight.’

| reversed the car back onto the road and pointed it back in the direction from which we had just



come. | drove back towards my house.

"‘Want to try the Cheshire Cat? | asked. It was not our favourite pub but it would do.

'All right," Mark replied. ‘It would have been quicker for you to have walked there!”

Hewasright - | could see the pub from the back of my house. We were there in acouple of minutes
asthere waslittle traffic of any note on the usudly busy roads. Thankfully, as| wastired and suddenly
very thirsty, there were spacesin the carpark.

The pub's beer garden (which was normaly only used on the very hottest of summer days) wasfull of
people. They sat huddled in groups on makeshift seats around improvised tables and basked in bright
illumination from security lamps and from the dull eectric light which spilled out through windows. |
locked the car and we went insde. It was much quieter there and we were served quickly.

‘A pint of bitter and apint of mild," | said to the barmaid as| dug deep into my pocketsin search of
money.

| watched asthe large, elderly woman shuffled from one end of the bar to the other in a search for
empty pint glasses. She put one glass under the bitter pump in front of me and pulled the heavy handle
towards her. For amoment thick brown beer surged from the faucet and into the glass before being
replaced with spitting, gassy foam. The barmaid looked to the heavens and rested the haf-filled glasson
the bar.

‘Barrd'sempty,’ she said gpologeticdly. 'I'm sorry, love. I'll haveto get it changed.'

She grabbed a passing member of staff by the arm and asked him to take care of the problem. She
then moved along to her left and poured Mark's mild from a second, working pump. As soon as hisdrink
was ready and had settled, he took it from the bar and swallowed alarge, thirsty gulp. He wiped his
mouth dry and looked across at me.

‘That's better,' he said. 'Chrigt, | really needed that.'

'Had a hard week? | asked.

'No, not redlly,” Mark replied 'What about you? Anything interesting happened in the last few days?

| shrugged my shoulders, racking my brain and trying desperately to think of anything that might be of
even the dightest interest to my friend. 1t was an impossible task - the week had, on the whole, been an
utter waste of time.

'Nothing really. Just your average week.'

| suddenly remembered the one part of the last seven days which had been worth going to work for
and could not help letting a broad smile spread across my face.

'l met an incredible girl though.'

'Ohyes,' Mark said, hisinterest having quickly been aroused at the mention of the opposite sex.

'‘Shelsfantastic,' | continued. 'She's about to go into business, came into the office after some help
with her finances. Honedtly, she'samazing - young, sSingle and really good looking.'

'‘And isfinancid assstance al she's going to get from you? Mark asked, prompting me for asexist
answer. Before | could reply, there was atagp on my shoulder and | turned quickly around to see
Samantha stood in front of me. | panicked and prayed that she had not heard me talking about her.

'Hi, Steve. How are you? she asked.

| picked up Mark's pint and took alarge gulp fromit before | could answer. 'I'mfine. You?

'Oh, I'm not too bad. Can | get you adrink?

‘Let meget you one,' | mumbled 'l wasin the middle of around anyway.'

Samantha nodded and smiled.

'Okay, I'll have half alager and lime please.’

| asked the barmaid for the extra drink and, as she was pouring it, avoice floated up from the bowels
of the pub cdlar which was unintelligible but which was obvioudy conveying the message that the barre
of bitter had been changed. My pint wasfindly poured.

Samanthaleft us for amoment and | watched her as she walked across the room towards a quiet little
table, around which sat two men and awoman, al of asimilar ageto her. My heart sank as| assumed
the obvious (that she was with one of the men) and Mark looked at me with an expression on hisface
which seemed to be trying to say, 'better luck next time'.



Sam returned and took her drink from me.

'Do you want to come and join us? she asked.

With the fear that my heart was about to be broken growing more and more intense with each passing
moment, | tried to politely decline her invitation.

'We wouldn't want to intrude,’ | said, meekly.

‘Don't worry, youwont, shereplied. ‘It'sjust my cousin and a couple of hisuniversity mates.”

| felt myself relax and | was sure that my sudden relief must have been clearly visible,

"To be honest," Samantha continued, 'I'll be glad of alittle company. All I've heard al night iswhat a
great timethey're having a college and how I've missed out by not going. It's sarting to get tedious.’

They'reright, you know. It isgood," Mark said.

'Oh, I'm sorry,' | interrupted, remembering that | had not introduced him to Samantha. Thisis Mark,
he lectures at the university so hewould say that!'

'I'm pleased to meet you," he said, smiling broadly.

'‘Mark, thisis Samantha, the onel've...'

"...the one you've been telling me about,” he interrupted.

| took an embarrassed sip from my pint and we followed Sam as she walked over to the table where
her friends waited. They looked up as we approached.

ThisisMark and Steve.' she said to her companions. She turned to me and introduced them. 'Thisis
Claire, Danidl and Tom.'

We sat down. Mark sat in the place where Samantha had been sitting before we had arrived and that
meant that | was |eft sitting opposite her at the far end of the table. Mark immediately struck up a
conversation with hisfellow academics and, to my delight, that left me free and aloneto talk to Sam

'Have you heard if everything's been agreed? she asked. 'l don't want you to think that I'm being
pushy or anything, it'sjust that | need to know sothat I..."

‘Don't worry,' | interrupted. 'Everything'sfine | spoke to head office this afternoon and they've
assured methat dl the formswill be waiting on my desk in the morning. Can you come up and Sign
them?

I cant,’ shereplied with alook of real disappointment on her face. 'I've got workmen in the shop all
day tomorrow and I'd rather not |eave them there on their own.’

‘That'sal right,' | said, trying desperately to think of a solution to our problem. | had been counting on
seeing Samanthaagain. | suddenly had anidea. 'l could bring them over to you in my lunch hour, if that's
al right.

'Could you? she wondered excitedly. ‘God, that would be brilliant." She thought for amoment. ‘Isn't it
abit out of your way though?

It was, but | could not let her know that.

‘Not redly,’ | lied.

'I'll make something to est, shall 1?We can celebrate.’

| smiled and nodded approva and, as | looked once more into Samantha's deep and mesmerising
eyes, she reached out across the table and gently squeezed my hand.

The evening progressed enjoyably. Mark was content to sit and talk to Samantha's friendswhile |
was more than happy to relax and talk to Sam hersdlf. | was equaly pleased that she seemed just as
happy to spend her time with me.

The table which we were gathered around was next to alittle window, the lead-lined panes of which
were open wide but offered virtualy no respite from the suffocating heat. Occasionaly, alight breeze
fluttered into the room but, other than that, the night was still and humid. From my position at the end of
thetable | could seelittle outside other than the tops of the roofs of the buildings across the street and the
moon burning brightly in the cdloudless evening sky.

We had talked for agood hour (which had seemed to have only taken afew minutesto pass) and
both Samanthaand | had learned alot about each other. The questions had not needed to be asked
directly, instead we had willingly volunteered information to each other. | fdt asif | subconscioudy



wanted her to know everything about me. Sam had been telling me about her plansto get amortgage and
to buy ahome of her own when we were interrupted.

"...and then, once I've got the businessredlly going,' she sad, 'I'll belooking to try and find alittle...'
she stopped talking suddenly.

Through the open window, a hot and heavy wind started to blow indoors. The people gathered
around tables and those sitting outside in the carpark quickly became quiet, and a deathly hush settled on
the whole building as the jukebox stopped playing. Thelights flickered and dimmed.

For amoment the air was choking and inescapably hot. | struggled to look through the tiny window
and see what was happening outside but it was difficult from my awvkward vantage point at the end of the
table. | watched the sky above the pub and saw that it had dowly begun to change colour. As every pair
of eyesin the crowded building strained to look skywards, we watched as the darkness of the sky
melted away to become a muddy-red, an ember orange and then a yellow-white. Once the heavens had
reached that colour, they worked their way back through the various shades until, moments | ater, they
were back to their normal hue. The wind died, the lights brightened and then, after asecond's sillence, the
jukebox began to play itsthumping music again. Apart from the music, no-one else dared make a sound.

Mark was thefirst to speak

'Shit, he said, smply.

It wasjust like last week,' Sam's cousin Danid said. 'Scary.'

The conversation ended as quickly asit had begun while we dl paused to gather our thoughts and try
and comprehend what we had just witnessed. Although | could not speak for any of the others, the heat
and light had shaken meto the core and | was glad of the couple of drinksthat | had had earlier to calm
my nerves. It was not so much fright, it was more a sense of bewilderment and the lack of any warnings
or explanations which had combined to unnerve me,

‘Someone at work said that might happen,’ Mark commented quietly. 'He said there could be more as
wdl.

"What was it though? Danidl asked.

He shrugged his shoulders.

'l don't know. | don't think anybody knows." He thought for amoment and ran hisfingers nervoudy
through his hair before speaking again. There are afew people at the university who are starting to get
worried about what's been happening.'

| had been staring deep into the bottom of my glassand | looked up to see that all the faces around
the table were fixed in Mark's direction. He seemed uncomfortable and looked at each of usinturn ashe
continued to speak.

'I've heard it said that things are going to get worse before they get any better.'

Mark swilled the dregs of hisbeer around in the bottom of his glass before drinking them down and
wiping hismouth. | glanced anxioudy across the table at Samantha and she returned my concerned
expression. She shuffled to Sit upright in her seat and, as she did, her foot rested against my leg. | was
glad that she kept it there and did not move away - to fedl her body next to mine was welcome and
comforting.

A bell rang out and the landlord of the pub yelled for last ordersin adeep, gruff voice. In an instant,
the bemused quiet which had been so very evident in the building was replaced with sudden, frenzied
activity as people rushed towards the bar to buy onefind, nerve-settling drink. Mark nudged my arm.

"We'd better make amove, mate,” he whispered. 'I've got a busy day tomorrow.’

| nodded and stood to move away from the table. Samantha also got up and walked over to me.

'See you about half past one tomorrow? she asked.

Isthat dl right? | replied rhetorically.

It'sfing,’ shesad. 'I'm looking forward to it."

T'll help take our minds off dl of this,' | said, gesturing outside.

Sam smiled and | moved towards her and out of the way so that Mark could get past. Had we been
aone, | would have kissed her goodnight but the presence of our friends managed to diminish the
sdf-confidence that the little alcohol which | had consumed had built up within me.



It was nice to have met you al," Mark said to those who remained seated around the table. 'Well
haveto do it again sometime, when it gets alittle warmer perhaps!’

| shook my head in dishbelief a my companion's bizarre sense of humour as he walked past Samantha
and mysdf towards the exit. | said goodbye to Sam's friends before turning back to say goodnight to her.

'See you tomorrow then,' | said, not redlly wanting to leave. Mark and | walked out towardsthe
carpark but, before we had even reached the door to leave the building, | could not stop myself from
turning around and looking a Sam once more.

| fdt asif | wasfloating on air as we staggered back to the car. Ignorant of the muggy hest and of
Mark'stedious conversation, dl that | could think of wasthe beautiful girl that | had just l€ft.

Aswe had been forced to make an unexpected diversion earlier in the night, the drive back to Mark's
house took longer than usua. Hewastired and dthough hetried to deny it, dightly drunk. With no
cassttesin the car to listen to, | switched on theradio in avain attempt to drown out the constant and
uninteresting noise that he made.

Theradio crackled and spat static and the reception was so poor that it was difficult to find asigna of
any srength. | eventudly gave up trying to find something to listen to amongst the high-pitched hiss of the
VHF and so switched to another waveband. The noise that the radio made was deeper and flatter but
was gill devoid of any human sounds until | finaly managed to tuneinto the faint conversation of a
late-night discussion programme. It sounded dull and boring but, as| moved my hand towards the set to
switch it off. Mark stopped me.

'l want to hear this," he said, durring hiswords. He brushed my hand away and turned up the volume.
‘This could be important — we should ligen to it."

| decided not to spoil my drunken friend's enjoyment of what sounded like atedious debate. A panel
of invited 'experts was sat in a studio discussing the present conditions and hypothecating about what
might one day happen if things did not change. Aswith al debates, there were two opposing Sdes. The
difference here was that neither of them seemed to know anything about the subject which they argued
over. They al knew what had aready happened, but could only speculate and theorise asto what the
future might hold in store.

'Professor Cunningham,’ the host of the programme said from somewhere in the midst of the crackle
and hiss of the radio waves, 'you've been quoted in the media recently as saying that the phenomenawe
are currently experiencing will inevitably prove to be temporary. Have you any solid proof to suggest that
normality will soon be restored?

The professor cleared histhroat and started to answer.

'l believe that these effects that we are seeing will not last for much longer. Thereé'sno evidenceto
suggest . .

'Professor, you've got no idea of what's going to happen and neither have the rest of us,' athird voice
interrupted angrily.

The venom, uncertainty and desperation in the third voice shocked and startled me for amoment. If
thiswas the voice of someone who appeared to have some knowledge of what was happening and he
sounded scared, perhaps there redlly was something to be worried about.

'Doctor Smith, if you would just let mefinish . . ." the professor protested.



'Why, what's the point? All that you or anyone else can do is bullshit your way around the truth and
that truth isthat it's getting hotter by the hour. That's the one and only fact that we're dl sure of !

The flustered host's wavering tones echoed through the warm night air once more as hetried to keep
control of proceedings.

'Doctor Smith, please dlow Professor Cunningham to finish.'

'For Chrigt's sake," Smith shouted. 'He knows about as much as you do about what's going on. Y ou
might aswell go home and ask your mother about it rather than talk to him, me or anyone else. No-one
knows what's happening and whatever it is, theré's no way that any of uscan stopit."

Smith sounded hysterica and, dthough hiswas only a digointed voice floating through
interference-filled airwaves, | could tell that it wasfull of anger and intense frustration.

"Things are getting worse," Smith continued, unabated, ‘and after tonight's events | really can't see
what we're going to achieve by sitting here and arguing about what might be about to happen. Y ou must
agree Cunningham.’

'Getting yoursdlf and anyone €lse who's listening scared witless won't do any good either,’ the
professor replied. 'Stop dramatising things and get agrip for God's sake.’

'Dramatising things!' Smith yelled at the top of his hoarse and strained voice. 'For fucking hell's sake,
we're seeing phenomena here which could easily signal the death of the planet and you tell meto stop
dramatisng thingd'

| leant across and switched off the radio. Until we had listened to that programme. | had never even
stopped to consider what might happen if the temperature did continue to steadily increase.

'What aload of crap,’ | snapped, nervoudy and ingtinctively.

‘Might not be," Mark mumbled. ‘'Like the man said, no-one knowsfor sure.’

'Yes,' | protested, 'but there's no point in looking at the worst possible outcome. If it'sgoing to
happen, it's going to happen. | don't want to know anything about it when the end comes!’

| quickly stopped talking as the redlisation dawned on me that we were discussing the end of the
world. As| drove, | thought more about what | had heard and the fact that not a single person on the
planet knew what was happening frightened me. In the past, there had aways been someone available
who could explain things which were out of the ordinary but today the only convincing arguments| had
heard were from a paranoid man who seemed sure that our planet was dying. However, if the
temperature did continue to increase at the same rate that it had been recently, in afew days timeit
would be reaching upwards of thirty degrees - the 1st of November would be the hottest day of the
decade (until the 2nd of November). | thought about the countries where that level of heat was norma
and tried to imagine what kind of conditions they might be enduring there. It suddenly seemed very
plausible that the increasing heat and the pulses of light that we had seen in the night sky could be the
beginning of something much more terrible than any of us had dared to imagine | forced mysdlf to try and
think of something ese and, at once, caming memories of Samantha drifted gently back into my mind.

The roads were quiet and we reached Mark's house in no time a dl. The heat and the dcohol which
he had consumed combined to great effect and, by the time we reached his home, he had drifted off to
deep | gently woke him and he sstumbled out of the car and into the street.

| locked the car and watched as my friend staggered towards his front door and fought to get his key
into the lock. Thelatch eventudly clicked and he half walked, haf fdl into the house. | stood on the
doorstep and waited for him to switch on the lights and to switch off the darm.

All around the city surrounding the house, there seemed to be a strange atmospherein the air which
reeked of doubt and unease. While | was sure that very few people really had considered that the end of
the world could be approaching, | was positive that | could not have been the only one who felt an
uncomfortable sense of worry. No-one could be sure that they were safe and it was this uncertainty
which had caused the friction and panic so evident in the amateurish radio broadcast that we had just
listened to.

Mark yelled for me to come inside and shut the door and, as | waited on the doorstep, | listened to
the muffled sounds of afight taking placein the distance. As| waited | heard the far-off wall of a
police-car sren and | could not help but wonder about what was going to happen.



Inside the house, Mark appeared to have sobered up somewhat and had managed to fill the kettle |
shut the front door and went into the kitchen as he waited for the water to boil and spooned coffee
granulesinto two empty mugs

‘Not abad night," he said as he worked.

It wasdl right, wasn't it? | answered. | thought for amoment before speaking again. "What did you
think of Samantha?

| waited nervoudy for Mark's answer. Asaclose friend, his opinion was of great value to me but, at
the sametime, | knew that if he didn't like her then | would discount his viewsimmediately.

'She's great,’ he said and abroad grin spread quickly across hisface. 'She'sgot it bad for you, mate!’

‘Do you redly think so? | asked, desperate for confirmation despite the fact that | was sure | dready
knew the answer. Mark nodded his head and poured boiling water into the two mugs.

'No question,’ he said through clouds of quickly rising steam. 'l saw the way she waslooking &t you.
Mind you," he added as he stirred our drinks, 'l aso saw the way that you were staring back.'

Embarrassed, | picked up one of the mugs, added a spoonful of sugar and took alarge gulp fromiit.
Although the drink was piping hot, it was il refreshing and it helped to quench afierce thirst which had
developed in my throat since we had | eft the pub.

"Want anything to eat? Mark asked and | shook my head.

'No thanks, it's too hot.'

He went into the living-room and | followed. | sat down and Mark dug deep under apile of discarded
newspapers and magazines to find the remote control which operated the televison set. He eventualy
found the little black box (under a cushion on the settee - nowhere near the pile of papers) and switched
the set on.

It was dmaost midnight and the choice of viewing offered to uswas far from appeding. One side
showed a darts championship, the second horse jumping, the third adocumentary and the fourth adire,
imported detective series which looked about twenty years old and which | had aready seen countless
times before. Before hurling the remote control onto anearby seat. Mark flicked the set back to the third
channd.

Once again, the theme of the programme was the extraordinary weather conditions and atmospheric
effects which we had witnessed. The presenters, however, at least appeared to be alittle calmer and
more composed than their radio counterparts had been earlier. A doddering old gentleman, with ashock
of brilliant-white hair, thick, horn rimmed glasses and an incredibly unfashionable suit, good in front of a
large diagram of the solar system. The sun was drawn at the far right of the picture and the nine planets
which orbited around it were arranged in alineto itsleft. | settled down into my seat and listened asthe
presenter cleared histhroat and began to talk.

"The events of thisevening, and of last week, can beillustrated with the help of thisdiagram, he began
in adeep and gruff, well-educated voice. "What appears to have happened, isthat a huge wave of energy
has been issued from the sun and it was this wave spreading out across the solar system which caused
the unusua atmospheric conditions which were so very evident earlier.’

Asthe presenter spoke, he moved his hand across the diagram from the sun and out towards cold
Puto to illustrate the direction which the energy waves had taken.

'Itislogica to assume, therefore,’ he continued, 'that it is some undefined activity within the sun itsdlf
which has caused these events to happen. It would seem that this activity would aso be the cause of the
extraordinarily high temperatures which we have al endured over thelast three weeks'!'

| looked across at Mark who stared unblinkingly into the television screen. His drunkenness seemed
to have worn completey avay and he watched the old man with agenuine interest.

'While we have seen events smilar to thisin the past,’ the presenter explained, 'they have never been
encountered with such force and magnitude before!

It'sfrightening, isnt, it? | said to Mark and he turned to look at me. He shrugged his shoulders.

'l don't know," hereplied. ‘| mean, he'sjust said that this has happened before. All right, it was
nowhere near asintense then, but it stopped, didn't it? The world hasn't ended yet, hasit?

I can't argue with that,' | said before returning my attention to the televison screen. The old man till



rambled on.

'Our understanding of the sun'sinternd mechanisms are ill primitive and so we are unable to predict
with any real accuracy what might happen in theimmediate future. We hope, however, that as before, the
activity will be short-lived and that normaity will soon be restored.’

' hope so too,’ Mark said. 'I'll ask around at work tomorrow and seeif anyone knowswhat'sredly
going on. | get the feding that this bloke's only being dlowed to tell haf the story.’

‘Do you redly think so? | asked. He nodded.

'No question. He wouldn't be alowed to spread doom and gloom over the airwaves; he had to end
on an optimigtic note. Y ou'd have everybody panicking, wouldn't you?

| finished my coffee, stood up and stretched as the television programme ended.

'I'd better be off, I've got alot to do tomorrow.’

A familiar, wicked smile spread quickly across Mark'sface.

'l know you havel' he said, grinning. 'It's haf past one you're mesting her, isn't it?

"To tell you thetruth, | can't bloody wait!" | nodded.

'l bet you can't, | hope everything goesdl right. It's about time you got yourself sorted out.'

‘Everything'll befine' | replied. 'Just aslong as the world doesn't end before | get there!’

"That'd be just your luck,” Mark joked. "Y ou finally meet someone decent and you cop it before you
can have any fun! Typica!'

We laughed together as we waked towards the front door. | did not dare say anything to my friend,
but | had anagging fear growing in the pit of my stomach which told me that al was not going to be well
and it was becoming difficult to keep my fedings hidden. | was quietly sure, however, that | was not the
only one who wasworried.

'l expect aphone cal tomorrow night,’ Mark said. 'As soon as you get back, | want every single juicy
detail of your lunch. Leave nothing to the imagination.'

'‘Mark,' | replied with atone of false disapprova in my voice, 'you are avery sick young man.’

He pushed me out of the door.

'And you're aletch,' | added as| stumbled out into the street. 'I'll call you tomorrow!”

| unlocked the door and got insdethe car. As| drove away, | waved to Mark, who stood in the light
of hisdoorway, and | hoped that if | did call him he would be able to give me some reassuring news from
hisfriends at work. It had to be good news, | thought, my lifelooked like it wasfinaly about to sort itself
out and | was determined not to let anything get in my way now.

| drove quickly homein silenceand | was, al things considered, quite relaxed and happy. Although
there had been nothing but gloom and bad news on theradio and television dl night, | cared little. All |
needed to do was picture Samantha's face in my mind and al of my fears and worries evaporated away
into nothing. Shefilled mewith ahappinessthat | had not felt for avery long time,

Once again the next morning at the office dragged unbearably. With sill no respite from theincredible
weather conditions, the city was again slent and gtifling and the streets below were rlaively empty. Asl
looked out of the office window, | wondered why | had bothered coming into work at al. Most people
appeared to have smply chosen to stay at home and relax in the sunshine or, more probably, in the shade
of their homes, watching the sun scorch and burn the world around them. Time seemed to run at amuch



dower rate than usud and | was sure that it had something to do with the way that | stared at the clock
every five minutes, willing its hands to work their way quickly around to one o'clock.

With sunrise that morning, the hest had increased further till until it was now like aheavy, suffocating
blanket which lay dl around, smothering everything and everybody with its exhaugting, relentlessand
inescapable power. Every newspaper and magazine carried concocted, charlatan explanations of events
and mixed them with a generous and unhedthy number of stories about old-aged pensioners dying of
dehydration in their homes and of the water in lakes and reservoirsfaling to new record-low levels.

When one o'clock findly arrived, | gathered up the papers and forms that | needed Samanthato sign
and, before leaving, caled Robert into my room. He staggered in through the office door, looking
flustered and exhausted. As he stood till and tried to compose himsdlf, he wiped hisfat, round and red
face with an aready damp handkerchief and leant against my desk. For amoment | stared at the picture
of ill hedlth that stood in front of meand | felt genuindy sorry for the man.

'I'm going out to see Miss Hill now,’ | said. 'I'm not sure when I'll be back so could you look after
things herefor awhile?

Robert stood up straight and nodded. | noticed that his cotton shirt was drenched with sweat and that
it dung tightly to hisskin.

'Will you bedl right? | asked, worried about the exhausted condition that hewasin.

I'll befine," hewheezed. 'I'm just having abit of trouble with this heat. It doesn't agree with me.’

'Are you going to be okay to look after the office?

I said I'll bedl right!" he snapped and he looked up at me with an angry expression on hisflustered
face.

'l shouldn't betoo long," | said, attempting to reassure him and to disguise the fact that | intended to
stay with Samanthafor aslong as| possibly could. 'I'm not expecting any calsand | don't think that there
will anything that you can't dedl with. If you do need to contact me. Miss Hill's number isin her file and
that's somewherein my filing cabinet.’

Robert nodded and turned to walk out of the room. | felt sorry for him in some respects - he was
much older than me and | was sure that he resented my seniority in the office. Hewas normally able to
rise above such fedings but the extreme heat and its effects on his desperately unfit body did nothing to
hel p ease the Situation.

| shoved the paperwork into my briefcase and grabbed my jacket before following Robert out of the
office. | draped the jacket over my shoulder asit wasfar too hot to even think about wearing it. It was, in
fact, far too hot to be wearing anything.

| left the office as quickly as| could and with it | left agrumbling assistant manager complaining to the
rest of the staff. Although | feigned deafness, | could hear him telling them al how he wasthe one that
really ran the branch - | just picked up the manager's sdary at the end of every month. Regardless of his
comments, | wasin agood mood and was determined not to rise to the childish baiting of my staff. |
walked ignorantly past them dl and out of the building.

Before getting into my car, | stopped to pick up abottle of wine. | walked past alittle florist's shop
and thought for amoment about getting some flowers for Samantha. Next to the florist's was a sweet
shop and | wondered if chocolates might be better. Anirrationa paranoiac fear grew in my mind as|
imagined foolishly that such presents might give Samantha the wrong impression of me. Although |
wanted to get much closer to her, | thought that our relationship was far too fresh and new for meto start
buying sentimentd gifts. Instead, | settled on the bottle of wine - aneutra gift which | could pam off as
just an accompaniment to our lunch rather than aromantic gesture. The wine was chilled and the bottle
cold in my hands. | wondered how cold it would be by the time | reached Samantha's.

The drive to the shop took only alittlewhile. As| stopped the car and got out, | admired what | saw.
Although it was only haf-finished, the building's frontage aready looked professona and very inviting
with an ornate sign being painted above the whitewashed windows. | could see movement through the



partiadly obscured glassand | could not help but fedd somewhat disappointed that | would not be on my
own with Sam. Perhaps that was agood thing, | thought. | didn't know if | would be able to control
mysdf if wewere|eft done - shewas o beautiful.

| took the wine and my briefcase out of the back of the car and, as | locked and closed the boot, the
front door of the shop burst open and Samantha came running out to meet me. She looked wonderful in
along summer dresswhich clung lovingly to every curve of her perfect figure and the sunlight made her
free, flowing hair glow with life and colour. As she gpproached, | felt an unexpected nervousnessin my
stomach, and my legs weakened. | prayed that | would be able to keep myself and my emotionsin order
despite the fact that | wanted desperately to pick her up in my arms, to take her somewhere quiet and
romantic and make dow, passonate loveto her. | tried to cool mysalf down by remembering that | was
there on officia company business.

'Hi, Steve! How are you? Sam asked as she approached.

I'mfine,' | replied. "Y ou look fantastic.'

She took my arm and led me towards the shop.

‘Thisisfor you,' | said, holding out the bottle of wine. 'l thought we could celebrate.”

Sam stopped. For oneterrible and irrational moment | thought that my worst fears had been redlised
and that she had taken offence at my gift. | knew that it was afoolish and unfounded thing to imagine but,
in the heat of the moment, | was fighting to keep control of abrain, aheart and abody that did not want
to be restrained. My fears were washed away in asecond as Sam stood up on tiptoes and kissed me
lightly on the cheek.

'Y ou shouldn't have," she said, looking straight at me with her gorgeous, amost hypnotic eyes. 'Y ou're
SO sweet.!

| followed Samanthainto the shop where, awvay from the relentless sunlight, it was dightly cooler and
where | was able to think and to act sensibly once more. The main area of the shop was a hive of activity
with workmen toiling in the heat to fix counters and shelves while others followed behind, decorating in
their work mates footsteps.

"You've doneredly well in here | commented, looking around. 'How long do you think it'll be before
you can open?

"Just afew weeks,' shereplied. 'Now that you've come through with my finance I'll be able to sort out
the stock and the rest of thefittingsthat | need.’ She paused to think for amoment and looked around at
her shop 'The only troubleis,' she continued, 'l don't know whether to buy more microwave ovensfor
the hot, winter food or extrafridges for the ice cream!”

Samantha took my hand and pulled me through a door behind the main serving area. The door
opened out onto alittle corridor and, from there, various storerooms and kitchens could be accessed. To
our |eft was an empty, spare room and she reached ingide to switch on the light. The dull yellow glow of
one, unprotected sixty-watt bulb illuminated alittle table in the middle of the room which was covered
with an appetising spread of sandwiches, sdlads and cakes. | felt guilty of thefact that | had little appetite
but | resolved to try and eat something. Two seats were sat close to each other next to the table and Sam
gestured for meto go inside and to Sit down.

'l hope you don't mind eating in here,' she said. 'It'sfar too hot to go outside.’

She disappeared for amoment to fetch two wine glasses from the kitchen

"You redly shouldn't have goneto dl thistrouble just for me," | said, shouting after her.

'It'sno trouble," she replied as she came back into the room. 'Besides, it gives me a chance to show
you some of the types of thingsthat I'll be doing here!'

She sat down in the chair next to me which she had angled so that whilst we were not far apart, we
were ableto look straight into each other's faces. My next words were spoken involuntarily - beforel
had even stopped to think, they were dready floating through the air in Sam's direction and | was unable
to stop them.

‘Thefood'sabonus,' | said. 'It's enough for mejust to see you.'

| wasimmediately embarrassed and looked away from Samanthaand down to thefloor. | dowly
turned my head back to look in her direction to gauge her reaction and | felt incredible relief when | saw



that she was smiling broadly. She reached out her hand, grabbed mine and squeezed it softly. | chanced
upon the unopened bottle of wine tting on the table and picked it up quickly - | needed adrink.

'Have you got a corkscrew? | asked. Sam shook her head.

'No," shelaughed, 'that's one of thefittingsthat | ill need to get.’

'‘Never mind,' | said and | jumped up from my seet. | went out into the main area of the shop and,
seeing that al of the workmen were busy at the far end of the room, | took the liberty of borrowing a
screwdriver which had been lft lying on anearby stool. Returning to Samantha, | forced the cork down
the neck of the bottle with the tool and poured the wine out into our glasses.

'I hope you don't mind the taste of alittle cork inyour wine,' | joked. 'l find that it often addsto the
flavour and brings out the body of agood white!'

'Now you'rejust talking crap!" Sam said and she laughed as she took asip from the glassthat |
passed to her.

'I'am,’ | replied. "Y ou seem to have that effect on me.'

'Y ou have quite an effect on me," she whispered quietly and | amost choked on the sandwich that |
had just bitten into. | had dared to think that Samantha found me attractive and that she enjoyed my
company, but to have it confirmed in such a blunt, definite and undeniable manner was beyond my
wildest dreams.

We atefor afew quiet minutes. Neither of us seemed to have very much of an appetite for our food
but I made a concerted effort to avoid hurting Sam'sfedlings. | cleared my plate and put it down on the
table.

"That wasreally good,' | said, wiping my mouth with aserviette. 'If that'sthe kind of thing that you're
going to be sdlling herethen | don't think you're going to have any problems:”

‘Thanks, Steve. I'm glad you liked it.'

'What have you got |eft to do in here then? | asked, gesticulating at the rest of the building around us.
She shrugged her shoulders.

'Not that much,’ she said, quietly and smply.

'Are you looking forward to opening up?

'l suppose,’

'Do you want to talk about something else? | asked. Sam nodded and smiled. | had guessed from the
brevity of her answersto my questionsthat she was not interested in talking businessand | changed the
subject. ‘What did you think of Mark? | asked, reminding her of our time together the previous evening.

'He's great,’ she said, suddenly springing back into life. 'He's got a brilliant sense of humour.'

'It'snot that good,' | replied defensively.

Before speaking again, | remembered the energy pulse that we had experienced last night. It had been
the only negative aspect of an otherwise totally enjoyable evening and so | made a ddliberate attempt to
steer away from the topic of the weather and the relentless heat.

'Why didn't you go to university? | enquired, remembering our friends constant conversationslast
night. "Y ou had the qudlifications, you could have done anything.'

She thought for amoment before replying.

I know. | suppose I'd just had enough of learning by the timethat it came to make the decision. |
needed to Start earning some money.’

Sam's reasoning sounded vaguely familiar asit had been for much the same reason that | had gone
graight into working for the company rather than continuing my education. It had been amove that my
parents had not entirely approved of and it was good to have found someone else who agreed with my
opinions and who thought along the samelines as| did.

'‘Doyou regret it? | asked.

Samantha shook her head.

'I'm happy with the way things have turned out,’ she said, draining the last drops of wine from the
glass which she had emptied in record time. 'And things are getting better every day.’

As she spoke, Sam looked up into my face and | felt my heart melt. | knew then that the girl who sat
next to me could redlly prove to be as special and important as | had dared think she might be at the time



of our first meeting. Although | had then dismissed my initid fedings asjuvenile and trite, they seemed to
have more and more truth and substance with each extra moment that | spent in her company.

When | next looked at my watch, it was almost three o'clock | panicked and a once my mind was
filled with thoughts of disaster and catastrophe at the office which | had Ieft under the control of a deputy
manager who seemed to be permanently on the point of collgpse | knew full well that if anything
happened in my absence, the blame would rest squarely at my feet

I'm sorry, I've got to go,' | said as| stood up to leave. 'l didn't seethetime.’

Sam looked at her own watch and seemed as surprised as me to find that we had been talking for
amost an hour and a half.

'Do you redly have to? she asked and | nodded sadlly.

I'mafraid so | wish | could stop.'

| tucked my shirt into my trousers and rolled down my deeves. | moved towards the door of thelittle
room but stopped when | was closeto Sam. | turned to look into her face and then, with equal amounts
of inevitability and spontaneity, | leant down and kissed her lightly on the lips. She put her amsaround
meand | held her tightly before we kissed again. Long and passionate, our second kiss seemed to last for
ablissful eternity and | found it difficult to tear myself away.

'l wish | could stay herewith you,' | whispered into her ear. 'l don't want to let you go.'

I never want you to let me go,’ she said quietly 'Can you come back tonight?

My heart sank as| remembered that tonight was the night that | had arranged to go across town and
vist my parents. | would normally have telephoned them and cancelled using some weak and concocted
excuse but today, as my father wasill, | felt duty-bound to go. | silently cursed mysdlf for not having
vidted last Friday when my business dinner date had been cancelled.

I can't. | wish | could but my dad'sill and I've promised that I'll go over and seehim.' | said.
Samantha seemed to understand. 'Can we go out tomorrow?

It was Sam's turn to bring bad news and she shook her head degjectedly.

'I've got an appointment with my insurers tomorrow night. It'stoo late to cancel now.'

"The day after then? | asked, hopefully. Samantha nodded and smiled.

| painfully tore myself away from her. Despite the incredible heet al around and insde the building, my
body felt cold where | had just held her and | longed to pull her closeto me again. | walked towardsthe
door of the shop, holding her hand tightly. She suddenly stopped walking and | turned back to see what
waswrong.

'I haven't Sgned anything!" she shouted, laughing. 'Y ou've forgotten what you camefor!’

'Can you see what you're doing to me? | asked jokingly as| took the forms and papers from out of
my case. Sam signed where | indicated and | threw the documents back into the bag. I'm losing all
control. Y ou're turning meinto anervous wreck!'

'I'm sorry," she laughed with mock apology in her voice.

'Don't be," | whispered 'I'm loving every second of it!”"

Beforeleaving | held her tightly once more and we kissed again in full view of the assembled
workmen. We received a sarcagtic round of applause from the labourersand | |eft the shop fedling
embarrassed but caring little. | promised that | would call Sam the next day and then climbed into the car.
| drove back towards the office and watched her in the rear view mirror until | turned a corner and she
disappeared from view.

| had not needed to panic - Robert had survived the afternoon without incident and, more importantly,
s0 had the office. | apologised to him for being away for so long and made up some lame, implausible
excuse about being detained and having to explain theformsto Miss Hill. | could tell that he didn't believe



mebut | didn't care.

Although less than two officid working hours remained in the day, time gill managed to run a asnal's
pace. | had often joked with friends about how time managed to dow down in the week and then double
its speed at weekends or when | was enjoying myself. | decided that must have been the reason why the
hour and ahdf | had spent with Samantha had fdlt like less than ten minutes.

Once again, with acomplete disregard for company regulations, | was deserted and left donein the
office at five o'clock sharp and | felt (out of guilt rather than company loyalty) that | should stop for a
while and try to catch up on some of the paperwork that | had avoided doing that afternoon. By thetime
| was reasonably up to date, it was closeto half past six. | decided to leave, to go home and change and
then make my way to my parents house as arranged.

Throughout the whole of the rest of the afternoon, | was unable to get Samantha out of my mind for
even the briefest of moments

As| had planned earlier, | arrived at my parents house washed, refreshed and fedling alittle more
relaxed than | had done earlier in the day. | parked the car and walked towards the little house which had
been my home for many years. There were thousands of memories|ocked up in thetiny building and, as|
approached, | prayed that the people closeto mewho il lived within itswallswere safe and well. All
thetalk of energy wavesand al of the confusion that | had witnessed over the last couple of days made
me long to return to the security of the past and of my childhood. As | stood on the doorstep and opened
the front door, awave of tender sentimentaity washed over me.

One of the most unusua and unexpected aspects of the heat and of the recent bizarre conditionswas
the digtorting effect that they had on my body clock. Although it felt like summer, it was dark by five
o'clock and it stayed that way until late in the morning. It was difficult sometimesto convince myself that it
redlly was late October and, although the darkness made it fed asif it should be much later, by thetimel
went into the house it had only just turned seven-thirty.

Inside the building was dark and the living-room wasilluminated only by the flickering blue light of the
televison st in the corner of the room and by adull, yelow glow from the open kitchen doorway. When
she heard the front door open. Mom came into the living-room and she smiled when she saw me.

'Hello, love. How are you? she asked in her soothing, peaceful voice.

I'mfine, Mom," | replied as | walked across the room and followed her into the kitchen. "Tired, but
fine'

Findly hearing Mom speak again helped me to calm down and to forget the troubles of the day. She
had ardaxing, gentle quaity to her voice which immediately took me back to my childhood days. When
we were younger, Mom'sincredible ability to remain restrained and rationa had usually resulted in both
my sister and myself ignoring her when she had needed to reprimand us (authority was aways maintained
by my father who, in such instances, awaystold us off with awell-aimed dap with the back of hishand).
Today, however, Mom'stone lifted me and managed to restore alittle piece of normdity to the
increasingly crazy and hectic world thet | found mysdf livingin.

'‘Where's Dad? | asked as Mom filled the kettle from the tap.

'He'soutside, she replied, nodding her head through the window and towards a barely discernible
shape Sitting out on the back lawn. 'Poor thing,' she continued. This heat's redlly knocked him for six.'



| walked quietly towards the back door and peered through the glassto look at my dad who sat
bathed in the low ydlow light which spilled out across the lawn from the kitchen window. When | had
been living at home, my parents had never seemed to age. In my mind, they had looked the same on the
day | left home asthey had donein my earliest memories. It was only now that | was not seeing them on
adally bassthat they seemed to be getting any older and today, sadly, Dad |ooked desperately frail,
tired and ancient.

As| watched my father degping in an old deckchair, alight wind blew across the garden and he
shuffled uncomfortably. The breeze ruffled the delicate strands of white hair which lay across his head
and the light from the house combined with the sparse silver rays of the moon to cast ghastly haggard
shadows across hisface. Dad's glasses were perched precarioudy on the end of hiswrinkled nose and
the only movement he made was as his chin dowly shifted up and down asit rested on his heaving chest.

'He doesn't look too bad,' | said to Mom. | was quite worried by Dad's appearance but | did my best
to try and dlay any of the fearsthat my mother might have had.

'He might look al right,’ she said, 'but he's not himself. Y ou know your father, he's not oneto make a
fuss when hel's under the weather but | can tell. I've been with him for long enough.'

I looked into Mom's face as shetoiled over the hot pots and pans on top of the kitchen stove. She
looked tired and worn out and | could see the strain and worry that Dad's condition was obvioudy
causing her to fed. Although there was the best part of aten-year age gap between my parents and she
didn't look anywhere near as aged as Dad did, Mom till seemed to be growing old at an arming rate,

'Steven," Mom said (she was the only person who called me that and not Steve). 'We're going to go
up and vigit your Uncle Georgefor alittlewhile!

| was relieved to hear that. Uncle George lived on the Scottish coast and, when | was younger,
whenever we had visited there as afamily, Dad had spent most of our time there complaining that the
North wasfar too cold for him.

"That's good news," | told Mom. 'That should really do Dad alot of good. It's about time you had a
rest aswell.'

Mom nodded and smiled. She seemed pleased that | approved of their plans.

'What about Michelle? | asked, wondering what my younger sister was going to do.

'She's coming with us. The poor love's been having arough time at college recently. | think itll do her
asmuch good to get away for awhile asit will your father.' 'When are you thinking of going?

"Tomorrow. Were going up by train. Weleave at half past nine.'

Theimmediacy of their leaving shocked me. Dad was notorioudy dow at making plans and decisions
and Mom could seethat | was genuinely surprised.

It'l befor the best,’ she said, reassuringly. "Well stay up there for awhile and come home when
things get back to normd.’

Michelle came bounding down the gtairs and burst energeticaly into the kitchen.

'l thought | could smell something!" she joked, cheekily. 'Stevie's here!’

I laughed sarcastically and walked over to greet her. We hugged for amoment and, once more, |
realised just how much my conceptions of my family had changed since | had moved out. Before | had
|eft, there had been days when Michelle and | could hardly bear to bein the same room as each other
and yet we now hugged one another asif we had been apart for years.

'How's things? she asked.

'Not too bad," | replied, giving little away. 'What about you? Areyou al right?

Strangely subdued, she nodded her head dowly and sat down at the table.

'Can you go and get your father for me? Mom asked, looking in my direction. 'I'm about to serve up
dinner.’

| went outside to fetch Dad and was surprised by the brittle crunching of the moisture-starved grass
beneath my feet. | stood at Dad's Side and gently shook his shoulder. He began to come around.

'Hédllo, son," he said in avoice that sounded tired, feeble and weak. 'How are you?

I'madl right. Dad,' | replied. 'I've had enough of this heat though. It'sabit hot, isn't it?

"Too bloody hot," he snapped bluntly as he pushed his aching frame up and out of the chair. | held his



arm to help him but he brushed my hand away. ‘I'm dl right," he grumbled. ‘Just abit iff, that'sall.’

Dad moved away from the support of the deckchair, turned and shuffled towards the open back
door. | watched him sadly as he moved. Dad had always been such afit and active man that to see him
like thiswas heartbreaking. | knew that Mom was right and, although she hadn't said as much, | could
seethat the incredible conditionswerekilling him.

We sat around the kitchen table to eat our meal and, for awhile, things were just like they had been
before | had left home. Mom sat opposite Dad and | had the pleasure of sitting directly acrossthe table
from my little Sster. Although Mom had struggled in the kitchen for along time to prepare our med, none
of us seemed able to eat much. | toyed with the food on my plate while | thought of Samanthaand |
chewed acouple of hat, filling mouthfuls. | looked up to seethat Michelle was staring at me and | was
sure that she wanted to ask something. Her intuition seemed to have told her that | had begun seeing
someone and then, with her usua disregard for tact and decorum, she began to pursue the issue with
unavoidable and embarrassing questions.

'So, Steve,' she began, 'am | imagining things or are you happier than usud tonight? Have you findly
managed to find yourself adecent girlfriend?

| amost choked on the mouthful of food that | was egting.

"What makes you think that? | asked, keen not to give anything away without a struggle.

I know you too well,' shereplied. Y ou're being nice to me and that's a sure sign that something's up.'
Michelle smiled sweetly, desperate for information and gossip.

"That doesn't mean that I'm going out with anyone, doesit? | said with deliberate ambiguity. 'Does
anybody want another drink? | asked, trying unsuccessfully to change the subject. My love life was not
something that | wanted to discussin front of Mom and Dad.

'l bet you are," she said, putting down her knife and fork.

'Well, asamatter of fact, | am,' | said, shoving more food into my mouth. That wasdl that | wanted
to say but Michelle, typicdly, had other idess.

I knew, | could tell!" she shouted. 'What's her name? Where did you meet her? Come on, | want to
know everything.

'Her name's Samantha, and that'sal you're going to get,' | said with my mouth still haf full of food.

‘Leave your brother alone,” Mom interrupted. 'He's come over herefor histea, not to be questioned
by you.' Sheturned to face me. 'I'm sure she'salovey girl and you'll tell usal about her when you're
ready to.'

'It'stoo bloody hot in here,' Dad suddenly shouted angrily.

Therest of the family around the table became silent as he threw down his knife and fork and stood
up. After waiting for acouple of secondsto get his balance, Dad shuffled away from the table and
disappeared into the dark living-room. Mom watched him go and | saw that her eyes had filled with
tears.

Michelle became quiet, fearing guiltily that she had angered our father with her excited behavior. |
pushed my plate away from me, unable to eat any more and watched as Mom stood silently and went
into another room.

Later that night, | sat in the living-room with Dad. The windowswere dl fully open and agentle
breeze fluttered into the room which gently lifted the lace nets and light curtains which hung around them.
Theonly light camefrom adull table lamp a Dad's Sde and the only sound from Mom and Michelle
taking in thekitchen.

'How are you feding now, Dad? | asked.

'Oh, not too bad, son," hereplied, camly. 'I'll be glad when this heat finally eases off though.'



'Mom wastelling me that you don't likeit. It'll be better when you get up to Uncle George's though,
won't it?

It won't be the heat getting to me then, it'll be that bloody wife of his," he snapped. 'Still, your mother
seemsto think that it'll do usall good to get away for awhile.’

'She'sright you know They say it's going to get worse beforeit gets any better.’

'‘And you'd know, would you? Dad snapped, uncharacteristically. He grumbled and took alarge swig
from atumbler of whisky which heheld in histired hand. 'Itd dl bealot smpler if they hadn't been
buggering around with the planet in thefirst place.’

‘But, Dad,' | protested foolishly, trying to explain what was actually happening, ‘it'sthe sun that's
causng dl of this. It's got nothing to do with pollution, the ozone layer or anything e’

Dad hauled himsalf upright in his seat and leant towards me until hisface was only inchesfrom mine.

'Son, you can tell methat it'sthe sun doing this. Y ou can even tell methat it's men from Mars. The
truth isthat none of it would be happening if it wasn't for those bloody idiots who are supposed to bein
charge of thisplanet.

There was no point in arguing with Dad. | was surethat it was the heat and stress which were causing
him to becomeirrational and | couldn't see that there was anything to be gained from prolonging the
conversation any further. As| watched him, he picked up the remote control unit that operated the
television, switched on the set and flicked through the channdls. When he could find nothing that
interested him (I didn't even get asked if | wanted to watch anything) he pushed down the red button in
the corner of the controller which made the set die again, plunging the room back into a gloomy
semi-darkness. | got up and went to talk to Mom and Michellein the kitchen.

I'sgetting late,' | said, looking up at the clock on thewall. 'I'll have to be going soon.’

Mom sat at the table and looked up at me sadly.

'Can't you stay for alittlelonger? she asked hopefully. 'We might not see you again for awhile!’

'Of courseyou will." | said without thinking. 'I'll seeif | can't get a couple of days off work and I'll
come up to Uncle Georgesand seeyou dl.' | held out little hope of managing to get time off, but the idea
did at least seem to cheer Mom up for amoment.

'l hope you can, love. That'd be wonderful,' she said with asad, distant look in her eyes. | put my
hand on top of hersand smiled.

‘Everything'sgoing to be all right. Mom,' | said. "Y ou just take Dad up to the seaside and helll befine,
| promiseyou, inaweek well al be back to norma and you'll be wishing that the sun had never gonein.’

Mom nodded her head, got up and went into the living-room to check on Dad. | was |eft alone with
Michdle

'Look after them both, won't you? | said. | expected my sister to retort with some half-baked and
ill-considered witticism but she surprised me with her seriousness.

I will, she said quietly. '"And you make sure that you'redl right."

Y ou know | will. Alwayslooking after number one, that's me."

'‘Good, keep it that way.'

| looked into Michelle's eyes and saw the same doubt and fear which had been so painfully evident in
Mom's expression. Although | tried to disguise my own fears and worries, | could not help but wonder
when | would see my family again. | didn't want Michelleto seejust how worried | was. but | told her
that | wished that | could go with them to Scotland in the morning. All thetalk of the possibility of
impending doom and destruction had affected me more than | had originaly thought and it waswith a
great reluctance that | accepted the fact it wastime to go home.

'I'vegot to go, Michdlle,' | said quietly. She got up from her seat and hugged metightly. Inexplicably,
tears began towell upin my eyesand | tried to brush them away as discreetly and nonchalantly aswas
possible.

I'll call you when we get to Uncle George's,' she said. 'And don't worry about those two, they'll be dl
right.

| nodded and kissed my sigter lightly on the forehead. We hugged again as Mom returned from the
living-room.



'Have you redlly got to go now, love? she asked.

I'm afraid so,' | replied and | moved across the room to hold Mom tightly. ‘Don't worry,' |
whispered, ‘everything's going to be dl right.’

Although | had no way of knowing if what | said wastrue, settling my family's nerves seemed to
compensate to an extent the guilt | felt from not traveling with them to Scotland.

| said goodbye to my father and, as usud, hisreply took the form of a couple of gruntsaimed in my
direction from the aamchair in which he remained firmly seated.
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| awoke next morning to find that the heat seemed to have increased yet again through the dark hours of
the night. Although | had neither the time or the inclination to try and prove such atheory, | fdt surethat if
I'd cracked an egg on the pavement it would have fried within moments. | was sorely tempted to stop at
home but | knew that, as office manager, | should make the effort to go into work. If it got any warmer
though, | thought, there would be no way that 1'd even think about going into the office and shutting
myself away indoors.

When | arrived at the building only Robert and Carol were there. Robert held adoor key and Carol
lived only five minutes walk away from the office so | had expected to see them both there. Three of the
remaining staff, however, had dready cdled in sick and two more were much later arriving than usud.
Thankfully, the office was quiet again and | had an empty diary. Outsde the streetswere alittle busier
than they had been as people were forced to come out of the shade to take care of the jobs which they
had put off over thelast few days.

| sat donein my room and listened to the muffled sounds of the office. The mechanica whirring of an
electric fan was the only constant noise and the relative quiet was amarked contrast to the usua
deafening melee which | normally had to endure. | opened the window as wide as possible and dragged
the swivel chair over towardsit. | rested my feet on the windowsi |l and, once settled, angled thefan so
that it pointed my way and | could relax in the cool breeze.

For once, for thefirst timein months, my desk redlly was clear of work and | had no qualms about
taking things easy. All that | could think about, however, was Mom, Dad and Michelle and | wondered if
they had made it safely to Uncle George's. | hoped that it would be alittle cooler up there. Dad could be
grumpy at the best of times but | had never seen him in quite the state which he had worked himsdlf into
last night. | tried not to think about what might happen to him if he was unableto find relief from the
relentless conditions outside.

With my feet up on the window ledge and the cooling wind from the noisy fan blowing into my face, |
began to drift off to deep. Suddenly the phone rang and its unexpected clattering shattered the peaceful
quiet. Fortunately it was not acustomer calling, it was Rebecca

'Hi, Steve. How are you? she asked, sounding annoyingly vibrant and cheerful. 'Hot!" | replied. "What
about you?

‘Just the same. It couldn't get any warmer if it tried, I'm sure of it.’

Rebecca sounded relaxed and well. | asked her where she was calling from.

'I'mat home." she said. 'l just couldn't face the thought of going into work this morning.'

'l know what you mean. | thought about stopping at home too but as I'm supposed to be in charge
here. ..



"The responsibilities of office, eh? Becky joked. She was quiet for amoment before speaking again. 'l
saw Mark yesterday.'

'I saw him on Monday,' | said. "We went out for adrink.’

'Yes| know, hetold me all about it.'

A short, knowing silence followed and the purpose of Rebeccas cdl reveded itsdf - she was sniffing
out gossip.

'Whao'sthis girl then? she asked.

| felt strangely awkward telling Rebecca about Sam. Asarule, we usudly shared al our secrets,
keeping nothing back from each other, and we had discussed my lack of romance on more than one
occasion. Now that | had found someone though, things felt different. | hoped that it would not change
our relationship and could see no reason why it should. Ruthlesdy and relentlessly, Rebecca pushed me
for moreinformation.

'She's called Samantha,' | began, 'and she's..." | paused as| struggled to find the words that would
effectively describe what she was beginning to mean to me. 'Well, she'sjust about the best thing that's
happened to mein along time.”

Thankfully, Becky seemed pleased for me and was keen to meet Sam. Within afew minutes shewas
making plans for Samanthaand meto visit her or to go out for ameal with her and Richard | skirted
around the invitation with a subtle decorum - dthough it sounded like agood ideg, | had not yet been out
on my own with Sam and that was something that needed to be corrected before | started making plans
for usto sociaise with other people.

Rebecca stayed on the line for the best part of half an hour. | was glad of the interruption and | got the
impression that she was pleased to be able to spesk to someone esefor awhile. Richard only meant
well for her, but it sounded asif he had dmost confined her to their house until the conditions outside
eased. | accepted that it was probably for the best, but could easily understand her frustration at having
to congtantly stare a the same four walls. Shewas going gir crazy.

There was aknock at the door and Carol's face appeared, | cupped my hand over the mouthpiece of
the telephone and |ooked up.

'Sorry to interrupt you, Steve,' she squeaked in her timid, mousy voice. ‘Theré's aMiss Clewes here
to seeyou.'

The namefailed to ring any bells.

'Misswho? | asked and Carol stepped into the room so that she could not be heard in the office
outside.

'Head Office,' she whispered and my heart sank.

'I'm sorry Becky,' | said, taking my hand away from the phone. 'I've got to go, something's come up.’

‘All right,' she said. 'I'll speak to you soon.’

I'll cdll you later,' | said and | hung up. | quickly stood and tidied the office asbest | could. | moved
the chair back under the desk, hid the dectric fan and straightened my tie. Miss Clewes suddenly
appeared in the doorway .

'‘Mr Johnson,' she said, walking quickly towards me.

'‘Good morning,' | replied Thisis an unexpected pleasure.’ | shook her outstretched hand and she
amost crushed minewith agrip of immense vicdike force. Surprised, | offered her a seat and she sat
down.

'My visit is unexpected, Mr Johnson,' she began in an officia and oppressive tone, 'but | do not
expect that it will be apleasure. I'm from the company audit department.’

My legsweskened and | fell heavily into my seat Miss Clewes stared directly at mewith an
unflinching expression fixed on her face.

'As you know, the company employs my colleagues and me to make these random spot checks on
our branches and to ensure that everything isin order. Y ou will be required to offer me every assstance
and to comply with my every request. The audit will take between three and four days to complete and
my findingswill remain confidentid to mysdf and my superiorsuntil | am surethat dl of my investigations
have been completed.’



It took acouple of secondsfor meto fully comprehend and digest al that she had said (dthough it
was, in adl probability, astandard and well-prepared speech) and then | was only able to acknowledge
her with adumb nod.

Miss Clewes was aformidable character. Well-built and white-haired, she looked to bein her mid to
late fifties. She was dressed in asmart business suit and her wispy hair was pulled strictly and severdly
away from her faceinto atight bun. With no jewdlery, perfume or make-up, she was an imposing sight
and, in the swdtering heet gave off an imposing smell as she refused to take off her jacket. She brought
the air of aharsh, old-fashioned school headmistress with her into my unprepared office.

'Are you able to answer any questions? | asked. 'Can | ask you anything about the audit?

She thought for amoment, obvioudy searching through the standard repliesto questions that the
company had forced her to memorise during training.

'As| said, Mr Johnson, | will be unable to discuss my findings until al my work hereisfinished. If you
have any other questions, | will listen and will answer them if they merit my response.’

Throughout her reply and through al that she had aready said to me, the tone of her voice did not
ater in the dightest. Her words sounded false, rehearsed and lacking in spontaneity - shewasthe
archetypa company employee. | decided to risk her wrath and ask another question.

'lsmy branch being inspected for any particular reason, or isthisjust aroutine vist?

It was a question that needed to be addressed. In the short time that Miss Clewes had been in my
office, worries and doubts about my recent performance had flooded my mind and | needed to know
whether it was me or the branch that was being scrutinised. Once again, she paused to find the correct
answer before replying.

There are severd branches being audited in thisregion. Thisis not the only one!'

Although her answer was, | presumed, deliberately ambiguous, it eased my mind alittle. | had thought
for one terrified moment that rumours had spread around the areathat | was seeing one of my customers
and that those same rumours had managed to find their way into the ever-listening ears of my superiors at
head office.

'Asl'vesaid,’ Miss Clewes continued, ‘the audit should last for only afew days. Y ou will beinvolved
little but I will need the full co-operation of both you and your staff to obtain for me al the documentation
and datathat | might require.’

She began to explain the actua areas of the office's work which were to be examined but | was not
redly listening. My mind had begun to wander and | found myself staring out of the open window into the
deep, clear blue sky and towards the huge, incandescent sun which continued to burn down relentlesdy.
As sherambled on, uninterrupted, | thought of my friend Mark outside playing games with his students
and of Rebecca gtting at homein comfort. | thought of my family, miles away by the seaand then, findly,
| thought of Samantha. | knew that | had to get mysalf out of thisjob. It waskilling me.

Miss Clewes finished her briefing by explaining that she would need privacy to do her work and, as
my room was the quietest part of the office, that she would be commandeering it for the duration of her
vist. Depressed, annoyed and incredibly hot, | collected my belongings and took them out to a spare
desk in the generd office. | dumped them angrily down and, ignoring the stares which came from what
remained of my staff, tried to find something to do. | knew that the next few dayswould be far from easy.

Therest of the day was agonisingly long and drawn out. In an unpredictable contrast with the rest of
the week, the office suddenly became very busy. It had nothing to do with the customers (none of whom
seemed to want anything to do with us at the moment) but had everything to do with the extremely
demanding inspector who had graced uswith her presence. Her constant requests for information and
explanations took every spare second of mine, and of everybody elsgstime.

The five members of staff who had eventudly arrived for work. Miss Clewesand | findly |eft the
officea just beforefive-thirty.
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| arrived homein the rapidly fading light to find my two ederly next-door neighbours, Mr and Mrs
Coombes, relaxing on their dry, parched front lawn in apair of equally elderly deckchairs. | pulled dowly
onto the drive, keen not to accel erate the car's engine more than was necessary for fear of waking Mr
Coombes from his dumber. | stopped the car, got out and closed the door with the minimum of force. |
thought that | had succeeded in not disturbing Mr Coombes and tiptoed towards the house. Despite my
considerable and determined efforts, | looked back over my shoulder to see hisround, grinning face
peering at me from over the hedge which ran between our properties.

'Evening, Mr Coombes,' | said, forcing myself to be polite and to sound cheerful and pleased to see
theirritating little man. 'Are you both well?

As| spoke | dowly walked towards my front door, trying desperately not to get drawn and trapped
in an inane conversation with my neighbour. He nodded and disappeared. For amoment | thought that |
had escaped but my heart sank as he appeared at the end of the hedge and started to walk down the
driveway towards me.

'What about this weather then? he shouted in his annoyingly high-pitched voice. Although he aways
denied it, Mr Coombes was becoming dightly deaf and seemed to prefer yelling to talking these days.

I know. It'sincredible, isn't it? | replied, cheerfully.

Mr Coombes cupped his hand to hisear and | repeated my words until he managed to decipher
them. | supposed that, as he spent nearly dl of histime at home with hiswife, he hadn't had much chance
to discuss the weather with anyone el se. The subject had by now long ceased to be an interesting topic of
conversation with the people | was forced to mix with each day but, for his sake, | bravely pursued the
theme to save hurting the old boy's fedings.

'It'sabsolutdly unbdlievable, isn't it? | shouted. ‘| mean, it'll be November in afew daystime!'

Mr Coombes nodded and then signalled that he hadn't quite made out what | had said. Rather than
repeat myself again, | asked acompletely different question.

'How are you two coping with the heat?

I'mall right," he said, wiping away abead of sweat which suddenly dribbled and trickled down his
wrinkled forehead. 'Mrs Coombes doesn't like it though. It's only now that the sun's gone in that weve
been able to come outside. We spend most of the days indoors- it'salot cooler in the house.'

| could not help fedling alittle jeal ous of them having the option of being inside or out each day - my
choice was made for me. Mr Coombes attitude wasin stark contrast to the other old man that | had met
inthe park alittle over aweek ago. While he had decided to come out and pester innocent people with
his dark tales and prophecies of gloom and destruction, my neighbour seemed content to do the decent
thing and stay in hishome, out of sight and out of mind. The man in the park had seemed convinced that
the heat was the beginning of something serious and sinister while Mr Coombes and his wife were happy
just to sit back and make the most of the scorching temperatures while they could. It was depressing to
think that | might one day be like these people - | did not know which one | would least prefer to be.

Mr Coombes wiped his dry mouth with his hand and took a step towards the hedge to check on his
degping wife. As he watched, she shuffled uncomfortably in her chair, opened her mouth wide, yawned
and began to snore loudly. He laughed.

That'smy girl," he said, chuckling heartily to himsdlf. 'She could deep through anything that one.’



Aswe appeared to have reached alull in the stilted, staccato conversation, | made another vain and
desperate attempt to get away. Mr Coombes was one step ahead of me and he seemed determined to
prolong my agony.

'Playing havoc with the garden, this wesether,” he shouted.

'I canimagine,' | said and | noticed the old man looking less than favourably at my little plot of land. 'l
don't have much time to get out into the garden these days,’ | continued.

If the truth be known, | had no intention of working outside. The sum total of my outdoor activities
last year had been mowing the lawn three times and sunbathing four and the reason that Mr Coombes
looked at my garden so disgpprovingly wasthat, in the last few weeks of the summer which had just
passed, | had removed the turf and had the whole of my front lawn covered with athick layer of tarmac.
It had been amove that had not been wel comed next door.

He put his hands on his hips and stretched his back.

"These are strange days," he said, unexpectedly and |, thinking that he was about to broach the
increasingly popular topic of the end of the world, interrupted.

'Do you think there'slong lft? | asked Ssmply.

'Long left for what? Mr Coombes said and he looked at me with a bewildered expression plastered
across hiswrinkled face.

"You know,' | continued, wishing that | hadn't said anything, ‘long left for the world.'

There was a dreadful moment's silence before the old man's face cracked into along, wide grin and a
loud, embarrassing laugh (which | felt sure could be heard from both ends of the street) floated out from
his dark, toothless mouth. With tearsrolling down his face, he staggered backwards, wheezing and
pointing in my direction. To my grest relief, the phone began to ring insde the house.

I'msorry,' | said. 'I've got to go.' | rushed towards the front door, feeling my face quickly reddening.

| fumbled with the key in thelock as| hurried to get insgde and answer the call. | burst into the house,
tripped over arecently delivered newspaper which lay just in front of the door and dived acrossthe
hallway to pick up the phone.

'Hello,' | sad, breathlesdy.

"Y ou took your time!" replied a sarcastic and unmistakable voice. | kicked the door closed with an
outstretched foot and sat down on the carpet to speak to Samantha. ‘Are you al right? she asked.

It was good to hear her voice again. Despite the effects of the horrendous day which | had just
endured and my public humiliation outs de the house seconds earlier, everything suddenly seemed all
right.

'I'm better now I've spoken to you,' | replied. 'How's your day been?

'Not too bad." Sam sighed. 'Not as good as yesterday though. | could redlly have done with having
you around.’

'l wish I could have been around,’ | replied. 'Mind you, it was agood job that we had lunch
yesterday. We were invaded by bloody company inspectors this afternoon.’

'Shiit, really? she said, sounding surprised. 'Why? What's brought that on?

'I've been told that it's just arandom visit, but I'm not really convinced that'strue.’

'Have you done anything wrong?

'Not that | know of .’

'Well then,' she laughed, 'there's no need to worry, isthere?

I suppose not,' | mumbled, far from sure. Sam was quiet for amoment.

'What if they find out about us? she asked. ‘It won't look too good if your bosses find out that you're
seeing acustomer, will it?

'l don't redly care,' | replied without redlly stopping to consider my answer. ‘| must confess though, |
had started to think along those lineswhen shefirgt arrived but. ...!

"...but what? sheinterrupted as | paused for thought.

"...but | don't care. There arethingsin life which are alot more important than any stupid job.’

'Like me? Sam asked.

‘Likeyou,' | replied truthfully. ‘Areyou till al right to go out tomorrow night?



'Of course | am,’ she said. 'Chrigt, you don't think I'd miss out on that, do you?

'Well no, | suppose not. Besides, it wouldn't be anywhere near as good if you weren't there!'

'Y ou'd just have to find someone el se to take out, wouldn't you? she joked.

'l could look around for years, Sam, and | ill wouldn't find anyone I'd rather go out with.'

Shewas quiet for amoment and | had to check that she was till on the other end of theline.

'‘Areyou al right? | asked.

'I'm okay,' shereplied quietly, her tone suddenly more serious and subdued. 'It's just that I've had
some bad news today.'

My heart stopped beating for amoment and my legs weakened as | braced myself for Sam'snews. |
had been beginning to think that things had been going rather too well for me recently and | had been
waiting for something to go wrong. Perhgpsthiswasit, | thought, perhaps she was about to unleash a
horde of skeletonsfrom inside aprevioudy unmentioned closet.

'My grandmother'sill,’ she said, smply.

Although | tried not to appear callous or uncaring, | could not help but bresth aloud sigh of relief that
the news had not been worse. | hoped that Sam hadn't heard me.

'Mom and Dad have asked me to go with them and look after her for awhile. We're going up in the
next couple of days.

| had to summon the courage to ask my next questions.

'Where does shelive?Isit far from here?

'Milesaway,' she said, sadly. 'She's up on the north-west coadt. It's alittle village called Colliwel. |
don't know if you've heard of it.’

| hadn't and it might as well have been on another planet. All that | could think was that Sam was
going to be taken away from me and my bad fedlings were compounded by the guilt thet | felt from
caring more about our blossoming relationship than for her grandmother's hedlth.

'Haveyou really got to go? | asked, trying hard not to sound asif | was pleading with her to Stay.

'l have. | don't want to but I've got no choice. | oweit to Mom and Dad.’

'I know,' | said, accepting the inevitable. 'l know what you mean. My folks have gone up to visit
relativesin Scotland today .

'‘And are you going to go up to them?

I said | might but it'sahell of adistance.’ Sam was quiet for amoment. 'Come up with us,’ she said.

My immediate ingtinct was to accept her invitation without question. | knew, however, thet the
decision was not as clear-cut asit first gppeared to be.

"Would your parents really want me hanging around? | asked.

"That's up to them,' she replied with atone of quiet defiance cregping into her voice. ‘| want you with
me’

| knew at that moment that | would have done anything to have been with Samantha. My head was
filled with stupid romantic images and ideas of fighting my way through unknown, crowded streetsand
townsto be with the woman that | wasrapidly faling inlovewith. | aso knew at that same moment that |
had respongibilitiesto my family and employersthat | wanted to ignore but could not.

"When are you going? | asked, praying that it would not be for awhile yet.

'l think Dad wants usto go up the day after tomorrow.'

"That soon? | said. My heart sank heavily.

'Gran's pretty ill. She needs usthere.’

‘Will you ill bedl right to go out tomorrow night? | asked and | regretted the words as soon as |
had spoken them. | felt incredibly guilty at placing so much importance on anight out with Sam when her
family needed her much morethan | did. 'Will you be dl right to travel after anight out? | added quickly
as an afterthought.

'Of course | will,' she said softly. ‘It's only the thought of seeing you that's keeping me going. Nothing's
going to stop us from having agood time tomorrow.’

‘All right,' | said, fedling dightly happier. 'I'll pick you up at about seven and well go and have the best
night ever. It might be too hot, and it might not last for aslong aswe'd like, but I'm going to make sure



that it'sfantastic.’ | paused for amoment. ‘Well, if you'rethereit'll be fantastic anyway.'

| could not help telling Samantha exactly how | fet and, to my delight, she seemed to fed the same
way about me. | remembered that we had only been together for a short time but it seemed to make no
difference. She meant so much to me. | could not believe that such a perfect, beautiful girl could fal for a
man likeme and | prayed that our time together would never end.

'I've got to go," Sam said. 'I'll speak to you before tomorrow night, al right?

'Okay," | said. 'I'm counting the hours. See you.'

| put down the phone and, for awhile, did nothing but sit ill on the floor, dumped against the wall.
All that | needed to do was picture Sam's face in my mind for dl the problems of work and the torments
of the searing conditions outsde to paeinto inggnificance. | fet surethat, if Sam wasby my side, | could
get through anything that the vicious world could throw a me.

| eventudly finished dreaming by the phone, got up and went into the kitchen Although | wasn't redly
hungry, asit was getting late | ingtinctively made mysdf something to edt. | piled aplate high with
sandwiches made from cool meat and sdlad, fresh from the fridge, but | wasn't able to take even one bite
from the mountain of food. Guiltily, | threw the medl away and skulked into the living-room with only a
crumpled newspaper and a cold can of beer for company.

I could not decide how | fdlt - half of mewas still on ahigh after speaking to Samantha while the other
haf wasfilling rapidly with doubts and fears. Was | about to lose Sam as quickly as| had found her?
Had my family arrived safely in Scotland yet? What was the redl reason for the arriva of the ingpector at
the office today? When | opened the newspaper, the darker, depressive side of me began to take afirm
hold.

My daily paper wasaloca rag whose reporting style seemed to fal uncomfortably between the
trashy tabloids and the wordy broadsheets. Tonight it wasfull of reports which, despite the heat outside,
made my blood freeze. The front page of the paper was usually plastered with attention-grabbing,
sensationdist headlines and only occasiondly would these make way for serious, factud information.
Tonight's edition was one of those rare occasions. For once, however, there were no reports of wars, of
deaths or of disastersin the norma sense of the word. Instead, the lead story told amuch grimmer tale.
Scientists appeared to have confirmed that the planet's Situation had begun to deteriorate drastically and
that it still showed no immediate Sgns of easing or improving. They claimed that if the temperature
continued to increase at the same rate asit had done over the last few days and weeks, dangerous and
then deadly levels of heat would be reached in the very near future. Already people had begun to diein
the hotter climates of the world and all the evidence available appeared to suggest that this devastation
would quickly spread around the rest of the globe.

With a strange mixture of terror and morbid fascination, | read and reread every word of the article
many times and, even then, it was hard to believe and absorb al that it said. My immediate fears
gradualy subsided, however, only to be quickly overtaken by an uneasy sense of helplessness. | felt
angry and frustrated about the fact that, if the temperature redly was going to reach life-threatening levels
soon, there was nothing |, or anyone else, could do to stop it from happening. Having what little control
which remained over my own destiny ripped from my hands without the dightest warning was asickening
and gut-wrenching feding.

Later on thetelevison, anews reporter did her best to calm a nation that sat on the edge of their
collective seats, hanging on her every last word. Although she was as powerless astherest of usto do
anything, she seemed determined to try and convince her viewers that the conditions could just as easily
improve asthey could worsen. | thanked her mentaly on behaf of the rest of the population for her
assurances, but her hollow words held little comfort for me or, | presumed, for anyone else. She warned
that further energy pulses were expected soon and that we should go indoors or get under cover when
they struck. Her tone of factual concern was reminiscent of 1950s cold war propagandafilmsand, asin
those same films, she gave advice on how to survive. Her wordsfell on deaf earsas| knew that, if things



findly did reach such a desperate stage, no-one could have any idea of what we might find when we
findly crawled out of our protective shelters.

Looking around my little home, | felt low and adone. | wished with al my heart that | could be with my
family and | dreamed of seeing their faces again. | knew, however, that they were hundreds of miles
away and the geographica gulf which lay between us compounded my pain. Although | wanted
desperately to be with them, | also soon realised that | didn't want to be anywhere without Samantha at
my sde.

Inasurprisingly short length of time, | had managed to begin to accept the fact that the planet could
be entering itsfina days and that there was nothing | could do to stop the destruction - it was inevitable. |
knew that the pain | would fed at the end would be halved if Sam waswith me. The thought of her made
the fear seep away.

As| had expected, the next morning at the office was deathly quiet and seemed to take an eternity to
pass. Despite the fact that only one customer walked through the office doors before midday, every
moment of mine and my staff's time was taken up with running around to satisfy the relentless requests
and orders of Miss Clewes, the inspector. With acomplete and utter disregard for our own important
daily duties and routines, she constantly demanded that we take paperwork, files, computer disks and
anything el se she required into the office which had once been mine but which she had quickly made her
own. Our troubles were compounded by the fact that |ess than half of my staff had bothered to turn up
for work. Aswell as making more work for therest of us, their absence said little for my management of
the office.

When Robert and | had arrived to open up the building at hdf past eight. Miss Clewes had been
waiting on the doorstep and, from the moment she had stepped into the building, she had worked
congtantly and without pausing for amoment until one o'clock when she stopped regimentally for a
precise hour's lunch. As soon as she left the office, the heavy, suffocating and authoritarian atmosphere
which she carried with her followed and, asthe staff relaxed, | crept back into my roomto call
Samantha

| stood at the open window and looked down onto amuch busier street scene than | had seen over
the last few days. Snaking queues sneaked out from the covered doorways of supermarkets and grocers
shops while other storeslay vacant and empty. Y esterday's news appeared to have shocked a
population who seemed now to be stocking up their larders and cupboards ready to stay in the shade
and protection of their homes until things either improved or ended.

I hoped that my family were secure in the company of Uncle George and hiswife. Mom had
telephoned |ate the previous evening to let me know that they had arrived there safely and that they
hoped | would soon be able to join them. As| looked out at the increasing confusion below | saw that
hot, frightened and frustrated shoppers had begun to shuffle and scuffle in asupermarket queue. | knew
that if things continued to develop as| feared that they might, then | would be making plansto leave the
difling city at the earliest opportunity.

| searched for the number of Samantha’s shop in my records and didled. The phone rang constantly
for about half aminute but there was no answer. | hung up and tried again but still could get no reply. The
line connected and the phone rang out but there was no-one there to pick it up. | tried her home number



and hoped that someone there would answer. | sat on the edge of my desk and nervoudy waited. A dark
fear grew with each passing ring that Samantha might aready haveleft for her grandmother's house. |
was relieved when the phone was finally picked up.

'Hello," aquiet voice said.

'Can | speak to Samantha please? | asked and | then heard the thump of the phone being put down
while Sam's mother (I presumed that was who had answered) went to find her daughter. In the
background | heard a muffled conversation taking place before footsteps approached the phone and the
recaiver was picked up again. 'Hello," Sam said.

'Hi, it'sme. How are you doing?

I'm okay,' she said, relaxing. "What about you?

I'mdl right. It'staken me agesto get through to you. | was starting to think that you might have gone
to your gran'searly.'

"There's no way that I'd leave without letting you know first. | don't want to go asitis." Sam'svoice
trailled away into sllenceand | could tell that the thought of leaving was troubling her.

'I tried the shop first,' | said. 'Should've realised that you'd stop at home today.

'It'stoo hot to go out. Besides, I've got alot to get ready here. Where are you cdling from?

'I've had to go into work. With the inspector here | didn't have alot of choice but if things get any
worse then | won't be coming in tomorrow - it'slike an ovenin here!’

'Can we till go out tonight? she asked. | was surprised by her question but was pleased that she il
wanted to see me.

'Of coursewe can. Chrig, it's going to take alot more than any heatwave to stop me having agood
time. | don't know what we're going to do, but I'm redlly looking forward to it."

"We could go back to your house and sit around the fridge!" Sam joked. | laughed and was pleased
that she had still managed to keep her sense of humour despite the conditions outside,

'Have you heard from your grandmother? | asked. | was amost too scared to ask but was desperate
for information. 'Areyou gtill going up there?

'I'm afraid so. Dad's dead set on going tomorrow.'

My heart sank.

"Wed better make sure that we have agood time tonight then, hadn't we? | asked cheerfully, trying
hard to mask the bitter disappointment that | felt at having Sam taken away from me so soon. | had
expected it to happen, but the confirmation of my fears made me fed ten timesworse.

'‘Come around at about seven,' she said. 'l redlly can't wait to see you again.'

| knew just how shefdlt. Although it had been less than two days since we had last seen each other,
and only amatter of hours since we had spoken, | was desperate to be by her sde once more. Aswe
chatted, | could not help but think about the relationship which | had become suddenly and hopelessly
embroiled in. Weeks ago, | would have scoffed a the idea of falling in love with someone so quickly and
so deeply but, today, | was forced to accept the fact that it had happened. Weeks ago, however, |
would aso have dismissed the possibility of the planet that | lived on burning up around me aswell.

Miss Clewes surprised me at half-past three.

I knocked on the door of my office and went inside to find her packing her papers and folders awvay
into her smart and practical leather briefcase. As| approached she snap-locked the case shut and laid it
flat on the desk in front of her. Her face appeared tired and she looked ill.

‘Mr. Johnson," she said wearily. 'I'm not well. I'm going to go home.'

For amoment | could think of nothing to say. From the second she had first gppeared in my office,
she had gppeared to be dmost inhuman and completely invulnerable to such trivid inconveniences asthe
gtifling heat and ilIness. The Miss Cleweswho stood in front of me now was different. Shewas atired
and worried woman.

I'm sorry to hear that,' | eventualy said, remembering to reply to the best newsthat | had heard all
day. 'l hopeit'snothing serious.'



She shook her head dowly and gently touched her forehead with atrembling hand.

I'm sureit isn't,' she croaked before clearing her dry throat and speaking again. ‘I don't think that |
will bein tomorrow. In fact, I've spoken to my superiors and we have agreed that the rest of the audit
will be postponed until the conditionsimprove. I'll be in touch with you when | am ready to return.’

With that, Miss Clewes stood upright (she had been leaning uncharacteristically againgt the desk for
support) and pulled her heavy, formal skirt straight. She picked up her case, draped her jacket over her
arm and breezed past me out of the room and then out of the office dtogether. Once | was sure that |
had heard the sound of the front door being closed, | alowed mysdlf to relax.

The phone on the desk began to ring and | picked it up quickly.

'Steven Johnson,' | said, automaticaly and officidly.

'Hello, Steven, it's Keith Etheridge here.' Keith was the manager of anearby branch of the company
and had been a colleague of mine for anumber of years. 'l've got some good newsfor you mate!’

| couldn't cope with two lots of unexpected good news in an many minutes standing up and sat
quickly downinmy chair in my newly reclamed office.

'I've just had a communication from head office to be circulated around the branches. We're shutting
shop for the next few days until thingsimprove.’

It'sabout time," | said, relieved.

‘That'swhat | thought. There's no point in staying open. | mean, we've only had three members of
gaff comein today and that's still two too many to serve the number of customersthat have beenin. This
heat's not doing anybody any good.’

| thanked Keith for ddlivering the company's message and then spent at least ten minutestrying to get
him off the telephone. Although he was a pleasant and amiable man, heliked to talk and dl that | wanted
to do was get out and go home. | eventually managed to get rid of him, claiming that | had to take
another cdl. (Keith was, in fact, the only person to have telephoned the office dl day.)

| walked out into the main office relaxed and, more importantly, glad to findly have some good news
for the staff. Despite the fact that the Situation must have been redly grave for the company to have taken
the drastic step of closing al of its branches, | was pleased that it had been left to meto tell the
employeesinmy charge. | normaly only seemed to talk to them to tell them off when something had gone
wrong or to ask them to do ajob for meand | was glad that, for once, | was to be the bearer of glad
tidings

My newswas met with atypically disgppointing and apathetic reaction from the four staff that were
gill in the building and, without stopping to even ask me any questions or query the company'sdecisionin
the dightest, they trooped past me, out of the door and were quickly on their way home.

Onceagain, | wasleft to lock up the building with my ever-present and ever-complaining assistant
Robert who stumbled around the office looking more and more exhausted with each minute that passed.

‘It's about bloody time the company saw sense,” he grumbled. Instead of pursuing the conversation,
thistimeit was my turn to act dumb in an attempt to get out as quickly as possble.

We stepped out into the fading evening light and found that the streetswere silent. The frenzied
activity of earlier in the day had disappeared and nearly al of the shopswere locked, bolted and had
their metal shutters drawn for the night.
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Seven o'clock soon arrived and | found mysdlf pulling up in the car outside Sam's house feding unusualy
apprehensive and nervous. | walked up to the front door, took a deep breath and then rang the bell. Mrs
Hill answered and invited meinsde.

It's Steven isn't it? she asked as | wiped my feet on the mat and went indoors.

That'sright,’ | replied. 'It's nice to see you again. How are you?

'Oh, I'm very well thank you. I'll be glad when thiswegather eases though.'

| tried hard to feign my interest in yet another conversation about the weether. Even when it behaved
and acted according to tradition and record, the weather seemed to be the mainstay of any conversation
between strangers and, now that it was doing something which actualy merited the interest init, the topic
seemed to have worked itsway into every conversation that | recently heard or had been a part of.

'How's Samantha's grandmother? | asked. | was deliberately vague as | was not sure which one of
her parent's motherswasill.

'Mom's not too bad. Shelll be better when we get up there to her. Sam tells me that your parents have
gone away.'

'Y es, they've gone up to Scotland. They're staying with relatives of ours up there.'

'l dwaysthink afamily should stick together,” Samantha's mother said and her words struck a guilty
chord within me. | knew that, as| would not be going into the office for acouple of days, | should redly
have made the effort to go straight up to my uncle's house.

Through a doorway | spotted Samantha’s father sitting next to an open patio window and reading a
newspaper which was being fluttered and blown by a gentle breeze which gusted into the house. My
arriva had obvioudy not interested him and | thought it best that | did not disturb him. Mrs Hill continued
to extol the virtues of family lifeand | was glad when | heard the sound of a door shutting upstairs and
Samantha came bounding down the stairstowards me.

'Hi, Steve," she said, cheerfully and | watched her as she approached. She wore alight cotton dress
which swirled invitingly around her and her long blond hair cascaded down around her ddlicate, pretty
face. Shesmiled as| looked at her and | felt mysalf melt in front of her. She breezed past me, pausing
only to kiss her mother on the cheek, and went into the living-room towards where her father sat. |
watched as she picked up her handbag from atable next to him and kissed him.

'Night, Dad,’ she said. 'I'll seeyou later.'

'Don't be out late,” he snapped gruffly, without lifting his head from the paper. 'Weve got abusy day
tomorrow and you've got alot of travelling ahead of you.'

Sam walked out of the room and looked first a her mother and then at me. She seemed dightly
embarrassed by her ignorant father and | took hislack of communication with me asasign that | was not
welcome.

'‘Areyou ready? | asked, suddenly keen to leave. Sam nodded and we made our way to the car.

'Seeyou later, Mom," she said as her mother waited in the light of the doorway and watched us drive
avay.

'Isyour dad always like that? | asked, trying carefully not to offend her.

'Yes!' shereplied, laughing. 'l think he'sabit like your old man - the heat's getting to him but he'stoo
proud to say anything.'

| drove the car down the hot and quiet road and switched on the radio. Before | could hear what
Station was on, Sam slammed a cassette into the front of the machine. 'I was about to do that,' | said.

'Sorry. | just couldn't stand listening to the radio. All that I've heard recently is how bad things are
getting. | want to try and forget dl of that for awhile tonight.’

'l know. Where do you want to go? | asked, suddenly redlising that | hadn't a clue where we were
heading.

'l don't know," Sam replied, shrugging her shoulders. "We could head into town for alittle while, have
acouple of drinks and then see what wefed like doing afterwards!'

'Okay," | said and | took aturning which aimed the car towards the city centre.



For various reasons, | had hardly been out over the last few nights and the quiet of the suburbs came
as something of asurprise. It was only when we drove deeper into town that we saw many other people
at al. | cruised the back streets searching for somewhere to stop, but could find nowhere and so headed
for the main shopping area.

Aswe drove down adark, dimly lit road, the cassette finished playing in the stereo and Sam switched
it off.

‘Thisfeds strange,' she said, suddenly. Although her comment had been unexpected, | knew exactly
what she meant. There was an unusua, d most oppressive aimospherein the town.

I know. I'm not surewhat it is, it'sjust that...'

My words were interrupted by the crashing noise which accompanied a huge road bollard being
thrown with force through a shop window. | looked across the street to see the various members of a
large gang scrambling through shards of broken, shattered glass and through the remains of avirtually
demolished shop display. They ran back into the open and were distracted momentarily by the light and
noise from my car. They turned and stared for a second before running away into the shadows of the
night.

| looked across at Samantha and she returned my expression of surprise and disbelief.

'What's going on? she asked.

| could not tell her.

'l don't know,' | replied, staring at the wreckage of the shop that the looters had |eft. Therell be
police around here soon. We'd better go.'

| turned the car around in the middle of the road and drove back in the direction from which we had
just come. | took another junction which led onto the main high street but stopped when | saw other cars
being driven dong at incredible gpeeds, trying to avoid missiles which were being hurled from gangs
gathered on ether sSide of the street. Although we saw only asmall area of the city, and we were there for
only ashort time, | needed no other encouragement to drive quickly away and back towards the
suburbs. | glanced over at Samantha and saw that her face was pressed hard against the window. She
seemed to be having as much difficulty as| was in comprehending the sudden senseless and unexpected
violence that we were seeing.

At the outskirts of the town we found relative peace again and | tried to make some sense of the
anger that | had just witnessed. The newsthat we had heard last night had obvioudly frightened everyone
and dthough most people were able to control their worries and fears, there remained some who could
not. It appeared that al their frustrations had been too much to keep bottled up insde. | had expected
people to react badly to the terrible news, but never to the extent that we had just seen.

For awhilewe sat sllent in the car, both unable to think of anything to say to the other.

"Just keep driving," Sam said eventually as we approached the area near to where she lived. 'Just keep
driving until you find somewhere where we can stop and talk.’
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Fifteen minutes quickly passed and the plastic and concrete of the city soon gave way to the brittle,
scorched greenery of the moisture-starved countryside. We drove down a narrow, rough country lane
and, as we approached alay-by, | pulled in and stopped the car. For amoment we sat quietly together,
subdued by what we had seen and had |eft behind in the city.



'What's going on? Samantha asked. | felt sure that she knew | could not answer her. ‘| mean,’ she
continued, ‘we only droveinto apart of the city, imaginewhat it'slike...'

'It's not worth thinking about,’ | interrupted. 'It's just what we're al fedling. We're both worried but
we're able to control ourselves and not do anything...'

| shut up quickly as| redlised that my meaningless words were hel ping no-one. Sam opened the car
door and turned around on the set so that her feet dangled outside. She breathed the warm night air in
deeply and | watched her as she stood up and walked away. It was obvious that she was frightened and
that shewastrying to hide her fear from me. In redlity | was equaly scared and could offer frustratingly
little comfort.

| climbed out of the car and followed Samantha as she waked towards the brittle, dying hedgerow
which separated the road from the fields beyond. | put my arm gently around her and held her closeto
me. Despite the raging heat that suffocated everything around us, the warmth of her body next to mine
was soothing and amost cooling. | turned her around so that she was |ooking towards me and looked
deep into her troubled face. A singletear fell from her eye and trickled dowly down her perfect skin
before shelifted her hand and wiped it away, ashamed at hersdlf for having let her emotions show so
readily.

'‘Comeon,' | said. 'Don't cry. Werre going to be al right.’

My words sounded hollow and they echoed through the strange stillness of the silent countryside.
Samanthaforced hersdf to smile.

'I'm okay,' she said, sniffing back moretears. ‘It's just that | know things are going to get worse
before they get any better, and | don't think I'll be able to get through them without you.'

'I'm not going anywhere,' | said, foolishly.

'No, but | am. Christ, Steve, I'm scared to death.'

'If it hadn't been for you, I'd have lost control along time ago,’ | whispered. 'Y ou're the reason that
I've managed to get through the last few days and if you think I'm ever going to let you go then you've got
another think coming.'

'Will you come with ustomorrow? she asked, hopefully. | knew that there was no way | could travel
up to the coast with Sam and her family and, besides, there were things that | would need to sort out at
home before | could leave.

I can't,' | said, sadly. 'l won't be ableto leavein timein themorning.’

Perhaps | wasjust fooling mysdlf. If | was brutally honest, there was nothing | needed to do at home
or at the office which couldn't wait. | desperately wanted to travel with Samantha, but | could not face
the prospect of intruding on the privacy of her family at such an uncertain time. | knew that it was weak
of me, and it was shalow, but there was nothing | could do that would change theway | felt.

'As soon as you can then? she said and | nodded.

'Firgt chance | get and I'll be coming straight to you.'

Shesamiled again, and | felt alittle better.

'‘Anyway," | continued, 'let's forget about tomorrow until it arrives. Let's make the most of what we've
got left tonight now that it's here.'

| held Sam alittle way away from me and looked degp into her mesmerising eyes, glinting with
moisturein thelow light of evening. Sowly, and with astrange trepidation, | moved my head towards
hersand lightly kissed her soft lips.

Samanthatook my hand and led me towards the hedge in front of us. We waked along the harsh and
spiky border until we found a place whereit thinned enough to alow usto clamber through into thefield
beyond. The parched grass was so dry that it crunched under my feet and the noise of our footsteps was
the only sound that could be heard.

Wewalked afew yardsinto the field before Samantha stopped and turned around to face me once
more. With atrembling hand she undid the top button of her dress before reaching out for me again.
Again we kissed, more passionately than before and then, with excitement mounting, | began to undo the
rest of her dress. Sowly at firgt, and then with desire accel erating us, we tore the clothes from each
other's bodies until we stood naked in the evening silence. | took her shouldersin my hands and pulled



her gently to the ground. Samantha writhed with pleasure as | entered her and as the brittle, coarse grass
tickled and played on her naked, exposed skin. Sowly, and with a passion the like of which neither of us
had dared imagine before, we made love for what felt like hours. The world was silent save for our
whispers and moans of pleasure which shattered the fragile peace. | could not begin to describe the
pleasure that Samantha's body brought to mein those moments.

After what hed felt like ablissful eternity, | climbed from her and lay exhausted at her side. Holding
each other tightly, we both floated away into alight, untroubled deep.

| was woken with asharp jolt to find Samantha frantically shaking my shoulder. Shewasfully dressed
and, as| pulled mysdf up onto my ebows, | fdt afamiliar and immediady disturbing hot wind blowing
into my face. | struggled to keep open my deep-filled, tried eyes and squinted through the darknessto
gtare at a horizon which had begun to glow and, incredibly, to change colour.

Samanthaknelt at my side and shook me continually until | was wide awake and sitting up. | fumbled
on the ground beside me to find my trousers and shirt and pulled them on quickly. | held Sam closeto me
aswe watched the entire sky change colour from dark purple to abright orange which then melted into
amog abirilliant vibrant yellow. Thewarm wind continued to blow and it madeiit difficult for me to waich
with dry, ginging eyes. Asthe sky lightened further gill, my skin began to prickleand it felt asif brilliant
sunlight was scorching my face.

Asit had done before, once the light had reached a brilliant crescendo of bright colour, it quickly
began to mutate and dissolve back through the various shades and hues until its origina tonewas
restored. Thewind died down and | held Samanthatightly as we sat motionless, transfixed and confused.
Although the last vestiges of deep <till dowed and dulled my tired brain, | knew at once that what we had
just experienced was another energy pulse. | did not need to wait for scientific proof or officia
confirmation to tell me that this new wave had been stronger and had lasted far longer than any other that
we had felt before.

My firgt and most immediate reaction wasto try and find something strong and supportive to say to
Samantha but, despite trying desperately to search for the words | needed in my head, nothing could
overcome the fedings and fears which the energy pulse had given riseto. Instead we sat shaking in
dlenceintheincredible hegt.

‘Areyou dl right? | finally managed to ask, pulling Sam away so that | could get aclear ook at her
tear-streaked face. She nodded and | watched as more tears began to roll down from her stinging eyes. |
began to cry too and held her tightly once more.

‘Comeon,' | whispered, my voicefar from steady. 'L et's go home.'

'l don't want to go home," she sobbed. 'If | go home then I'll have to go away and | don't want to
go...'
'l don't want you to go,' | said. | took a deep breath and, against my better judgement, told her that
she had to go, that her family needed her to be with them. | stopped for amoment and, as| held
Samanthas shaking body closeto mine, | could not help but think how hypocritica | sounded. My family
needed metoo, but | had stayed in the city rather than travel with them to Scotland. | wished that | could
have gone with Sam in the morning and, if the truth be known, | probably could have. | felt awkward and
uncomfortable ataching mysdf to her family when | had so sdfishly abandoned my own and | was sure
that her father would have had something to say about me hitching aride with them dl. To satisfy my
fedingsof guilt, | managed to convince myself that | needed to call into the office in the morning to check
that everything wasdl right and | made asilent promiseto travel up after Samanthalater in the day
before continuing north to be with my family again.

Sam pulled away from me, dried her eyes and stood up to leave thefield. | pulled on my shoesand
socks, finished dressing and watched her as she walked towards the gap in the fence to get back to the
road. To see her in such a state was tearing me gpart inside, but | did not know what | could do to ease
her pain.



| walked back to the car, got inside and turned it around to drive her home. While it had not been
quite the evening that either of us had expected or imagined, neither of usredly minded. Aswetravelled
along the dusty road in silence, my busy, racing brain helped me to come to two important redlisations.
Firgly, | admitted that | wasin love with Samantha and that she meant more to me than any girl ever had
before and, secondly, | realised with bitter sadness that the old man in the park last week had been right
- the heat and the light really were the beginnings of something terrifying and unstoppable. The confusion
seemed much clearer and easier to comprehend with Sam a my side and my heart sank at the thought of
her leaving town.

| looked across at the beautiful girl next to me and wished that we could have met under different
circumstances. Until she had walked into my office, | had scoffed at theideaof love at first Sght but now,
now that it had actualy happened to me, | had been changed forever. | thought angrily about thetimel
had wasted alone when Sam had away's been there and within easy reach and | knew at that moment
that | wanted to spend the rest of my life with her, however long that proved to be. Insdel tried to laugh
at the savageirony that my life had been subjected to but | could not - the pain | felt at the prospect of
losing Samanthawas tearing me apart.

Aswe neared her home Sam, who had been quiet and subdued for the whole of the journey, finaly
spoke.

'Steve, are you sure that you can't come with us tomorrow?

| knew that | could but | felt sure that it would only cause unnecessary and unwanted trouble and
friction. | dso knew that | should be able to rise above such trivid things but, in the heat and confusion, |
wasn't so sure that they could easily be overcome.

'Honedtly, | can't. Give me the morning to sort myself out and I'll start out then. With alittle luck |
might be with you thistime tomorrow.’

| wasn't sureif that wastrue, but | knew that | would certainly do my best to try and reach her.

'Have you got any paper? she asked and | leant across the car to search in the glove box for ascrap
that she could use. | found an old pad and, taking the paper from me, Sam scribbled down her
grandmother's address and brief directionsto find her house once | had managed to reach the village.

"There you go," she said, beginning to smile again. 'Now you've got no excuse!’

| was glad that she seemed alittle happier.

I will comeyou know,' | said, truthfully. I knew that there would be no way that | could Sit donein
the city without knowing how Sam was.

'Do you promise? she asked.

'‘Cross my heart.’

I had made thousands of promises before but there had seldom been one that | intended to keep
more than that. As| looked across at the girl Sitting next to me and she smiled back, | vowed to do
everything within my power to make surethat | was away from her for as short atime as possible.

'Y ou try and keep me away,' | whispered.

| turned the car left off the main road and round onto the stireet where Samantha lived. Although
neither of us said anything, | knew that we both wanted to keep driving and not to stop. Againgt my
better judgement, however, | pulled the car up outsde her house. It was alittle after midnight and, in one
of the windows on the top floor of the building, | could just make out the shadowy figure of Sam's father
waliting anxioudy for his daughter's return. Sam looked up and noticed him momentarily before turning
back to face me and putting areassuring hand on my arm.

'He meanswell,’ she said, softly. 'He'sjust worried about me.'

I'mworried about you,' | said, ingtinctively and honestly as my fedings rushed out like adam that had
suddenly burst its banks. 'Y ou're on my mind al thetime. Christ, whenever I'm away fromyou | can't
think about anything ese!’

Sam shuffled towards mein her seat and held my arm tightly. She rested her head on my shoulder
and, dthough | tried hard not to, for the second time that night | began to cry.

'Shit,’ | said, trying desperately to hold back the tears and not upset Sam. 'Our firgt real time together
and | fed like I've spent most of the night grizzling.’



'It shows you care," she whispered quietly.

'l do. More than you could ever imagine.'

She kissed me softly and we held each other tightly. | knew, sadly, that it wastime for usto part. Sam
climbed out of the car and walked around to stand next to my open window.

I'll call you as soon aswe get to Gran's,' she said, sniffling back more tears. 'It'll be thefirst thing |
do.'

'It had better be," | said as | reached out and held her hand. 'I'll come up just as soon as | can.’

The front door of the house dowly opened and the pyjama-clad figure of Samantha's father appeared
on the driveway.

'I've got to go,' she said quietly and despondently. She leant into the car and we kissed again until her
father suddenly appeared at her side to lead her indoors.

| sat in the car and watched as Sam walked towards the house and as she was quickly engulfed in the
shadows and darkness of the building. Sowly and tearfully, | |eft her road and drove back towards my
house,

| cared little about the collapsing city around me - dl that | cared about at that moment was Samantha
and until | waswith her again | knew | would not re<t.
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Over thelast few weeks | had been finding it difficult to get to deep in the heat but that night, with the
temperature having increased further gill and the thought of 1osing Samanthain my mind dmost
congtantly, it was proving impossible. | [ay naked on my bed in the half-light, tossing and turning restlesdy
for what fdlt like hours. Asthe time approached three o'clock, | switched on thetelevision setinthevain
hope that the flickering light and noise from some inane late-night programme would help meto lose
CONSCiOUSNESS.

Of thefour channelsthat | had accessto on my set, three had closed down for the night. The one
remaining station had nothing better to offer than a chegp, shabbily made discussion programme.
Although the subject had originally been something else entirely, the members of the audience could not
help themsdves from continualy referring to the incredible atmospheric conditionswhich | wastrying
unsuccessfully to forget. There seemed little point in watching the programme at first but | was steadily
drawnin as| watched the audience fighting and squabbling amongst themselves. The host of the debate
seemed intent on whipping the studio into an uncontrollable frenzy and he soon succeeded.

The theme of the programme seemed to have originally centred around changesto licensing hoursand
laws but, in the confusion, that had been quickly forgotten. Now two men stood face to face in the centre
of agarish sudio s, pointing accusing fingers and shouting incomprehensibly at each other. One of the
men made a casud comment aimed at the other and his adversary quickly replied with awell-aimed right
hook to the jaw. Thefirst man lay stunned on the ground in front of a shocked audience for amoment
before quickly jumping up and legping onto his attacker. Within seconds, the easily provoked fighting had
spread like an angry bushfire through a parched forest as grown men and women hurled flailing fisssand
spiteful words a each other. Theterrified and the pacifistsin the crowd followed the example of the
show's host as he dived off the set and ran for cover in the hidden depths of the television studio.
Amazed, | watched for afew more seconds before reaching out and fumbling for the control to switch off
the set.



| sat in the suddenly silent darkness and tried to comprehend what | had just seen. Asthe heat had
dried out the unsuspecting world, so it dso seemed to have drained dl patience and understanding from a
high percentage of the planet's population. All it had taken was asingle spark to set light to the whole of
the televison studio and | redlised that it must have been similar emotions which had caused the violence
we had seeninthe city earlier.

The pointlessness of the violence made it a hundred times more frustrating - where was the sensein
punching the man next to you when he had aslittle control over events asyou yourself did? There was
nothing that anybody could do and | saw little point in arguing over something which could not be proved
or disproved until it wastoo late.

I lay back down on my warm and wet, sweat-soaked bed and pulled asingle light sheet up over my
body. My eyes dowly began to become accustomed to the low gloom again and | looked around my
bedroom. Outside there was an dmost constant soundtrack of muffled bangs, crashes and screams and,
as| screwed my eyestightly shut, | wondered if it would be worth waking up again in the morning.

| eventualy managed to fall adeep for awhile but even that brief respite was interrupted by a dream:

| was sitting a my kitchen table. It took awhilefor it to register that it was my kitchen asthe room
appeared to have changed so much. Thewallswere dirty, dusty and brown and empty cupboards and
shelves hung wearily from thewadls.

Dressed only in filthy cotton trousers and apair of battered running shoes, | stood up and walked
towardsthe sink. My throat was dry and | had an incredible thirst which | needed desperately to quench.
The draining board was stacked high with soiled crockery and cutlery and wasilluminated by abrilliant,
amost incandescent light which flooded through the broken glass of the kitchen window.

| pushed apile of platesto one side and managed to find arelaively clean glass. | held it up to the tap
and turned the handle dowly. Stiff and resistant at fird, the tap gradually began to turn and a hesitant
trickle of brown water spilled out of the faucet. Asquickly asit had begun, the water stopped flowing
again and the plumbing of the house groaned loudly to let me know that it was as dry astheworld
outsde.

Desperate to find something to drink, | walked towards the back door which creaked open as|
gpproached, letting more brilliant light pour ingde. | stepped outside and immediately had to shield my
unprotected eyes from the blazing heat and light which flooded my senses. My exposed skin prickled and
| could fed it quickly burn under the viciousrays of the raging sun.

The garden was as dead and dirty as the house from which | had just emerged and all that remained
of my fish pond was adry pit in the middle of the starved lawn. At the bottom of the pit, the rotting
carcasses of my pet fish baked on the dried, cracked mud surface. The world was silent at first, but |
dowly became aware of sounds of movement from the front of the building. | crept closer to the shadows
of my home and stalked dong its side to investigate the commotion.

Theroad in front of my house had become asingle, uninterrupted queue of people. Shabbily dressed
and dow moving, they stumbled in exhaustion together aong the street like drops of water trickling down
adrying stream. Occasiondly, someone would fal to the ground but their plight would beignored. The
people behind them would step over their inconvenient bodies or, if they had enough energy, kick them
to the sde of the street like a piece of discarded rubbish. Save for the shuffling of hundreds of pairs of
feet on the rough ground, the people were silent, suffering quietly as the sun's evil rays burnt and charred
their tender, exposed flesh.

Ingtinctively, and without realisng what | was doing, | joined the queue. My arrival was unnoticed and
unacknowledged and the pace of the walk was uncomfortable. The movements of the masses were dow
and forced but no-one had the energy to move any faster. All around me, the people were as dishevelled,
ragged and parched as me. They seemed to drag themselves dong, shuffling their feet step by painful
step, and most were unable even to lift their heads.

Theline of people (which was between ten and fifteen bodies deep in places and which seemed
neither to have abeginning or an end) stumbled towards the end of the road in which | lived. There, the
gueuejoined a street which was unfamiliar and which | was sure| had never seen before. Relentlesdy, |
was swept onto the new road which seemed to be fed from &l angles by queues smilar to the onewhich



| had become apart of. From every side poured thousands upon thousands of weary, dothful walkers
who al headed in one mysterious direction. Despite the effort of the walk, | managed to lift my head for a
moment and saw that the route | followed led directly into the dilapidated, burnt-out shell of adead city.

About amile ahead of me, huge, grey concrete towers stabbed the brilliant blue sky and | turned my
head away once more as the radiant sun rose high above the tallest and most central of the skyscrapers.
The sound of footsteps increased as hundreds of thousands of tired walkers converged on the ruined city.
The noise reached a rumbling crescendo before being suddenly replaced by an empty silence.

The queue stopped moving. | did not notice the sudden change of pace until | had walked into the
person in front of me and the person behind had collided with my back, but the lack of movement was
definite and inexplicable. Sowly, and with a consderable amount of effort, | and millions of other people
lifted our exhausted heads up to look towards the dusty, dead remains of the city.

My eyes burned with pain but it proved impossible to tear my attention away from the town and the
sky aboveit. The buildings rose from the ground like the meat-stripped ribs of arotting animal carcass.
The crowd stood in stunned silence as, from its high commanding position, the sun began to burn brighter
dtill, to glow with an unimaginable luminogity and then, findly, to light the whole sky with an agonising
brilliance. A terrifying wind settled suddenly on the millions of people, blowing many off their feet and
down onto the dry ground. Unmoved, | lifted my hand to shield my eyesfrom the brightness and
screamed in agony as the world became white and the flesh was burnt away from my body.

It wasfive o'clock when | woke. The single sheet which | had pulled over my body in the night was
soaked with sweet and the air in my poorly ventilated bedroom was close, warm and choking. Sowly in
the darkness, | sat up and tried to settle mysdlf after the shock of the nightmare dream which till burned
clearly in my mind. After afew quiet, calming minutes had passed, | stood up and felt my way through the
gloom to the bathroom. Oncethere | filled the sink with cool, clear water and held my face under the
surface until | emerged free of deep and having escaped completely from the confusion of the dream.

| dried my face with a soft towel and looked a mysalf in the mirror. In the harsh dectriclight |
appeared almost unrecognisable and | had to rest against the bath for support. For the best part of an
hour | stopped there, sillent and shaking.

| eventually stumbled back to bed but there waslittle to be gained from staying there - the bed was
wet and uncomfortable and | had virtualy no chance of getting back to deep again. Instead, | went
downgtairs and made adrink to ease the burning dryness of my throat. For awhile | did little but wait for
the morning sun to rise and watch it from the comfort of my armchair. | thought about switching on the
television or theradio but | decided againgt it - | felt surethat | would only be subjected to more of the
chaos | had already seen and heard or that | would be reminded of anormal world which was long gone
but which | prayed would soon return.

At seven o'clock, | went back upstairs to wash and dress mysdlf. | stood in front of the wardrobe and
automatically reached for one of my work suits. | quickly replaced it and chose instead to put on alight
pair of jeansand a T-shirt. | was tempted to collect afew things and head for Samantha's house but |
ressted theidea. Although | had used it aslittle more than a convenient excuse yesterday, thereredly
werethings a the office which | did need to collect. | decided to drive there quickly before getting ready
to follow Sam later in the day.

Throughout the long, early hours of the morning, | was congtantly haunted by the images from my
dream. The most frightening aspect of the nightmare vision wasthe fact thet, if the heat and energy pulses
continued to increase as they had been doing, such aterrible fate might really await the world.
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| set off for the city at around half past eight. Apart from the heat and the brilliant sunlight, everything
seemed relatively normal as| got into the car and started the engine. The madness of last night seemed to
have been confined to the city centre and the suburb in which | lived was peaceful and till. Thefirst
roads | travelled dong were busy for the time of morning but not overly crowded. As| approached the
nucleus of the town, however, the Stuation suddenly changed.

My normal route to the office was as quick and direct as | could possibly makeit and it involved
following quiet Side streets until | reached adua carriageway which led deep into the heart of the city. |
had expected to find more vehicles on thismain road but, when | findly reached it, the volume of traffic
far exceeded even my wildest expectations. All four lanes (two running in either direction) were solid,
unmoving lines of cars, vans and lorries. Horns blared and tempers frayed as the snaking queue of traffic
baked in the unbearable early-morning hesat.

By thetimethefull extent of the traffic jam had revealed itsdlf to me, it wastoo late to avoid joining
the back end of the queue. Reluctantly, | dowed down the car and pulled up alittle way behind another.
Asthetraffic appeared to have reached a complete standgtill, | followed the example of other drivers
around me and switched off my engine. Therewaslittle to do but St and wait.

| looked across the road at the car parked next to me and its front seat passenger acknowledged me
with aamile. After what | had seen last night in the city and on the television, | was suddenly wary of
everyone e se but the man seemed harmless enough. He looked over at me with aresigned expression on
his face and shrugged his shouldersto show hisfrudtration at the volume of traffic.

'‘Don't know what the world's coming to, mate," he shouted across the gap between our cars. 'Where
areyou heading?

I've just got to collect some things from my office," | replied. | was not redly in the right mood to
make conversation but there waslittle that | could do to avoid speaking to the man. 'I'm only going to be
in there for acouple of minutes. If I'd known it was going to be this bad then | wouldn't have bothered.'

'Ain't you listened to the news at adl today? the man asked. | shook my head and looked puzzled. The
man looked amazed. '‘Bloody hell, mate," he said, 'you're taking ahell of a chance.’

I looked back at him with a confused expression on my face. | had honestly expected the troubleswe
had seen last night to have faded away with the darkness. With hindsight, | knew that had been an
incredibly naive view to have taken.

'Put it thisway, pal,' the man continued, 'you ain't got no chance of getting to where you want to go
unless you can swap your car.'

'Swap it for what? | asked innocently. He looked across at his driver companion and they both
laughed before he turned back around and faced me.

'For abloody tank | should think!'

'Has there been more trouble then? | asked. The man laughed again.

'Chrigt, just abit! Jesus, didn't you hear it all?

| shook my head. Although my house was not located that far away from the centre of town, it was
Stuated in an areawhich afforded it a considerable degree of protection from theinner city problems
which had, apparently, been sorife. | had heard alot of noiselast night but with Samanthaand my family
on my mind congantly, | had paid them little attention. | certainly hadn't heard anything to suggest the
kind of trouble that the man'stone implied had taken place.

'Where are you heading for then? | asked, keen to find out where the immense queue of traffic was
degtined if it was not for the city itsdlf.

"We're cutting through, trying to get to the country and then on north,’ the man replied.

One of the problemsthat | had found of living close to the city centre was that the quickest way to get



past it was usudly to drive straight through the middle of it. There were various ring roads and dternative
routes but from my position they offered little relief and often meant driving an extradistance. Judging
from the amount of traffic on the road ahead of me, it looked asif most of the population was taking my
short cut to escape from the violent and claustrophobic metropalis. Of the people that | was closest to,
most of them had decided to leave town and it was not completely implausible to presume that many
other people had settled upon the same option. | could seelittle that the countryside might offer by way
of escape from the overpowering weather conditions, but | supposed that the less popul ated areas of the
country could be free of the violence and troubles which had been so very evident in the city the previous
night.

"There's supposed to be army people about in there,' the man a my side shouted as he pointed along
the road in the direction of the city centre. "They should get things moving and keep the traffic going."

By happy coincidence, asthe man said the word moving, the queue of traffic suddenly sprung into life.
From dl around, the sound of engines starting and being revved into life, and the smdll of carbon
monoxide and other gases escaping from cold exhaustsfilled the hot air. | had not redlised just how quiet
it had become until the rumbling noise from hundreds of individua cars combined and filled the world
with their deafening and raucous chorus. Movement was dow &t first but progress was definitely being
made. Within moments| had lost my companion in the next lane as he moved away.

Thetraffic chugged aong at between five and ten miles per hour, sopping and starting, and | quickly
began to accept that trying to get to the office had been a stupid and pointlessidea. | redlised that | was
doing it out of a peculiar misguided loyalty to the company and to ease my quilt further at not having
made the effort to overcome my doubts and travel north with Samanthaand her family. | cursed myself
as| imagined being at her sdeinstead of gtting donein the stifling traffic queue. | would have been there
if I had only had the courage to swallow my foolish pride. When thefirgt suitable opportunity arose, |
turned off the main road and down aquieter Side street which led back in the direction of home.

It had quickly become quiet again as | had lost the noise of the mass of other carsand | switched on
theradio, suddenly keen to find out what had been happening around the rest of the country. Since the
previous evening | had been preoccupied with thoughts of Samanthaand of my family and | hoped that
they were dl right. | felt sure that Sam would be well on her way to her grandmother's by now but, to be
certain, | decided to drive past her house.

It was half past nine and | was surprised at how late it was aready. Time had dragged while | had
been waiting in the traffic queue and | guessed that | must have been sat there for agood haf hour. As
the quiet, tinny music faded away from the locdl radio station, it was replaced by the voice of ayoung
announcer. He sounded nervous and unsure and | supposed that he might have been the only person
available to make the broadcast. Most of the population seemed not to have gone into work that morning
and it was not too far fetched to presume that those people working in the media had done the same.
"These are the headlines a nine-thirty on Friday the 26th of October," the announcer began. 'I'm Clive
Esham.’

The broadcaster cleared histhroat (most unprofessionally) and started to read out the news.

'Outbreaks of violence and looting have been widespread throughout the country. All mgjor cities
have reported such incidents and the police have requested that the population remain cam and
co-operative. People have been advised to stay in their homes and only to travel if absolutely necessary.
Most main roads and motorways are extremely congested with little relief expected in the foreseegble
future.

| dmost laughed out loud at the ridiculous pleas for assstance from the authorities. People wererarely
cam and co-operative at the best of timesand | could seelittle chance of them remaining responsible and
collected while the very ground that they stood on began to burn under their feet. The bulletin continued.

"The westher department has, in association with various other government ingtitutions, recorded
record temperaturesin England for the tenth day running. A high of thirty-one degrees Celsuswas
recorded in mainland Britain yesterday, eclipsing the previous record set in 1865 by some seven degrees.
Experts have predicted that the conditions ook set to continue at least until the weekend.'

Once again, the authorities appeared to have little idea of what was going on or what was about to



happen. As| had aready seen over the past few days, al that could be confirmed were the facts that
were dready known and there wasllittle point in that. It didn't matter to me or to anyone dseif it was
twenty-eight or thirty-five degrees outside, every single person on the face of the planet knew that it was
inexplicably wrong.

'Asyet,' the announcer continued, unaffected by my slent criticiams, 'government sources have il
been unable to identify the cause of the heatwave but the minister for the environment today issued a
Satement advising thet.. "

| switched off the set. | had no intention of listening to the pointless pontification of some sad old man
who, inal probability, had no more idea of what was going wrong with the world than the goldfish in the
drying pond in my back garden. At least the fish seemed to be enjoying aredatively normd lifeand
appeared to be content to bathe in the warm pond while the world baked around them.

All that | could do was go with the genera flow - there was nothing that | could do to dter the course
of dmost certain destruction which the unprepared planet seemed doomed to follow. | had to admit,
though, the temptation to visit the city centre and do allittle looting and wanton vandaism myself was
gtrong. | could easily have desecrated the walls of my office without even giving it asecond thought.

As| drove away from the main road and the city centre, the roads again became quieter and there
was consderably lesstraffic about. Thetalk of heat on the radio had reminded me of the energy pulse
that we had experienced last night (its memory had, so far, been buried under the weight of my concerns
for Samantha) and, as| thought about it further, it suddenly occurred to me just how much brighter and
stronger it had been than the last one. Terrifyingly, | o noticed that asthe intengity of the heet and light
seemed to have quickly increased, so the gap between the waves seemed to have reduced.

Samantha's house was empty. | stopped the car outside and walked despondently towards the front
door. It came as no grest surprise that there was no answer when | knocked and | peered through the
frosted glass windows in the garage door to see that the family car had gone.

| walked back to the front of the house and peered through the net curtainsto seeinsde. The
living-room was bare, stripped of al persona possessions and the furniture sat under heavy, white dust
sheets. The house had an overpowering atmosphere of lifelessness and it was difficult to believe that it
was the same place from which | had picked up Samantha just over twelve hours ago.

The house felt dead and devoid of all personality and it wasthen that | realised just to what extent |
was missng Samanthaadready. | knew that | had to get to her quickly and my find, nagging doubts were
quickly blown away by the emptinesswhich | fdlt. | hoped that by the time | was ready to make my way
north to reach her, most other people would have reached or would be nearing their journey's end.

| knew that there was nothing to be gained from waiting by the empty house any longer. | quickly
drove home (it only took afew minutesto reach my house) and | soon managed to formulate arough
plan of campaign for the next few daysin my troubled mind. I would pack afew things and then set out,
with my first priority being to get to Samantha. Once | had found her, | decided, | would continue the
journey north to where my family waited in Scotland. | prayed that Sam would want to come with me- if
shewanted to stay with her family then | knew that | would have an unbearable decison to haveto
make.

| parked the car and went indoors. In the short time that | had been out of the house | had developed
araging thirst and | headed straight to the kitchen to quench it with cool, clear water from the tap. Asl
drank, the phone began to ring and | rushed across the house to answer it, hoping that it would be
Samantha caling to let me know that she had arrived safely at her detination. It wasn't - it was Rebecca.

It'sonly me,’ she said, chirpily. 'l just phoned to make sure that you hadn't goneinto the office.’

I didtry to,' | admitted as| tried not to offend my best friend and hide my disappointment a not
gpeaking to Sam. 'l got hafway and then turned back,' | explained. ‘It's crazy out there.'

'l know. | think it's the same everywhere!'

'How are you doing? | asked.



Becky sighed. 'Oh, I'm dl right. I'll be glad when thingsfinaly get back to norma though.’

'If they ever do,' | said, unable to offer amore positive response to Becky's comment.

"They will, Steve, I'm surethey will.’

Rebeccawas dways an optimist and she usualy managed to convince meto think along the same
lines as she did. Today, however, | could not be swayed.

'What are you going to do with yoursdlf then? she asked.

'I'm going to try and head out of the city later. Samantha's gone north and the rest of my family have
gone up to vigt relaivesin Scotland.’

"They've dl gone and left you,” Rebecca said with atone of real sympathy in her voice. | was glad that
she cared - it helped me to combat the fedings of unbearable and absolute londliness which had been
quickly growing throughout the difficult morning.

'l know," | said, hdf-jokingly, trying to hide my despondency. ‘It'stragic redly.’

The tone in Rebecca's voi ce changed and became gentle and more serious.

"Y ou could dways come and stop here with usif you wanted to.'

"Thanks, Becky. | really appreciate the offer but | need to try and get to my family. | mean, none of us
know what's going to happen from one day to the next and | redlly should try and get to themin case...'

I let my wordstrail away, not wanting to end my sentence on such a desperate note.

| felt once more like acomplete and utter hypocrite. | had not even got the courage to tell Rebecca
that | was going to try and reach Samanthainstead of making the journey to my family. | did not know
how she would react to the idea of me running around the country to bewith agirl | had only known for
acouple of weekswhile the people who redly needed me waited hundreds of miles away.

'If you change your mind,' she said, 'you know wherewe are.’

"Thanks, Becky. I'm going to missyou.'

As| sad goodbye and hung up the telephone, the last words that | had spoken to her rang around
insde my head. | had not meant them to sound so final, but the longer | dwelt on them, the moreredlistic
the possibility that | might never see Rebecca again seemed. At difficult timesit made dl the difference
knowing that | had red friends like Becky behind me and | wished that before | had hung up the phonel
had been ableto tell her just how much her friendship was worth to me.

The prospect of along, dow journey in the heat was not something that | relished but | knew that it
waswheat | had to do. To keep me sane and on theright track, | had only to picture the face of the girl
who would be waiting for me a my journey'send.
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The remainder of alonely, worrying Friday was spent making hurried preparations to leave home and
attempt the difficult journey to Samantha and then, ultimately, to my family. | had thought that there would
not be much | would need to take with me but, asis usually theway, once | had collected together all
that | might possibly have needed, a huge pile of possessionslay waiting on the living-room floor to be
packed tightly into my unsuspecting car.

The kitchen cupboards were empty and, as midday approached, | resigned mysdlf to the fact that |
would haveto leave the house to make an inconvenient trip to theloca genera store. | had been loath to
leave home until Samantha had caled to let me know she was safe but thiswas an emergency. With the
prospect of many scorching and dehydrating hours at the whedl of my car ahead of me, | knew that |



needed to make sure that | had enough provisions to see me through. | ran to the little shop (it was only a
few hundred yards down the road) and returned quickly without having bought anything. The shelves of
the shop had dready been stripped bare and the little food that remained on sale was so highly priced
that | decided to wait and make do with what little provisons | could gather together for the journey.

In the unbearable heat, and with the safety of the ones| loved at the front of my mind, the day passed
dowly and it was not until four o'clock, when the scorching sunlight had finaly started to steadily fade
away to darkness, that the telephone finaly rang. | was loading my bags and belongingsinto the car when
the shrill ring of the phone pierced the evening air and sent me scurrying into the house to answer it.

'Steve? Sam's unmistakable voice asked, 'Steve, it'sme, Sam. Areyou al right?

‘I amnow,’ | replied ascalmly as| could athough | was breathing deeply and my heart wasracing at
anincrediblerate. 'I'm fine now that I've heard from you.’

Therelief | flt at having heard her voice was amost impossible to disguise and, for abrief moment, |
waslost for words. In my mind | had rehearsed and prepared for the phone call throughout the day but,
now that | wasfinally speaking to thegirl | cared for so much, al of the questions | had prepared
disappeared from my mind. After alengthy, awkward silence, | was able to speak again.

'How areyou? | asked. 'Did you manage to get to your gran's place okay?

‘Eventudly,” Sam replied. The traffic has been horrendous today, I've never known anything likeit.
Everyone who owns acar must have been out on the roads!’

'Everybody except me.'

'Haven't you been to work?

'l did try to get there but it was awaste of time. | turned back before | got to the city and went over
to your house but you'd aready |eft. There was alot more trouble in town after what we saw last night.’

‘Tell me about it,' she said, her voice sounding strained and tired. "We had to drive Straight through.
Chrigt, the Army'sworking flat out in there just trying to stop people from killing each other. It's been
crazy in every city that we've been close to, and you make sure that you take care when you go through.'
Shelaughed quietly. 'l want you to be in one piece when you get yoursdlf up here.!’

It was amazing just how much more relaxed | suddenly felt now that | had heard Samantha's voice.
Now that | was sure she was safe and that she and her family had reached their destination, the journey
ahead did not seem like such an impossible undertaking and the violence around me seemed trivid and
inconsequentid.

'I'mjust packing the car now," | told her. 'I'm going to set out in acouple of hours. If | leaveit until
dark then the bulk of thetraffic will hopefully have got through and | should have an easy trip up.’

‘Likel said, take care,’ Sam said thoughtfully.

'It'sgoing to take alot more than anything the city can throw a meto stop me from getting to you,' |
said with truthful, if exaggerated, honesty and confidence. | thought for amoment before spesking again.
'If that'swhat you want,' | added.

She replied without heditation.

'Of courseitis. Chrigt, | can't wait to have you here. I'm missing you morethan | ever imagined |
would.'

'l know what you mean. We've only really known each other for a couple of weeks, Sam, but | can't
even begin to tell you how much you've come to mean to me aready.’

Had | not been speaking on the telephone to Samantha, had we been talking face to face, then | might
not have had the courage to be so forward and honest about my emotions and fedlings towards her.
Regardless, thethings| told her were the truth and, in the short time we had known each other, | had
cometo love her. While we talked on the telephone, hundreds of miles apart, | fdt asif ahuge part of me
was dready up there with her.

Sam was quiet for afew secondsand, as| listened closdly, | heard her crying.

'Hey, comeon,' | said quietly. 'I'm trying to cheer you up, not upset you.'

I'm sorry,’ she sobbed. ‘It's just that | want you here so much that it hurts.'

'‘And | want to be with you more than anything else. Give me a couple of hoursand I'll be on my way.'

'Promise? she said as she sniffed back her tears.



I swear. I've got afew more things to get together and then I'm coming to get you. I'll be as quick as
| can.'

'Y ou'd better be,' she joked as her voice became calmer and dlightly more composed.

I loveyou,' | said smply and honestly and, before | had managed to say goodbye and hang up the
receiver, | too was sobbing uncontrollably. As Sam said goodbye and put down her telephone, the
metallic, impersonal click of disconnection and the steady drone of an unconnected line echoed around
the emptiness of my home. Hearing those sounds served to emphasi se the distance between usand |
wished with &l my heart that | could have been next to Samantha at that moment instead of hundreds of
milesaway and aone.

Thefedings| felt indde were confusng. At the sametime | felt both incredible, undeniable joy and
heart-breaking, amost nauseating desperation. | knew that | had adifficult journey ahead of me - ahuge
undertaking in itsdf - but what was even more worrying was the ominous cloud of confusion which hung
heavily over the heads of everyone. | had just about managed to come to terms with the fact that there
was a chance the world would soon end but what | could not accept was the possibility that | might not
be with Samanthawhen it happened. As| stood aone and sniffed away bitter tears of frustration in the
quiet of my empty home, | fdlt like the loneliest person on the red-hot face of the planet.

By seven o'clock | wasfinadly ready to leave. It was dark outside and | was surprised that it had
taken me so long to prepare for the journey ahead. As| walked out to the car and locked the door of the
house behind me, | fdlt asif | wasleaving for good, that | would never return home again. At that
moment, with the progpect of driving hundreds of miles aong hot, dangerous roads ahead of me, |
considered unloading the car and staying where | was safe (or safe as could be expected). | quickly cast
such thoughts from my mind when | pictured Samanthas face once more. | knew that | had no choice but
to leave.
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Unlike my aborted trip to the office earlier in the day, | did not hit heavy traffic that night until | had
virtudly reached the city centre. Just when | had started to think that the madness and confusion of the
daylight hours had finally ended and that some sanity had been restored, | pulled onto amotorway access
road and was greeted by the sight of the lights of aline of thousands upon thousands of cars, bikes and
vans stretching out aong the curve of the road for asfar as| could seeinto the distance. | knew that the
road ahead was the most direct and reliable route to the part of the country where Samanthawas waiting
and | reluctantly joined the end of the gpparently endless queue. Resigned to sitting and waiting in the
traffic, | dowed the car down to begin the tedious crawl through the cluttered city centre.

Inthetimethat | had spent preparing for the arduous journey ahead, | had tried to strengthen mysdlf
mentdly for what | might seein the city. Theredlity, however, far surpassed anything that | had dared to
imagine. Throughout its entire length as it stretched and snaked through the metropoalis, the steady stream
of vehicleswas marshaled by aragged and very much depleted armed forces guard. The soldiersthat |
passed |ooked tired, agitated and exhausted and their numbers were decreasing by the minute. At one
point, when the traffic had stopped moving momentarily and | waited anxioudy next to a makeshift



roadblock, | watched four of the seven guards on duty there smply walk away and desert their
colleagues and officers. It seemed that even the most dedicated and reliable members of society were
becoming increasingly resigned to the apparent hopelessness of the world's desperate situation.

Thankfully, the traffic weaved ardatively safe path through the town, athough some degree of trouble
and friction seemed to bein view virtualy dl of thetime. At the sides of the roads, in dark sdestreets and
floodlit shopping precincts, rampaging gangs fought with each other and with what remained of the
emergency services. Their conflicts were pointless - there was nothing to fight for and neither side could
possibly be victorious - but they battled on regardiess. The violence seemed to be almost therapeutic and
appeared to be helping those who were unable to accept the inexplicable cloud of doubt and destruction
which hung heavily over the heads of every individua. Almost every shop window was shattered and the
contents of their displays and storeroomslay strewn haphazardly across the cluttered Streets.

Asthetraffic wound its weary path aong the main road and towards the far side of town, the violence
(which bordered on hysteria) was relentless. In the gloom and the shadows, it was difficult to make out
detalls, to see exactly what was going on, but when | saw thefirst body lying in acrumpled hegp inthe
gutter, | knew ingtantly what it was. About my age, the corpse belonged to a police officer and helay
stripped half-naked on the hard ground. His neck was twisted painfully around and his face pointed in my
direction. He stared with cold, moisturel ess and unblinking eyes and | found it difficult to look away from
aface which wasfull of so much pain and surprise. Helooked so startled and astonished that | was sure
his death must have come as the result of some unexpected, unprovoked attack.

More disturbing than the crumpled body itself was the way in which the people around failed to react
to it. The battered and bloodied corpse was ignored and kicked to one side asiif it was nothing more
than a piece of discarded litter. No respect or consideration came from the hordes of looters, rioters and
thieves who trooped past the scene, their arms well-loaded and piled high with stolen goods. | could not
help but notice how the conditions had seemed somehow to change and warp the priorities of even the
most hardened criminas. As| drove dowly past one row of desecrated shops, it seemed as though some
had been looted and ransacked more than others. A store selling expensive designer clothes and another
with windows full of top-of-the-range stereos, televisons and videos had both hardly been touched. A
neighbouring off-licence and tobacconists had, however, been stripped bare and virtually razed to the
ground.

Before dl of this had happened, when my days had some kind of order and sense to them, my friends
and | had often discussed time and the way in which it seemed to be stacked againgt us. No matter how
hard we tried, we found it impossible to reason how the five working daysin aweek managed to drag on
so painfully dowly while the two days of the weekend seemed to disgppear in the blinking of an eye.
Alonein my car, with nothing to do but St and wait nervoudy asthe traffic crawled dong painfully a a
snail's pace, time managed to play another of itstwisted gameswith me. The three hoursbefore | finaly
reached the outskirts of the city (ajourney of less than five mileswhich usualy took no more than twenty
minutes to complete) seemed to last for more than ten. Eventudly, the harsh office blocks, towering
buildings and box-like houses disappeared and were replaced by dry, starving trees and fields. The road
ahead dretched far into the distance and its twisting, winding route through the parched countryside was
marked out by the brilliant eectric lights of tens of thousands of crawling cars.

Although it was not much later than ten o'clock, the effects of the relentless heat had combined with
the concentrated effort of driving those few milesthrough the city to leave me, and countless other
drivers, drained and exhausted. While | knew that | had to reach Samanthaand that | wanted to get there
asquickly aspossible, | dso knew that | needed to rest for awhile. To continue along theroad in such a
condition would have been dangerous and rash. Despite the fact that we were now free from the troubles
of the city, thetraffic appeared to have dowed again and the volume of vehicles surrounding me seemed
not to have reduced in the dightest. Ahead of my car, | could see that anumber of drivers had begun to
pull their cars off the road and onto the dusty grassverge at itsside to rest. A quick look a my
dashboard showed that the engine's temperature was rapidly rising and | guessed that a break would do
the car asmuch good asit would me. | redised that it would kegp me from Samanthaand my family for a
littlelonger but | knew that seeing them for awhilewasinfinitely preferableto not seeingthemat all. |



decided to stop.

Oncethe car in front had chugged forward a couple of yards avay from the bonnet of mine, | revved
the engine hard and forced my hot and tired vehicle up over the high kerb and onto the side reservation.
The ground was as rough and uneven as solid rock and the car bumped aong until | found a suitable
placeto stop and rest. | switched off the engine and, although the volume of noise was lessened for a
moment, the deafening roar from the running motors of hundreds of other cars il filled the hot, dry air.
The heat had not been reduced by even the dightest fraction of a degree since sunset and | was forced to
open thewindows for ventilation. In doing so, | let in the foul-smelling, dirty air from outside which was
charged with the rancid, belching fumes from passing transport but there wasllittle that | could do about
it. The choice was ableak one - | could leave the windows closed and asphyxiate, or open them and
alow the heavy clouds of carbon monoxide gasto creep insde. | hoped that what little wind there was
would be enough to disturb and diffuse the deadly gasesand | felt sure that the number of cars passing
would gradually reduce throughout the night.

The noise outside was enough to keep me from falling adeep on its own but it combined with my
fedings of unease at what | had seen in the city to keep me wide awake and dert. | felt dightly safer out
of the town, however, and | hoped that the people who had made an effort to escape with me would
have better, more important things on their minds than looting and stealing from the cars of those who
rested at the side of the road. There would be plenty of rich pickingsfor such thieves, | thought, as my
car was piled high insdewith virtudly al that | had of any value and | was sure that the boots of most
other carswould befilled with smilar cargo. After dwelling on theideafor aridiculouslength of time, |
decided that no-one with any intelligence would risk arobbery, after al, there would be no way that they
could escape from the scene of the crimein agetaway car. In the heavy traffic | had joined, my car's
speed had seldom risen to aleve that could not be matched by a person walking.

| wondered if | should lie on thefloor in the back of the car. | had scrambled over the front seatsto
stretch out in the back and | wondered if | should climb down onto the ground to escape the heat and
light should we be subjected to another energy wave in the night. | thought back to the field where | had
sat with Samanthawhen the last pulse had struck and | remembered how the heat and light had made my
skinitch and prickle. If the power of the pulses wasincreasing, the next one could do real damageto any
exposed flesh. To be safe, | dowly eased mysdlf into the narrow, awkward recess between the two sets
of seatsand there | drifted into a painful and uneasy deep.

When | first woke, | struggled in the darkness with blurred eyes to make out the figures on the digital
dashboard clock. | rubbed my tired eyes and was eventualy able to see that the time was just coming up
to three o'clock. With difficulty, | pulled mysdlf up out of my little hole and sat upright on the back sest. |
looked outside and saw that, dthough the cars were travelling alittle more quickly than they had been,
there was dtill asolid, unending line of traffic on the road which stretched out into the far distance. My
example had been followed by anumber of other driversand | saw that aline of parked cars was spread
out in front of mine on the grass verge, paralel to the moving traffic at their sde. In the back of the car |
carried the little stereo which had kept me company on those long, hot nights outside resting on the patio
at home. Although it felt asif they had happened years ago, they were, in redlity, only afew days past.
Asl| toyed with the set and tried to find astrong enough signd to listen to, | could not help but wish that |
was back at home and adegp in my own comfortable bed.

| was only ableto find one radio station which was still broadcasting and, when | found it, it was
hardly worth ligtening to. Programmed music played dmost continualy which was only occasondly
interrupted by ayoung and inexperienced announcer. As he stuttered and stumbled through introductions
and announcementsthat | paid little attention to, | could not help but think that anyone who had reported
to work on aday like today was either extremely dedicated or incredibly stupid. The mumbling, unsure
broadcaster seemed to fit into the latter category. In the last few hours, | had seen soldiers deserting the
army while | had watched them and policemen showing aslittle regard for the laws of theland asthe



criminasthat they had once chased - why this person felt compelled to continue to fill the airwaveswith
his amateurish ramblings was beyond me. People had to face facts, | thought, until some semblance of
normality was restored to the planet then society, civilisation and order would continue to be abandoned
and ignored. Whether they would ever return was a question which no-one seemed able to answer or
could not even be bothered to consider. As a piece of nondescript music faded away into an awkward
slence, the young man's nervous voi ce returned with something that resembled a hastily cobbled-together
news bulletin.

The headlineswere unsurprising - there had been more trouble and violencein dl cities again and
most of the mgor roads which led from them were il blocked and clogged solid with traffic. | began to
drift back to deep as the man droned on and on but, when his voice was replaced with arecorded
announcement from the minister of the environment, my attention, and the attention of every other person
on or around the crowded road, became focused on the broadcast.

Sowly, and in sombre, resigned tones, the politician confirmed the worst fears of everyone. He stated
that the heat was dtill increasing and that it seemed certain to continue climbing at itsdarming level. At its
present rate, it would only be a matter of days before even the coldest parts of the planet would become
inhospitable. There was no escaping the fact that the world was dying.

For asingle, peculiar moment, there was silence. Outside, the cars sat dtill in their queue astheir
passengerstried to accept and believe what they had just heard. Then one car moved, then another and
another until the red-hot air was again filled with the confused sounds of horns blaring, enginesroaring
and tempersfraying. All around me there was sudden panic-induced motion and mayhem as every car on
theroad tried desperately to forceits way ahead of the others - their terrified, obstinate driversignoring
everybody else to make sure that they were safe and on their way towards their destinations. | knew that
it would be foolish to try and make amovein the midst of such madness.

It was with an incredible and inexplicable calmnessthat | dowly dipped back down between the seats
of my car with the minimum of fuss. | covered my ears and, somehow, managed to fal adeep once more.
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When | next woke up it was, incredibly, dmost seven o'clock. | struggled to climb up out of thelittle gap
inwhich | had dept and was surprised and darmed to find how long | had eventudly managed to deep
for. Tomy consderablerdlief, the volume of traffic outside had finaly been reduced to little morethan a
steady trickle and the mgjority of the tens of thousands of angry carsthat | had shared the crowded road
with last night were nowhere to be seen.

In the bright, deep-blue sky, the sun had begun its unstoppabl e ascent to the position where it would
hang for mogt of the day and from where it would scorch and burn the hel plessworld below. Eveninthe
shade of the back of the car, the heat was relentless and overpowering and | struggled to let myself out. |
fumbled with the hot door latch and stumbled out onto the road to stretch my tiff, aching body.

| haf tripped and half fell out of the car and onto a carriageway strewn with the discarded junk and
refuse from the hundreds of cars which had relentlessly pounded dong it in the dark hours of last night
and the early hours of thismorning. As| stood and yawned by the side of my car, awhite sdloon
appeared from nowhere and roared along the road