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Part |
ARRIVAL

Oncel get outsde I’'mfine,

All the nervousness, the trepidation and the apprehension disappearsin seconds. You just keep
putting onefoot in front of the other.

People ask mewhy | run but | never give them astraight answer. | never give them an honest answer.
| givethem dl the usua bullshit about keeping fit and healthy and | might tell them that | run becauseit’s
good to get out and find al those places you can't get to by car. When you' re running, | sometimestell
them, you' re everything and you' re nothing. Y ou don’t matter to anyone but yourself. Y ou can run past a
hundred people and none of them know how far you' ve run or how much you' re hurting. | tell people
that | liketo run because | likethe quiet. | tell them | like to be on my own. | sometimestell them that |
liketo think, but I never tell anyonewhat | think about.

| 1eft home just under half an hour ago. There were afew grey clouds on the horizon. Now the entire
sky isamost completely black and | know that in acouple of seconds the sun will disappear. Thereé sa
lone pocket of blue sky above me which is about to be swallowed up by dark clouds attacking it from dl
directions. I’ ve seen this happen before when a storm’ s been brewing. The clouds suddenly stop
following each other and Start to criss-crossthe sky at different heights and different speeds.
Unpredictable and unstoppable.



My legs are aching and my head is pounding. The atmosphereis heavy and oppressive and there sa
cold wind suddenly gusting al around me.

Chrigt, hereit comes. I’ ve done amost four miles and I’ m soaked with sweat and now here comes
therain to make the last mile and ahaf home even more difficult. I’ ve run down sheltered streets lined
with buildings and footpaths covered by a canopy of treesbut it’s only now that I’m out here with no
protection that therain isredly beginning to pour down. There' snothing | can do but keep on running.
The harder | push mysdlf, the sooner I’ll be home.

Bloody hell. Now thisisthered reason why | run.

I must have followed this dirt track a hundred times but it still takes my breasth away. Therain's
ice-cold and it’ s crashing down al around me now but it doesn’t seem to matter. Theview hereis
incredible. The muddy path is never more than a couple of feet across even at itswidest point and it's
hard going - boggy and uneven - but it’ sworth it when | reach the top of the hill. I’m out on the edge
when | reach the top of the hills, following the line of the cliffs. A two hundred foot drop and nothing to
see but the ocean.

Therain’sso heavy now that it salmost likeamist. There sthefirst growl of thunder - alow,
ominousrumblethat | can fed through the ground. | canfed itin my legsand my bely. Exhilarating and
humbling. A sudden split-second flash of éectric blue light and another crack of thunder and now I'm
beginning to wonder whether I’'m in trouble here. I'm out on my own with no protection. I’m cold and
wet and | fedl as exposed as an dectricity pylon. | might aswell be playing golf as running.

There sanother flash of light. Thistime I’ m looking in the right direction, straight out over the ocean.
The lightning seemed to hit the water just past the first rocks of the Devil’ s Pegk. If | close my eyes| can
il seeitin negative. But closing my eyesisthelast thing | want to do up here. Shit, amost lost my
footing. I’ ve got to concentrate. One dip and I’ ve had it. It was a bloody stupid ideato come up thisway
today.

| never stop when I’m running. It' s hard to get going again once you' ve dowed down. But
something’snot right. | can’t put my finger on it. Therain’seven colder now I'm standing still but that’s
not important. | can hear something over the noise of the seaand the storm. | can hear anew sound. A
different sound.

There'sajet.
No, wait. There' s more than one.

They don't usudly fly much & thistime of day, and certainly not in thiswesather unlessthere’ sadamn
good reason. There arefive of them flying in an arrowhead formation. When they fly dong the valey
they’ re ahundred times faster and nowhere near asloud asthis. They’re never usudly this closeto each
other.

There are even more of them.

| can see seven jets now, deek and dark, till flying in formation but they’ re getting lower. One by one
they’ re emerging from the heavy cloud cover. They’ rewell away from the land now and out over the
ocean.

There' s something €l se behind them.
They'releading it out of the clouds.



Jesus Christ.

Whatever thisthingisit’shuge. It' sblack and it’ s fucking enormous. Fucking hell, I’ ve never seen
anything likeit. It'sglent. All | can hear arethejets surrounding it. Thisthing isimmenseand it’snot
making abloody sound. It seemsto be going on forever - hundreds and hundreds of metres of Christ
knowswhat stretching down through the clouds and out over the ocean. It looks and moveslike a
fucking submarine carving itsway through the turbulent air. Itsvast belly is black, smooth and fegtureless
but for afew bright pinpricks of light towardsthe front. | can’t even begin to estimate the size of this

thing.

There are jets surrounding the entire machine. They look so smdl that they’ re like the shadows of
scavenging birds againgt it. | can seethe back end of it now - there sahuge brilliant ball of blue-white
light behind the ship. That must be what’ s powering it. How can it be so quiet? Christ, how can
something so big move without making asound? All | can hear are the jets and the storm.

| can't ook at thelight. It's so bright and powerful. Jesus, | can fed my skin beginning to prickle and
tighten with the heet. Therain and swest is evaporating and there' s steam snaking up from my skin.

The distance is deceptive. The whole convoy ismoving at speed.

Just acouple of minutes sincethe first jet appeared and the last oneis now disappearing from view.
All'l canseeisthebal of light moving out to sea.

A second of silence, and then the sound of the waves on the rocks below and the driving rain returns
athousand times louder than before.

I’ve got to get home.

Thomas Winter was twenty-seven two weeks ago. He has one brother, Robert, who isthree years his
junior. Thereisno other family.

On March 13 last year Mary and Kenneth Winter - the parents of the boys - died in a car accident
just outside London . Mrs Winter and the driver of the van that hit their car died instantly. Mr Winter
hung on for afurther four and ahaf days before passing away in hospital.

Asthe sole beneficiaries of their parent’ sjoint will, the two boys received equal shares of asubstantia
estate. Mr Winter had been practical and had made arrangements well in advance which removed much
of the burden from the two shell-shocked brothers. By November |ast year their parent’ s properties had
been sold, their investments and pensions redlised and their bank accounts closed.

Robert continued with his studies a university - there he managed to find an oasis of normality when



the rest of hisworld had been tipped on its head. Thomas, on the other hand, l&ft his city office job and
bought amodest bungaow in Thatcham, asmal fishing village some twenty miles from where he had
been brought up.

Thomas has agirlfriend, Siobhan, who he genuindly adores. When his parents died most of hisfriends
quickly disappeared. Siobhan stayed by his side throughout and remained strong, dedicated and
supportive. Even on the nights when Thomas sat done and cried himsdf to deep in the darkness, when
he wouldn't et or drink and when he’ d speak to no-one, she had waited nearby. She knew that he
would need her eventually.

The village of Thatcham ison the east coast and is popular with holidaymakers throughout the
ummer.

Itislate August.

| sprinted down from the cold and exposed hillside and then tripped and stumbled through the
rain-soaked streets of the village. The holiday season was dmost over and the summer crowds had
begun to subside. There seemed to have been more tourists than ever thisyear but now only a
determined minority of the annua sun-seeking invasion force remained.

| ran down the main promenade and followed the cobbled street which ran parald with the curve of
the shingle beach. Therewasalong and irregular line of shuffling figures gathered dong the arc of the
grey seawall. They were al stood with their backs to me, every last one of them staring out over the
ocean and out towards the dark horizon. Families stood together in bright waterproofs talking, for once,
to the normally insular and reticent locals. It was obviousthat they’ d all seen the same incredible sight that
I’d just witnessed. No-one could have missed it. Even though | was only there for afew breathless
seconds, | could sense apeculiar unease and uncertainty hanging inthe air. Thelocds, the tourists and
myself were united in the fact that none of us had a bloody clue what had just happened.

The heavy black clouds had smothered the afternoon with a murky darkness. | glanced up the hill
towards home and could see my cottage. Bright yellow electric light was shining out from the living room
and, stlanding in the window, | could see Robert’ s silhouette. He too was staring out towards the horizon
hoping to catch sight of the awesome thing (whatever it was) that had silently flown by a couple of
minutes earlier.

| took another deep breath of damp, electrically-charged air and followed the road round the hairpin
bend and then up towards the cottage. Thefind hill usualy hurt more than any other part of my run. | was
so preoccupied thinking about what I’ d seen that | didn’t even notice the pain.

‘Fucking hell, Tom!” Rob yelled as| crashed clumslly through the front door. ‘ Did you seeit?



For afew seconds | couldn’t breathe, let done speak. | swallowed, dowly lifted my head and
nodded. Coughing to clear my throat, | ssumbled into the kitchen to get adrink.

‘I saw it,” | managed to gasp between breaths.
‘And? he pressed, obvioudy keen for me to expand.

‘Andwhat? | replied, till struggling to force enough oxygen into my body to prevent me from
passing out. Now that I’ d finished the effort and pace of the fina mile of my run was starting to hit home.

‘1 don't know,” Rob continued, obliviousto my suffering, ‘what do you think it was? Where the hell
did it come from?

| shrugged my swest-soaked shoulders and peded off my sodden T-shirt. | leant against the nearest
unit for support, kicked off my muddy trainers and looked up at my brother and shook my head.

‘“Youtdl me’ | mumbled, dill finding it difficult to talk. He walked awvay and | dowly followed him
back into the living room.

‘| can't believeit,” he babbled excitedly, ‘| mean, for bloody years we' ve been talking and dreaming
about something like this happening and now it has. More than that, it’ s happened here! Chrigt, the most
important event in the history of bloody history itself and we' re smack bang in the middle of it!’

| redly did want to match Rob’ s obvious enthusiasm and excitement but at that moment intime it was
impossible. | had athousand and one questions running through my tired brain but | didn’t have the
energy to even try and answer any of them. My mind waswilling, but my body was most definitely ill
weak.

‘| wasin the kitchen when | heard the jets,” he continued regardless. ‘| heard them fly over and |
camein hereto see what was going on. | thought we' d gone to war or something and then | saw it.
Bloody hell, it flew right over the village! It must have been acouple of mileslong...

Robert didn’t stop talking but | stopped listening. | walked across to the wide bay window on the far
side of the room and, dressed only in my shorts and muddy socks, | looked out towards the horizon and
then down onto the busy village below. The streets which had been relatively empty for much of the day
were suddenly teeming with figures and there was still a decent sized crowd gathered by the seawall.
The storm was findly passing and moving out to seaand as the heavy clouds began to creep away the
low light of the afternoon gradually began to improve.

‘Sowhat wasit? | asked, inadvertently cutting across my brother and repeating his earlier question. |
hadn’t actually meant to ask it, | wasjust thinking out loud.

‘For Christ’ ssake,” Rob sighed, ‘what do you think it was?

‘| think it was a spaceship,’ | muttered, unable to think of amore impressive way of describing the
most incredible sight | (or anyone else) had ever witnessed. ‘But it can't have been. That' sridiculous’

‘Why isit?
‘“What?
‘Why isthat ridiculous?

‘A spaceship? Comeon, wedon't...



“We ve been sending people out into space for decades, haven't we? If we can do it then...’
‘Yes, but...’

‘But nothing. Just accept it, Tom, this afternoon we were visited by bloody dieng!’
Regardless of what | knew I’ d seen, the redlity was too incredible to believe.

‘ Aliens? Fucking hell, there’ sno way that...’

‘So what was it then?

‘l don't know. It could have been a prototype for anew type of plane or an airship or something like
that?

‘Bollocks,” he snapped.

| knew hewasright but | il ingtinctively tried to find an dternative explanation. It just sounded so
damn implausible. | mean, aliens and spaceshipsfor Chrigt’s sske? And anyway, why would any dienin
its right mind choose to make its debut appearance here out in the back-end of nowhere on amiserable
Friday afternoon?

‘Thousands of people must have seenit,” Rob continued. ‘ There' s no way the authorities can try and
keep this quiet, isthere? They’ re not going to be able to come up with agood enough story to cover this
up. How can they expect...’

‘Bloody hell, be quiet will you? | snagpped. My brother was getting on my nerves. Whenever he
became excited he would talk incessantly, and that really pissed me off because my naturd reaction was
to do the opposite - | just wanted to shut up and concentrate and try and make some sense of what was
happening. | switched on the televison and sat on the floor in front of the screen.

‘Jesus...” Robert whispered as he sat down on the sofa behind me.
‘It doesn't look like they’ re even going to bother trying to hush it up, doesit? | said.

Virtudly every channel carried the same picture - adirect live feed from the bobbing deck of a boat
which swayed and rocked with the waves of the sea somefifty miles off the coast. The unsteady camera
work reveded the huge ship we had seen in al its dark glory. Enormous and impervious, it hovered
slently hundreds of feet above the restless water. A fleet of boats were dotted around the scene.
Countless helicopters and planes buzzed and fluttered relentlesdy through the swirling skieson dl sides of
the mighty craft. When one of the helicopters flew towards the camerafrom close to the hull of the ship
itsrelative inggnificance made the massve machine svast proportionsingantly and incredibly apparent.
The camera pulled back again to show more of the ragteg flotillaof cruisers, ferries, tugs and other ships
(most obvioudy military, others apparently more industria in their design) that had gathered inthe
shadows of the mysterioustitanic.

‘| just don't believe this; Robert mumbled under his breath. ‘ They're here. They’re actudly here...’

| had given up trying to shut Robert up and | turned up the sound to try and compensate. The unsure
voice of an obvioudy dumbfounded commentator was spesking.

‘..just to remind you that for the time being we' Il be staying with thislive coverage,’ the woman's
voice sad, ‘and to repeat once again that these are genuine pictures. Thisisnot ahoax.’



| looked over my shoulder. Robert had adumb, childish grin plastered across hisface. | turned back
and continued to stare into the screen, hypnotised by a combination of bewilderment, disbelief,
nervousness and utter amazemen.

It was one of those life-defining moments.

Like watching the Gulf warskicking off liveon TV.

Like watching the space shuttle explode in the sky.

Like hearing that the princess had died in the tunndl.

Like watching the World Trade Centre collapse after the terrorist strikes.
| knew that nothing was ever going to be the same again.

A dream of information ran across the bottom of the television screen which read; * Confirmed arriva
of dien ship. First officia word from the Government due shortly. Downing Street spokesman advises
population to remain calm. No evidence of hodtility...’

‘Can you imagine what Dad would have made of dl of this; Rob whispered. | nodded and smiled.
My brother’ s fervour and wonder would have paled into insignificance next to that of our dad. He had
been akeen kitchen-sink scientist and amateur astronomer for aslong as| could remember. He' d dways
seemed to be more interested in what was happening in space than in hisown home and | would have
given anything to have had him stting next to me and watching the tdlevison now. He would have been
so bloody excited. It al would have meant so much to him.

‘So what do you think the politicians are going to say? Rob asked.

‘Don’t know,” | replied. *Y ou would have expected them to try and play things down but | don't see
how they can now.’

‘Why?

‘Because so many people have seen so much, that’ swhy. They’ ve got to come clean and tell us
everything they know.’

‘Everything?

‘Well they’ ve got to make the population believe that they’ ve been told everything, haven't they?
They’ Il do more harm than good if they don’t. The morethey tell us, the lessthereisfor people to make
up for themselves. And the less people make up the...’

The picture of the ship on the television screen disappeared and was replaced by anews reader's
face. The Government’ s announcement was imminent. The peed of events only served to emphasisethe
potentid gravity and scale of our situation. For me the gppearance of thefirst grey-suited politician on the
screen ingtantly took away the edge of excitement and replaced it with a sobering degree of nervous
uncertainty. | sensed that the words | was about to hear would set an important tone. Any hotility or fear
in the diplomat’ s voice would indicate that our safety was not as guaranteed aswe might naively have
presumed in the bewilderment of the afternoon.

The officia waked towards a spesker’ s plinth and as he did so he was showered with arelentless
stream of light from a hundred camera flashes. He paused for a second to collect himsdlf and then cleared
his throat before speaking.



‘Earlier thismorning,” he began, hisvoiceinitidly unsteady, ‘ various observatories and scientific
outposts around the world and in space were made aware of the presence of an unidentified object on
the outskirts of our solar system. Asthe progress of this object was tracked it changed course severa
times before finally heading towards Earth.” He paused for amoment and shuffled awkwardly from foot
to foot. ‘ Although no direct contact has been made as yet, the ship has broadcast a continual signal
which, to al intents and purposes, seemsto be adistresstransmission.’

A second pause, thistime long enough to allow the assembled reportersto fire off avolley of
desperate questions at the politician while their associated photographers launched another barrage of
flashes. The defenceless spokesman lifted his handsin an attempt to restore some orde.

“The ship has been led away from land and is currently holding a position somefifty milesfrom the
east coast of England . No resistance was offered to the armed air escort which guided it out over the
ocean and, despite continua attempts, no contact has been made with whoever, or whatever, is piloting
it. There' sredlly nothing more | can tell you at the present time...’

Asthe spokesman was hit with another barrage of cameraflashes and questions | stood up and
walked over to thewindow again. Therewere dlill flurries of activity in the village streets below. 1t had
stopped raining and the crowds around the seawall remained. They seemed surprisingly happy and
relaxed. Even from adistance | could see that there was a surprisingly calm and peaceful atmospherein
Thatcham.

| could identify with the people outside. Strange and pretentious as it might have sounded, each one of
them was suddenly afriend and an dly. The unexpected arrival of anew and previoudy unknown life
form to the planet dready seemed to have made the indigenous human population subconscioudy bond
closer together. | could seeit happening everywhere | looked. People were standing and talking and
laughing with people they wouldn't have even looked at yesterday. Already there were no longer black
people and white people or Mudims and Christians and Jews or men and women or upper classand
working class. There were just people.

“Where do you think Dad would be now? Rob asked. | glanced over a him sitting cross-legged on
the sofa. He had a deadly combination of concentration, fascination and excitement fixed on hisface. If |
half-closed my eyes| could see afive year-old Robert watching Star Wars, not atwenty-four year-old
watching footage of man’sfirst confirmed contact with an alien intelligence. | haf expected Dad to come
into the room.

‘Knowing what hewaslike,’ | eventudly replied, ‘he' d either be out there on aboat trying to get as
closeashe could or he'd ill be up in theattic trying to find hisbinoculars’

Rob laughed.
‘I"d go for the boat,” he smiled. ‘ He' d have been first on the scene!’
I’d have given anything for him to have been there watching the world change with us.

Cold and shivering, | forced mysdlf to move and dragged my tired body into the bathroom.



When | moved to Thatcham | made areal and very conscious effort to try and keep myself to mysdf. It
wasn't that | didn’t want to be with anyone else, rather | didn’t want to be drawn into commundl life. |
didn’t want to become just one of the crowd or part of the fixtures and fittings. | wanted some space and
some distance from the rest of the world around me. Unfortunately it didn’t work.

Drink was my problem.

| was developing aredl taste for beer, and it was fast becoming part of the regular routinethat I'd
vowed never to have. Siobhan, afew friends and myself had got into the habit of going into The Badger’s
Sett pub every Friday night for afew drinks. | hadn’t realised that it had become so routine until, last
Friday, I’ d walked in there and found my drink waiting on the bar for me. Ray Mercer - thelandlord -
had poured it ready.

This Friday most people needed adrink more than usual.

Siobhan called at the house just before eight. | watched her arrive from the bedroom window and
followed her every step as she walked up the short garden path and let herself in. There was no getting
away from the fact that she was absolutely bloody beautiful. The intense buzz of excitement when | saw
her was as strong today asit had always been. A cliché perhaps but true nonetheless - shewasan
ingpiration to me. There had been some dark days recently - perhaps the darkest days - and she'd been
the single beacon of light that had guided me safdy throughiit al.

Shewas standing in front of the TV when | walked into the living room. | didn’t say anything. | just
crept up behind her, wrapped my arms around her and held her tight.

“You okay? | asked, whispering softly into her ear.

She pushed hersdf away dightly and turned around so that she could look into my face. She smiled
and nodded and we kissed with the kind of passion normaly reserved for lovers who have been
Separated for days or weeks. It had only been afew hours since we' d last been together.

‘I'mfine’ shereplied, still close and with her gentle breath ticking my face. * Areyou?
‘I'm okay.’

She sat down on the sofa. Like the rest of the population Siobhan was transfixed by the activity out
over the ocean and she stared at the television screen in the corner of the room. |, on the other hand,
continued to stare at her. Of course | was interested and anxious to know what was happening out at
seq, but staring at Siobhan was infinitely preferable. Shelooked incrediblein ashort summer dresswhich
left little to the imagination. That wasn't a problem, because there wasn't any aspect of her perfect body
which my vivid imagination hadn’t already explored athousand times or more. The clouds hed lifted
outside and brilliant orange sunlight flooded into the room, blinding her momentarily and obscuring her
view of the TV screen. | took advantage of the distraction.

“You look fantastic,’ | said as| sat down next to her and pushed my head close to hers. She wrapped
her arms (and then her long legs) around me and pulled me close.

‘Only fantastic? sheteased, her voice ddiberately low and sultry.



‘No, | replied, shuffling closer to her (and shuffling to get comfortable because my trousers were tight
and were becoming tighter by the second), ‘ you look fucking fantastic.’

‘That’ s better.’
| wanted her and she knew it. She was playing with me, and she was driving mewild.

‘Fancy me? she asked. She knew the obvious answer. Something about theway | wasliteraly
drooling over her must have given my lessthan subtle interest away.

“You know | do,’ | answered, my breathing suddenly shallow.
‘Want me?

She dretched her legsfurther round until they held me tight. She pulled me down until the hard bulge
inmy jeanswas pressed tight againgt her.

‘That'sa stupid question...’
Robert walked into the room.

‘Chrigt, giveit arest will you? he sighed. | rolled over and sat down next to Siobhan, instantly
deflated. Out of my brother’ s view she rested her hand on my crotch and squeezed.

‘Later,” shewhispered. ‘| promise’
‘Can’t you |leave each other alone for afew minutes, Rob whined sarcastically.

We sat and waited for James Marchant, afriend of ours, to arrive. He eventually turned up at twenty
past eight (fifty minutes|later than planned - something of an improvement for James) and made no
gpology. James was a hardworking man (he till worked for thefirm | recently resigned from) and, a
couple of months ago, hiswife had given birth to their forth child. If anyone had avaid excusefor being
late, it was James.

Thefour of uswere uncharacteristicaly quiet as we waked through the village to the pub. With
everything that had happened today we had plenty to talk about but | guessed that each of us needed
timeto individualy come to terms with the unexpected events of the day. Once we were reedy, |
decided, then the dien arriva would no doubt become the mainstay of virtually every conversation for
weeksto come.

The Badger’ s Sett was packed. Drinkers had overflowed outside and were sitting on the grassin
front of the building, on thelow stone wall surrounding it, on the bonnets of their carsin the car park -
anywhere that they could find a space. Onceinside | pushed my way through to the bar while the other
three looked for atable. Ray Mercer acknowledged me from adistance. By thetime I’ d fought my way
through to him he was dready in the middle of pouring our usua round of drinks.

‘Bloody hell, Ray,’ | yeled, struggling to make mysdlf heard over the dull roar of conversation and
thumping music. ‘Busy, aren't you?

He nodded.

‘Been likeit al afternoon, Tom,” he shouted as he took my money. ‘ Not complaining though. Bloody
aiens can come here every Friday if it'sgoing to do thisto me profits!’

Y ou must havethewholevillagein here!’



‘| think everyone needs adrink after today ...’

Ray disappeared to serve another customer and | began the precarious journey across the room to
find the others.

‘It sheaving in here; Rob said, stating the obvious as| reached the smal table they’d foundina
hidden corner.

“We could go back to minelater,’ | suggested. ‘1 can hardly hear myself think.’

The atmosphere was hot and dry. | picked up my pint and knocked hdf of it back with acouple of
long, thirsty gulps.

‘So,” | said, wiping my lips, ‘what are we going to talk about? The otherslaughed - the answer was
obvious.

‘The weather? offered Siobhan.
‘Football? tried James.
‘Alieninvasons? said Rob, unableto think of anything eseto say.

And that wasit. For the next two hours we talked about nothing el se. Each one of us recounted
exactly where we' d been and what we were doing when the dien ship had arrived. We shared our
guestions, fears, concerns and anything else that came into our minds over far too many pints of beer.

It was a strange night. Nowhere near as strange as the afternoon that had preceded it mind, but till
strange nonetheless.

Locked in constant, fierce competition with The Sun (the pub across the road), The Badger’s Sett
was awarm, comfortable and welcoming place. The drink was aways good, there was adways hot and
cold food available and there wasn’t asingle video game machine in Sght. It was atraditiona British pub
- the traditional heart of atraditional British village - and not redlly the kind of place where you' d expect
to find yoursdlf debating mankind’ s position in the universe. But at that moment it seemed asgood a
place asany.

By ten o' clock our usualy relaxing surroundings had become even more crowded and wasfilled with
even more smoke and noise. The day’ s events, our long conversation and the effect of copious alcohol
combined to leave the four of us Sitting round the table feding suddenly quiet, insular and reflective. For a
time the conversation between us was sparse, forced and sporadic.

My eyes were becoming heavy and the smoke hanging in the air was beginning to make them gting. |
excused myself and stood up and went outside to get some air. When | returned (only afew minutes
later) | noticed that Ray had dragged an old television set out of one of the pub’s back rooms and had
st it up at thefar end of the bar. Without warning Ken Trentham - by habit one of Thatcham’s most
miserable and reclusive inhabitants - grabbed hold of my arm and stopped me as| made my way back to
my friends.

‘“What’ sgoing on? he mumbled. ‘What d’ you think they’ re doing here?

‘Noideg, Ken,” | answered abruptly, keen to get away.



‘I've never known anything likeit,” hewhispered draméticaly.
‘None of ushave,” | replied as| tried to push past him and get back to the others.
‘Nothing good' Il come of this,” he hissed, leaning towards me secretively. ‘Y ou mark my words.’

‘Whatever,” | mumbled, trying hard not to breathe in. The old man stank - an acute and repugnant
combination of stale acohol and halitosis. He stared into my face with cloudy, bloodshot eyes.

Trentham turned away for a second to pick up hispint and | seized on the chance to get away.
‘Bloody hell,’ | gasped as | sat down heavily on my hard wooden chair.

‘Chrigt, was that Ken Trentham you were speaking to? Siobhan asked increduloudly.

| nodded.

‘Wl it was more a case of him speaking to me,’ | smiled, ‘ but yes, it was Trentham.’

‘I didn’t know you knew that dirty old bugger,” Jamessaid. ‘I’ ve lived round here for dmost twenty
yearsand I’ ve only ever seen him talk to his dog before now...’

‘I don’'t know him,” | said defensively.

‘It snot like him to be so sociable...”

‘Fucking hell,” laughed Rob, ‘he must betheir first victim!’
‘What are you talking about? asked Siobhan, confused.

‘Thediens,’ he grinned. ‘ Can't you see what they’ re doing? They’ ve only been here for afew hours
and dready they’ re screwing up the minds of normaly upstanding members of the community! Before
you know itwe'll dl...

‘Bullshit!” | snapped.

Rob shrugged his shoulders.

‘Of courseitis’

‘People are acting differently though,” Siobhan whispered.

‘What do you mean? asked James.

She shrugged her shoulders.

‘Well just look at thisplace’ shesaid, ‘it's packed. It' slike ashow of unity, isn't it?
‘Isit?

‘Yes. It'sthe old Dunkirk spirit rearing its head again.” A little uncertain, she paused and |ooked
around thetable. * The rules changed today, didn’t they?

‘You'reright. There' sanew player in thegame,” Rob agreed. ‘None of us know who they are or
what they’ re going to do and it'smaking usfed nervous. | don’t suppose anyone here knowsthey’re
doingit’



‘Doing what? interrupted James who seemed to be missing the point.

‘Bonding together,’ | explained. ‘ Likewith like, can’t you seeit? Thisship hasarrived and it's
different, and suddenly it doesn’t matter what race you are, what religion you are, we' re dl the same.

‘The same?

‘Well, less different than we werethismorning...”

| stopped speaking. The pub had suddenly become silent.
The jukebox had been switched off.

No-one at the bar was being served.

A brief blast of gtatic and white-noisefilled the air as Ray struggled to force an aerid lead into the
back of thetelevison set.

More silence.

Then more hissing. More static.

More silence.

A flickering picture appeared on the screen, disappeared and then reappeared seconds later.
‘Got it!” yelled Ray.

A perfect picture (from where we were sitting) and clear sound.

| struggled for asecond or two to focus through the smoky haze. The television showed more pictures
of the alien ship hovering over the ocean. The scene was darker, of course, and a hundred dancing
gpotlights now ran continually aong the smooth underbelly of the vast machine, but generdly nothing
seemed to have changed.

‘Silly beggars, Mrs Grayson, the lady who worked in the newsagent’ s said. Her voice was so loud
and shrill that everyone could hear her. We used to joke that when she spoke her squeal was so
high-pitched that it made the dogs in the street stop and run to her whenever she opened her mouth. ‘ The
whole of the bloody universe to chose from and those daft sods wind up here at the back-end of
nowhere!’

‘Bloody hell, Rob whispered, ‘ can you imagine what the odds against them turning up here must have
been?

Hewasright. The chances of the diensfinding our planet must have been dim enough, but to have
stumbled upon our village? It defied all comprehension.

Rob got up and went to fetch more drinks.

| shuffled my seat round so that | had a better view of the television screen, taking careto stay close
to Siobhan. Her hand was resting on my knee. Her touch was more comforting and reassuring than usua
tonight.

‘It'shard to believe that the rest of the world iswatching us here,” she said under her breath. * Just
think, millions of people round the world are watching the same pictures aswe are, and we' re only afew



miles away from whereit' sdl happening.’

“Makesyou nervous, doesn'tit? | said, suddenly fegling brave enough to be honest about my
emotions. ‘| just want to know what they’ re herefor.’

Robert returned to the table and put down another round of drinks. He spilled haf of my pint - he
couldn’t cope with handing round the beers and watching the televison at the sametime. | tried to mop
up the spilt drink with an aready soggy beer mat and, as| did so, | became aware that the pub had fallen
dlent again. | looked up, ingtantly unnerved.

Every face was angled towards the television set, and every last face bore an expression of
bewildered fascination and uncertainty. | rubbed my tired eyes and stared into the flickering screen.

The pictures being broadcast were ill coming from a position smilar to that from which the footage
we had seen earlier in the day had been shot. The dark and featureless dien ship was slhouetted against
the clear, sar-filled sky and it’ simmense belly was gently illuminated by lights from the countless ships
floating on the rolling ocean below. As | watched, alarge rectangular section of the vessel’smeta skin
began to dowly dide back in onitsdlf leaving awide, black holein the machine s otherwise featureless
undercarriage. | swallowed hard (my mouth was dry) and watched as a soft light began to shine out from
theingdes of the ship. A deek, bright and smooth, streamlined object (amissile perhaps?) drifted down
into the space between the ship and the surface of the ocean and then stopped. It just hung there,
completely motionless.

‘“What the fucking hell isthat? Robert croaked, hisvoice dso dry with nerves. Y ou don't think
that...” He stopped himsdlf from completing his half-finished sentence.

The pictures on the television screen continued athough | feared that, if it was some kind of alien
weapon which had just appeared, the live transmission might be cut at any second. In the dark haze on
the screen | could just about make out countless shifting shapes scurrying to and fro on the decks of the
cruisers and battleships that had gathered there in the past few hours. Within a minute of the mysterious
new object appearing the sky had filled with swarms of jets, helicopters and survelllance aircraft. Every
last weapon on the deck of every last one of the floating war machineswas primed and trained
skywards, dl aimed towards the awvesome creation hanging soundless and motionlessin the turbulent
night ar.

A brilliant dectric-blue light began to shine out from the back of the second, smaller aien ship and
then, as| held my breath ong with the rest of the planet, it gracefully swooped down towards the
surface of the water. Ingtinctively | squeezed Siobhan’s hand and she pulled me closer to her. Likea
glider drifting back down to land, the second ship soared silently through the night, eventually stopping
perfectly gtill just afew feet above therolling waves.

Every single available spotlight was fixed on the new machine. And every face in the room continued
to Stare at the television set on the bar.



For along time nothing happened.

There was along, overpowering and oppressive silence in the pub. A few muffled conversations were
taking place but, generally, few people spoke. At twenty-past €l even Ray Mercer cleared histhroat and
banged a glass on the bar to attract the attention of his customers. Most people didn’t react. One or two
glanced up at him to see what the disturbance was before turning back to face the television set again.

‘Ladiesand gents,” Ray shouted, seemingly unconcerned at the lack of attention being paid to him. I
don't know about the rest of you, but | think we need to keep drinking tonight. To hell with the law,
we' re going for alate one. WEe re staying open.’

Had Ray made that announcement on any other night hiswords would have earned him around of
gpplause and astanding ovation at the very least. Tonight, however, the reaction of his customerswas
unusudly muted and subdued. A steedy stream of drinkers continued to make their way quietly to the
bar. Thetelevison and the ringing of Ray’ still were the loudest soundsto be heard.

And ill the two dien ships hung motionless over the ocean.

We had amassed avast collection of empty glasses on our small table and | was darmed to seejust
how much drink we had managed to knock back in our extended evening session. | felt fine - completely
sober in fact - and that larmed metoo. The acohal I d drunk hadn’t had its norma numbing effect on
my brain. What was happening out to seawas keeping everyone' s emations firmly in check and our feet
on the ground.

The next time anyone spoke (other than when they fetched another round of drinks or disappeared off
to thetoilet) it waswdl past midnight. Without any of usnoticing Friday night had silently disappeared
and become Saturday morning.

‘Shit!” James yelled. He had noticed me checking the time and had looked at his own watch. ‘ Chrigt,
have any of you seen the time? Bloody hell, Steph’ll have my bdlsif | don’t get back...

‘What? Siobhan mumbled, haf-listening. Like just about everyone el se she was sill watching the
televison screen.

‘I'vegot to go,” he said anxioudy. ‘ Jesus, I’'min trouble now...’

‘She'll understand,” Robert yawned. ‘ Just tell her you were watching the television and you got
engrossed.’

‘Doyou redly think she'll buy that?
Rob shrugged his shoulders.
“Why not? She' s probably sat there at home watching it herself.

‘No,” Jameswhined, ‘she’ sgoing to go baligtic. | can't tell her I’ ve been watching tely, can |? Chrigt,
we' ve got three bloody tellies at home. She'll want to know why | didn’t go back and watch one of
those, won't she?

‘All right then,” Siobhan sighed. ‘Why don't you just go back now and...’



She suddenly stopped speaking. | looked up from my pint to see that something was finally happening
on thetelevison screen.

The smdler dien ship (which I’ d decided was a shuttle craft of sorts) hadn’t moved sinceit had first
drifted down from the belly of the mother ship. Now, without any gpparent warning, it had silently raised
itsdf dightly higher into the turbulent air and was being illuminated by the brightest, most brilliant light
imaginable. Even moreintense than the blinding light which had shone from the other ship’sengines; it
flooded the entire scene and it was almost asif the sun had suddenly reappeared in the dark night sky.
Thisnew light, however, came from deep within the bowe s of the massve ship hovering above. As|
dtared at the shuttle on the screen asmall, rectangular opening appeared in itsroof. My tired eyes
immediately became bright and focussed again.

‘1 don't believethis... James said under his breeth, ingtantly forgetting about going home.

A lonefigure slently emerged from the shuttle craft. Lifted up into the air by some kind of graceful
hovering platform, the figure remained completely motionless until itsfeet were clear of itsship. It then
stepped of f the platform and out onto the hull of the vessd.

Thefirg dienthat | (or anyone elsefor that matter) had ever seen was an unnerving and yet strangely
exciting and ingpiring sight to behold. 1t sood somewhere between six and seven feet tdl (dthough the
distance madeit difficult to be certain about the Size) and | decided that it was probably mae (if there
was such athing asamae or female dien). There was something about its gppearance and the way it
carried itsalf which led meto think that way. The cresture had smooth, dark pink skin and it looked, to
al intents and purposes, asif it had spent too long basking unprotected under the strong summer sun. Its
head was unusudly disproportionate and looked amost too heavy and cumbersome to be supported
upon such agaunt and wiry frame. Therewas alight covering of greasy grey - dmost silver - hair ontop
of its head which clung to its skin and which was swept back away from the temples. Dressed in aformal
uniform which seemed to be made of alight, cotton-like materid, the alien stood proud and motionless
for thelongest thirty secondsin history.

What thoughts must have been running through its head as it stood there?

The creature seemed content to stand its ground with an dmaost military authority as it was scanned,
scrutinised and inspected by the entire population of our planet.

Thefirg official contact between our two species was about to be made.
‘Shit, Robert whispered. *Isthat what | think it is? Isthat thing redlly an dien?

‘Wl what dse could it be? | mumbled with my mouth still hanging openin awe. A fucking
rabbit?!’

In the hours since the ship had first appeared | had just about managed to come to terms with the
implications of its unexpected arrival. Now that | was sitting watching live televison pictures of an dien,
however, my ability to accept what was happening was suddenly questioned. The nervous disorientation
| had felt earlier returned. Everything was back to square one again.

‘“What do they want? Rob asked. He had an irritating habit of asking pointless questions that no-one
could answer at just thewrong time.

‘Bloody hdl,” | snapped, irritated, ‘ how the hell should | know?

The dien on the screen continued to stand its ground as the fevered activity in the surrounding seas



became even more frenzied and intense. Very dowly it seemed to take along, deep bresth and then tilted
its obtuse head back on its dight shoulders until it waslooking straight up towards the source of the
brilliant white light that continued to pour down from the bowels of the mothership hovering high above.
Thetelevision picture suddenly changed to a close-up of the creature taken from anearby boat. | was
taken aback by the obvious smilaritiesto ahuman face. Other than an unusually pronounced forehead
(which gavethe dien adightly Neandertha appearance - totaly unjustified considering the obvious
technical expertise of the species) the basic facid eements were much the same as our own. It had a
wide, thin-lipped mouth, asmall button nose, two ears (which were flat and smooth and tilted back at a
more acute angle than ahuman’s) and apair of sharp, crystal-blue eyes.

The dien looked back down from the mothership, took another deep breath of salty seaair (wasit
nervous?) and then turned to itsright where agroup of heavily armed soldiers waited on the deck of a
amal military boat. The shuttle drifted down lower until it was dmost touching the waves. The cresture
then held itsarms out wide to indicate, perhaps, that it had nothing to hide, and then carefully walked
down the doping hull of itsship. It stepped out onto the boat which then, in amatter of afew short
seconds, disappeared away into the night.

The light from the mothership faded into darkness.
Once again the entire pub was silent.

Another few seconds (which fdt like minutes) passed before anyone did or said anything else. Ray
Mercer rang the bell for last orders.

‘Right then, ladies and gents. Let’s have those glasses now please.’
Obediently and without any complaints the pub dowly emptied.

‘Ready? | asked Siobhan. She nodded, yawned and reached out for me.
‘I'mtired,” she sighed as she wrapped her arms around my neck.

It was twenty-past one. We walked back home together in silent disbelief.

By thetime | woke up next morning it was amost the next afternoon. | was moretired than | had been
before I’d goneto bed. | dso had a chronic (but not totally unexpected) hangover. It was dmost asif the
beer I’d drunk last night had been on atime delay. I’ d felt fine when I’ d fdlen into bed in the dark but
now | fet like death warmed-up. Siobhan had got up and gone to work early and | hoped that she was
feding better than | was. My head was thumping and my stomach was so sickeningly sengtive that for a
few minutes the nauseawas al that | could think of. It took awhile before | remembered anything of



what had happened yesterday.

The heavy curtainswere still closed but | could tell from the shadows and the heet in the room that it
was abright day outside. | glanced up at the darm clock and saw that it was almost midday. | couldn’t
remember anything much after getting home last night. | remembered getting undressed and faling into
bed with Siobhan but that was about it. It had been cold last night. Now the temperature in the room was
tifling and the bedcl othes were soaked through with swest.

Suddenly deciding that it wastime | madeamove, | sat up quickly and swung my feet out over the
sde of the bed. A big mistake. A tida wave of sicknesswashed over me and for afew seconds| thought
| was going to pass out or vomit or both. Once the bile and disorientation had settled | pushed mysdlf up
off the bed and stumbled naked towards the window. | drew back the curtains and winced as the room
wasfilled with brilliant, warm sunlight. Outside the sky was a deep, clear blue and the sun danced and
played on the calm surface of the ocean beyond the land. The village itself was teeming with activity.
There were more bodies outside than I’ d seen adl summer. There were queues of cars and queues of
people everywhere. It was asif the entire population of the country wastrying to cram itsdlf into
Thatcham. It was then that | remembered what had happened.

The door creaked open behind me and | turned round to see Rob shuffling into the room. He looked
asbad as| fdt. He kicked hisway through the piles of discarded clothes on the floor, mumbled
something unintdlligible, and then handed me amug of hot black coffee.

‘Thanks," | croaked, my mouth dry. ‘How you feeling?

‘Fucking awful,” he muttered before turning round and stumbling back out again. | pulled on my jeans
and aT-shirt and followed him out.

‘Seen how busy itisout there? | asked, gesturing back over my shoulder.

‘I know,” hereplied, ‘it's been like that for hours.’

‘Hasit? How long you been up then?

He managed half asmile.

‘| haven’t been to bed yet.’

‘“Twat. Why not?

Rob shrugged his shoulders, scratched his unshaven chin and ruffled his dready metted hair.

‘I dunno. | wasn't tired. When you two went to bed last night | sat and watched television for abit. |
must have falen adeep for about half an hour, but then | woke up and started watching the news again.’

‘ Anything happened?
‘What?

‘Any developments?
He shook his head.

‘Not that | know of. Chrigt, | sat here and watched that bloody ship for hourslast night and nothing
happened.’



He sat down on the sofaiin front of the tdlevision and rested his head in his hands.
‘Areyou okay? | asked, concerned.
‘No,” he said quietly.

His skin was grey and his face was getting greyer by the second. He suddenly pushed himsalf up from
his seat and rushed towards the bathroom. | heard the door dam and then, after much moaning, groaning
and retching, the toilet was flushed.

‘Been sick? | asked stupidly as he staggered back into the living room.
‘Well | wasn't cleaning my fucking teeth, was1? he spat.

| switched on the television and the fixed plastic grin of anews reader stared back at me. Inabox in
the top-right corner of the screen was an image of the huge, dark dien ship.

‘| fill can't get my head round al of this...” | said, talking to myself.
‘Neither can|,” Rob replied.

‘ Something must have happened since last night.’

‘Oh yeah, there was something.’

‘What?

‘Just a press conference or something likethat.’

‘And what was said? | pressed.

‘Don’t remember.’

“What do you mean, you don’t remember? | snapped, irritated by my brother’ s nonchaance.
‘Bloody hell, the single most important event in history and you can’t remember what' s happened.’

‘Ligten,’ he hissed through clenched teeth, ‘ thisis the worst fucking hangover in history. How do you
expect me to keep you up to date with the newswhen | can’t even focus on the fucking screen?

| said nothing. | just waited for the headlinesto come on.

It was amogt half-past twelve.

By hdf past one |’ d seen everything | needed to see. The press conference gave me dl the
information that was available, and that was a surprising amount. | supposed that in these days of the
Internet, digital television and mobile phones and the like, there wasn't much that could be kept hidden.
With so many means and methods of communicating, how could anyone keep anything quiet anymore?

So these were the facts as | understood them; an observation station in South Augtraia picked up a
distresssigna from an unidentified ship of unknown origin on the outskirts of our solar system early
yesterday morning. The vessal wastracked, visual contact was made and it was guided towards the
planet and, eventudly, out over neutral waters off the coast of England . At one o' clock this morning (our
time) one of the occupants of the ship voluntarily alowed itsdlf to be taken into custody to explain their



sudden and unexpected arrival here.

That wasthe point where I’ d had to stop and try and get my head around what | was hearing. These
realy were diens - that was the hardest thing to accept. Okay, so I’ d seen their ship arrive and it was
obviousthat their intelligence and capacity were far beyond anything we humans had managed to do, but
it was il difficult to try and cometo termswith the fact that dien contact had finally been made. So how
did they communicate with us? How come they could speak English? Apparently they could spesk dll
our mgor languages. That didn’t ring true. It reminded me of theway dl diensinthe origina Star Trek
serieswere dways just humans with different coloured hair, skin, costumes or dl three. It seemed alittle
far-fetched to believe they could speak our language word-perfect but, then again, they were obvioudy
so technically advanced that maybe they redlly were capable of anything. If we could decipher ancient
hieroglyphics when there was no-one | eft using them, why shouldn’t they be able to work out what we' re
saying to each other when there are hillions of ustaking, writing and broadcasting dl round the planet
every minute of every day.

So why were they here?

Agan, what | heard was plausible. It seemed that the massive ship was used primarily for mining and
that the engines or reactors or something were damaged towards the end of the dliens present mission.
They couldn’'t get home, it was as Smple asthat. Our planet, | learned, was the closest with an
amaosphere capable of sustaining them temporarily but what was close | wondered? A billion miles? A
hundred billion miles? And | found myself wondering why, if these creatures redly were so advanced,
couldn’t they just patch up their ship and limp home?

So they were stuck here. That was the short and the tall of it, they were stuck here with no means of
getting back. Apparently they had called for help, but that help would be at least severd monthsin
ariving.

When the people on the television started harping on about the scientific importance of thevisit and
how mankind' s destiny had been forever changed | got bored and switched the television off.

Just after four o' clock that afternoon the telephone rang. It was Clare Austin, another one of the few
closefriendsthat | had made at the office where | used to work who | bothered to keep in touch with
and who bothered to keep in touch with me. She made me laugh. In spite of al that had happened in the
last twenty-four hours, Clare sounded as down-to-earth as ever. She was the one person I’ d spoken to
who seemed il firmly anchored to the harsh redlities of everyday life and who was unfazed and
unconcerned by the dien arriva to the point of ignorance.

Now that | had been freed from the shackles of aregular job and adaily routine, my life had changed
and | frequently found myself doing thingswhich, ayear ago, | wouldn't even have consdered. When it



cameto Clare | had become ajanitor of sorts. Shelived aone with her daughter, Penny and | often
helped her out by doing odd-jobs around her home for her. I’ d change a plug, cut the hedge, fix alock
or, as she' d asked me this afternoon, put up ashdf. It wasn't that she couldn’t do it, it was morejust an
excusefor usto get together. Today | welcomed the interruption. Sitting at home in front of the television
| had nothing much to do except try and get over my lingering hangover. A vist to Clare s house would, |
hoped, bring some life and purpose into a strange day that was badly in need of akick-start.

After taking the call from Clare and getting my toolstogether | was out of the house in minutes. It was
abright, warm and pleasant late-summer day and | drove dowly dong the part of the main street which
ran pardld to the grey stone seawall. Countless holiday makers drifted aimlesdy acrossthe road in front
of me, dragging behind them their bucket-and-spade carrying, ice-cream licking kids. Although they were
apanin the backside to the locals throughout the summer months, the tourists contributed so much to the
economy of the village that Thatcham would struggle to survive without them. They were anuisance that
we had to bear.

Today fet somehow different to most other days. There was alight and happy, dmost carniva
atmospherein town and it felt more like the start of the summer season than the end. Everything felt
amog, but not quite, normal and it was only when | glanced to my left and looked out over the seawall
that thoughts of yesterday’ s bizarre encounter returned. The ocean was calm, cool, deep, blue-grey and
asresssuringly familiar as ever and yet, somewhere out there, an immense dien ship was hovering over
the water. Theroad dowly curved away to the right and entered the centre of the village proper and |
concentrated on driving again.

Clare’ shouse was only afew milesaway and | wastherein no time. | knocked at the door and it was
quickly answered by Penny. Her mum appeared in the halway behind her.

‘Helo,” | smiled. ‘All right?

Clare nodded and walked towards me.

“Youwerequick,’ shesaid.

| went into the house and pulled the door closed behind me.
‘I know. | had nothing elseto do so | thought that...’

‘Haven't you got alifeanymore? shelaughed, interrupting me. ‘It'sa sad state of affarswhen all
you' ve got to do on a Saturday afternoon is come round here and put shelves up for me!’

‘Siobhan’s at work and Rob’ s till haf-drunk from last night,” 1 explained.

Clare said nothing. Shejust shook her head and walked towards the kitchen.

Penny hovered at my side. | looked down and she flashed atoothy smile back at me.
‘How areyou, mate? | asked, ruffling her already untidy hair.

‘All right,” she mumbled before turning and running away from me as quickly asshe could. | didn’t
take it personally. She was often awkward and embarrassed for the first few minutes whenever | visited.
Once she' d got used to me being around | couldn’t get rid of her.

| followed Clare deeper into the house.
‘Want adrink? she asked.



| stood in the kitchen doorway and watched her.
‘Something cold, please,” | replied.

‘Juice or abeer?

‘Juice’

Clare glanced across at me and then took a glass from the draining board and poured my drink. She
looked tired but relaxed, amillion milesfrom the smartly-dressed professiona career-minded woman I'd
first worked with at the office. Although we had worked well together from day one, it was only recently
(gncel’d actudly left work) that our friendship had blossomed. She and James were the only two people
from the company that I’ d bothered to keep in touch with since leaving. Coincidentaly, they werethe
only two people who had bothered to keep in touch with me.

| took my drink from Clare and followed her into the living room.
‘How’swork? | asked for no real reason as| sat down on the sofa

She looked a me with an expression that spoke volumes. She knew that | wasn't redlly interested
and that | had asked more out of courtesy than for any other reason.

‘Shit,” shereplied bluntly. ‘ Remember how it was when you left? | nodded. ‘Well it’ sworse now. A
damn steworse’’

| said nothing. For afew long seconds | remembered my time at the office and then immediately did
my best to blank them from my mind. The months and yearsthat | had spent there had without doubt
been the most unrewarding period of my lifesofar.

Penny distracted me from my daydreams by damming the door of a nearby cabinet shut. She
stomped heavily acrossthe room (with dl the grace of someonefifty times her weight) and dammed a
video cassette into the machine benesth the television. She sat cross-legged in front of the screen and
waited impatiently for her film to Sart.

‘So how are you two getting on? | asked.

Clare was gtting on the arm at the other end of the sofato me. She sighed and shrugged her shoulders
and | noticed that her face had dropped dightly. She was obvioudy trying to keep her changein
expresson hidden from me but it wasn't working.

‘We'reokay,” shereplied softly.

‘Sure? | pressed. | knew her well enough to be ableto risk probing alittle further. She shrugged her
shouldersagain.

‘Honestly, we'refine’

| wasn't convinced, but | could tell that she didn’t want to talk. Times had been tough for Clare
recently and | knew that she would confide in me if and when she needed to. Until then | knew that |
should just back-off and give her space. Upsetting or offending my friend wasthe last thing | wanted to
do and | didn’t want her to misread my intentions. She was in the middle of amessy divorce from her
husband and it didn’t take much to upset her at the moment. He had walked out on her just before last
Christmas and athough he continued to support Penny financidly, he had no other interest in the daughter
he had abandoned. Sitting there watching her Stting in front of the TV | found it hard to believe that



anyone could be so hard and callous. A perfect, innocent and helplesslittle girl whose life had been
turned upside down by the adults she had trusted more than anyone else in the world. Clare’ s husband
had casually announced that he was leaving over dinner. Asthey had esten their evening mesal together
one night he had told her that he' d met someone else and that he was |eaving. And that wasit. By the
morning he had gone with no explanation and no more discussion. He' d |eft without |ooking back.

| was conscious that there was suddenly a heavy, dmost oppressive slence in the room.
‘Shdll I show you where | want the shelf? Clare asked.

| nodded and got up to fetch my tools from the car.

The shelf (which was in Penny’ s room) took less than half an hour to put up. The job had been so
quick and easy that I’ d even had time to sand down the woodwork and give it a coat of varnish. Once
I’d finished and tidied up | went outside to the back garden where Penny was playing and Clare was
relaxing in the warm orange rays of the late afternoon sun.

‘All done,” | announced as | stepped out of the shadows of the house and into the sunlight.
‘Brilliant,” Clare said, shielding her eyes.

“You'll need to give it another coat of varnish in acouple of hours. I’ ve dapped some on but...’
‘Do | owe you anything? Did you have to buy anything to...’

| shook my head.

‘Don’'t be stupid,’ | sighed. * It was a pleasure. And anyway, you wouldn’t be able to afford meif |
charged!’

‘Cheeky sod!’ she snapped, hurling a discarded teddy bear a me. ‘1 fed terrible though, you' ve given
up your Saturday afternoon and...’

‘Doesn’'t matter,” | interrupted. ‘ Saturday afternoons are the same as Monday afternoons these days.
There s no difference to me anymore.’

‘Yes, but...’

‘But nothing,’ | ingsted. ‘1 redly don’t mind. But if you' reingisting on giving me something for my
trouble then make it another drink will you?

Clare smiled and brushed past me as she disappeared into the house.

Back in the cool of theliving room | found mysdlf drawn to the incredible pictures that were till being
broadcast from out over the ocean. Penny’ s half-watched video had finished and the tape had
automatically stopped, rewound and gected itsdf from the player.

‘So what do you think about al of this? | asked Clare as she passed me my drink and sat down.
‘Not alot,” she replied abruptly. It was clear that her nonchalance was honest and heartfelt.

“You've got to be excited by it?



‘Havel?

‘Chrigt, yes. Bloody hell, for thefirst time we ve made contact with another intelligent life form. This
could open up so many possibilitiesfor us...’

‘“What do you mean, another intelligent life form?'Y ou think mankind' sintelligent? Jesus’

‘But there' sgoing to be so much we can learn from them, Clare. We don’'t know what kind of
advancesthey might be ableto...’

‘The only advancesI’'m interested in,” she interrupted, ‘ are advances on my saary so that | can afford
to pay the mortgage and keep aroof over our heads. What' s it matter to me if they show us how to build
gpaceshipsor...?

‘It might not matter now, but what about the future?

“What about the future? she sighed. ‘L ook, | don’t want to rain on your parade, Tom, but I'll be
honest with you because | dwaysam. | redly don’t give ashit what' s happening in the next street, the
next town, the next country or even the next bloody galaxy. All that I’ m concerned about is making sure
that my little girl has what she needs and that she’ s happy. I’ ve got to put her first because no-one else
ever will, will they? No one gives aflying fuck about her but me’

| had obvioudly touched anerve. | hadn’t meant to upset her - it had been the last thing I’ d wanted to
do. It didn't take ageniusto see that she was till smarting from what her husband had done to her and
Penny. She hadn’t deserved any of it. No-one deserved that kind of treatment.

“You know that I'm hereif you need anything, don't you? | said, struggling to find something
congtructive to say without overemphasising my concern or embarrassng my friend. ‘1I'll be around if you
want me’

She smiled.

‘I know,” shesighed. ‘I’'m sorry, | didn’t mean to offload &t you. | know you're herefor both of us
but...

A moment’sslence.

‘But what? | asked cautioudly.
‘But it'snot the same, isit?
‘How do you mean?

‘| don’t want to offend you, Tom, but...” It was obvious that she was struggling to express her
fedings.

‘Doesn't matter,’ | said, trying to save her the effort (and myself the hurt).

‘Please don't take this the wrong way,” she continued, ‘ but you can’t take the place of theman |
married. No matter what he' s done he' s still Penny’ s dad and there' s still aplace for him here...’

‘I’m not trying to take anyone splace,’ | began pointlessly. ‘I just want you to know that...’

| let my wordstrail away into an awkward silence. To my rédlief achangein the picture on the
television screen brought awelcome distraction. It was another United Nations press conference. |



picked up the remote control and turned up the volume so that | could hear the news.

An extremely ordinary looking officia stepped up to aplinth to deliver more extraordinary news. He
cleared histhroat and shuffled his papers.

‘Further to the facts that were released earlier thismorning,” he began, ‘we' re now able to bring you
an update on the present situation. A thorough inspection and examination of the alien ship hasbeen
undertaken during the last few hours. The visitors have now concluded that the damageto the shipis
beyond repair. To this end contact has been made with the alien home world today and arescue misson
has been digpatched. It is estimated that thiswill arrive within the next ten months.’

The officia paused for a second and the gap in his ddlivery was seized upon by the hordes of media
representatives gathered around. He held up his handsto try and cam the crowd.

‘Bloody typica, Clare hissed under her bregth. ‘| suppose that’sit now, they’ ve got their feet well
and truly under thetable’

‘What? | grunted, haf-listening.

“WEe re never going to get rid of them now.’

‘Why do we want to get rid of them?

‘| want to get rid of them,” shereplied. ‘1 don’t like them.’
“Y ou don't know anything about them.’

‘No-one knows anything about them...’

Simpleand direct asit was, | couldn’'t argue with her logic. The United Nations spokesman
continued;

‘We have extended our earlier agreement and will dlow the travellers asylum until their colleagues
arrive. It'shoped that both the visitors and oursalves will be able to take advantage of thistime together
in order to learn about each other’ s planets, technologies and societies. Thisis an extremely important
stage in both the history and future development of both races...’

‘Bullshit, Clareinterrupted again. *‘Who the hell are they trying to fool ? What are they going to learn
from us? There snot going to be afat lot we can tell them that they don’t already know. Bloody hell,
look at the state of their ship. We re till crashing planes...’

Again shewasright. | wondered whether Clare redly was as anti-alien as she sounded, or perhaps
her venom was so obvious because she was just anti-everything at the present time? To her the sudden
arrival of the aliens was nothing more than atemporary (and not very interesting) distraction. An
unnecessary complication of her aready unnecessarily complicated life.

The man on the screen had still moreto say.

‘Findly, after saverd hours of discussionswith the commander of the dien ship, it has been decided
that the vessdl will be destroyed. Thereisavery dight danger of aleak from the ship’senginesand so it
has been decided that it isin the best interests of al concerned if the ship is destroyed. Arrangements
have been made to launch the vessel away from the planet and into the sun. We are certain that this will
have no detrimenta effect on the sun and it would seem to be the safest and most convenient way of
avoiding and potentia danger. Furthermore...’



| didn’t get to hear the officid’ slast sentence. Clare switched the television off.
‘Sorry,” she sighed, sounding tired and harassed, ‘I’ ve heard enough for one day.’
| forced a smile and then looked deep into my friend’ sface.

‘Look, I’'m only going to ask you this one moretime, are you sure you're al right?

For afraction of asecond | thought that Clare was about to become even more annoyed and
defensive than she dready had been. But instead she managed a smile and relaxed. She reached across
and squeezed my hand.

‘I'mfine’ shesighed. ‘I’'m sorry I'm such amiserable bitch, it'sjust that...’
“You don't haveto explain,” | interrupted. ‘ Aslong asyou' re okay, that' s dl that matters.’
‘I'm okay.’

Penny thumped into the room, leaving atrail of mud and dirt on the carpet behind her. Clare sfacefell
and, sensing that she was about to explode, | decided to make amove.

‘I'm off,” | said, walking towards the front door. ‘I’ Il see you both soon.’

‘Okay,” Clare said as she followed me out. ‘ Thanks for what you’ ve done today. | redly appreciate
it

‘It'sfine. And if you need anythingdse...’
‘I'll cal you.
‘Promise?

‘Promise.’

8
The Media

Up until today | had always assumed that what the media didn’t know, they made up. If that redly was
the case, then today every television, radio and newspaper company must have had accessto every last
known fact about the dien arrival. There wasn't asingle paper that hadn’t printed dozens of pictures of
the diensand their ship by Sunday afternoon. Every televison station continued to devote much of their
programming to covering the unexpected arrival. Today &l our questions were answered. For once
no-one seemed to be hiding anything.



The eyes of the world were focussed on Thatcham.

I’ d expected to hear stories about three-eyed mongters, about the aiens eating cats or people or each
other, or that the pilot of their ship had turned out to be Elvis. But there was nothing. In the hundreds of
articlesto be read, web-sites to be hit, sound-bites to be heard and television reports to be watched
there didn’t seem to be anything that didn’t sound like the complete, direct, unbiased and unequivocal
truth. From the broadsheets to the tabloids, the cheap talk-shows to Prime Minister’ s question time,
everyone dedlt with the subject of thedien’sarrival in acool, cdm and collected manner. Sensationalism
was put to one side and replaced, to my complete and utter amazement, with honesty, acceptance and
understanding.

It became harder not to learn facts about the aliensthan to learn. There didn’t seem to be any barriers
to our knowledge - no hurdles to overcome before the truth was obtained. For once all reporting was
undertaken without bias or unnecessary emation. Silently, and without anyone noticing, the fantasy of
science-fiction had become the redlity of science-fact.

The dtreets of Thatcham were heaving with reporters, journdists, anchormen and women and
correspondents. Every day the village was crammed with thousands upon thousands of unfamiliar but
good-natured people, each of them clamouring to get closer to the centre of it al - to get closer to the
diens

A month ago al of thiswould have seemed laughably implausible and unbelievable. Today, though,
it' s accepted. There' s no debate and no question. The diens are here and things are never going to be
the same again.

Everyonetels methat’ sagood thing.

By the following Wednesday morning much of theinitia novelty, trepidation, excitement and uncertainty
surrounding the arrival of the diens had disgppeared. With astartling rapidity that | would never have
predicted, daily lifefor the vast mgority of the people living on the surface of our planet returned to its
familiar humdrum pace. The relentless monotony and tedium about which most people complained (but
which most people aso secretly clung to) was back.

At someridiculoudy early hour (I think it was somewhere between haf-seven and haf-eight that
morning) | found myself sitting in the passenger seat of James beaten-up and rattling old car, being
driven at speed dong the rough dirt track which connected Porter Farm to the main Portland Road and,
therefore, to the rest of the world. Porter Farm was alittle secluded family business nestled deep within
the hillsjust afew miles outside Thatcham. Once or twice aweek | would spend some time there hel ping
out Joe Porter who had been a close friend of Dad' sfor many years. | wasrelying on alift because
today, for some inexplicable reason, | had alowed Robert to borrow my car. Christ alone knowswhy |



let him get away withit. | could never understand why he hadn’t bought his own car and why he stayed
at my house when we' d both inherited exactly the same from Mum and Dad’ s estate. | supposeit was
easer (and cheaper) for him to sponge off me when he needed to rather than dip into his own pocket
unnecessarily. Today - for reasons best known to himsalf - he had decided to travel halfway acrossthe
country to see acouple of hisfriendsfrom college. | didn’t understand the need. Rob and hisfriends
drank, studied, socidised and partied with each other aimost al the year round, and yet they aways
seemed to want to meet up in the holidays too. More drinking, socidising and parties perhaps? Still,
looking on the bright side Rob had only been back with mefor just over amonth and | was already sick
of the sight of him. It did us both good to be away from each other for awhile. Theloss of my car for a
day was afair priceto pay for alittle peace and space.

‘“Why the bloody hell do you do this? James asked suddenly, waking me from my early morning
daydreams.

‘Do what? | mumbled, confused.

“You know," he said, shouting to make himself heard over the throaty roar of his car’ s exhausted
engine, ‘work on afarm for nothing? Chrig, if | had the chance to stop at home and do nothing like you
could then I’d do just that. Y ou wouldn’t catch me doing anything | didn’t have to. And that tight bugger
Porter doesn’t even pay you!’

From the outside | guessed that his fedlings were pretty understandable. My decision to give up my
time voluntarily to work at the farm did seem out of character for someone who had recently jumped ship
from therat race. But there were reasonswhy | did it. Reasonsthat | usualy chose not to share.

‘| get bored ditting at home al day,’ | said, hoping to throw James off the scent. It seemed to do the
trick. He nodded thoughtfully and returned hisfull attention to the dusty road which stretched out in front
of us.

That answer was partly true, but it wasn't the only reason why | helped Joe out. He had been aclose
friend of Mum and Dad, and he’ d been the one who had broken the news of their accident to me. He'd
been the one who had driven me to the hospital and he' d been the one who had picked up Rob from
university and brought him home when it happened. | owed Joe Porter alot. | had adebt of gratitude to
him which | wanted to repay. On another level | knew that my dad would have been gppaled if he'd
known I’ d left my job. It was something of a consolation to be doing something with my timethat |
thought he might approve of.

There was another reason for working at the farm. 1t was much more smple and obvious. The fact of
the matter wasthat | couldn’t stand spending dl that time on my own. Siobhan worked long hours and
Rob was usudly away at university. | had other friends, but they worked too and were not often about
during the day time. It wasn't so much the boredom that bothered me, instead it was the danger of having
too much timeto think. | had pretty much cometo termswith losing Mum and Dad (well, asmuch as
anyone ever can come to terms with such aloss) but there were moments when the strong facade | put
up crumbled and fell. 1t was often when | was doing the most ridiculousy mundane and uninteresting thing
- mowing the lawn or washing up or cooking for example. Sometimes just hearing their names or seeing
their facesin photographs on the walswould do it. A crack would appear that would quickly become
wider and wider until it was more like agaping chasm. Then it was only amatter of time beforethe
floodgates opened and atidal wave of grief washed over me. | dwaysfet better again eventudly. But
whenever the pain beginsit fedslikeit will never go away.

‘The atmosphere’ s bad at work at the moment,” James sighed.



‘Whenisn'tit bad? | replied, not in the dightest bit interested. | had hoped that we might get through
the journey without having to hear about the office but no such luck. If I"d turned to my right and
smacked Jamesin the face he wouldn't have stopped. He was on autopilot - a pre-programmed routine
of moaning and whining. I’ d sat through thisfar too many times before, and | guessed that beforelong I’d
haveto St through it again.

‘I tell you,” he continued, ‘it’s pretty desperate right now. | know things were bad when you were
there but Chrig, I’ ve never known it likeit is at the moment.’

‘So what' s happened now? | heard myself ask. | hadn’t really wanted to know, but some stupid
subconscious reaction ins de me made me speak. What abloody idiot. When would | learn to shut up?

‘Remember Smon?
‘The bloke with the red Jaguar?
‘No, that’s Marcus Phillips. Smon’sgot an old Rover.’

| thought carefully for lessthan half asecond. | couldn’t remember ever working with anyone called
Simon but | knew that would be inconsequentia . James would continue with histaes of woe whatever.

‘Ohyes’ | lied, trying to speed things up, ‘1 remember.’
James paused for a second to concentrate as he steered the car around a deep potholein the track.

‘Middle of last week, one of the new juniors we' ve got asked him to check over an order he'd put
up. Now Simon'sjust like the rest of us, his desk’ s piled high with crap and he didn’t check the order
properly. Turned out it was an urgent order for E S Carters and they only got haf of what they wanted.
They’ d had problems before apparently. Upshot of this one was that they closed their account. And they
were worth afucking fortune...’

‘But if you don't give the customer what they want then...’
Jamesignored me.

‘Worst of it was though, because Simon’ s Signature was on the dispatch note, he' sthe onewho's
taking therap for uslosing the business. He' sup on disciplinary for it

‘Redlly?

‘Redlly.’

‘And wasit hisfault? | asked.

James thought for a moment.

‘Suppose it was. | mean, the junior should have...’

‘Tough shit then, isn't it? | said, successfully and abruptly ending the conversation for a couple of
seconds.

Lessthan aminute later it started again.

‘They’ ve downgraded him,” James said.



‘Who?

‘Simon. They’ ve downgraded him. And they’ ve transferred someone in from another department to
do hisjob. Then they had the nerve to turn around and ask him to train the new bloke up!’

‘So hashe doneit?
‘No, hetold them to piss off.’
‘And what did they do?

‘They suspended him. Now we' ve got some bloody graduate in there until Simon’sback or he's
given the boot. It'sall wrong, you know. There are four of us Sitting there who could do the job with our
eyesclosed but instead of paying one of usalittle deputising they bring in this fucking high-flyer who
does't know hisarse from hisebow.’

| smiled to myself. As James became angrier so hislanguage became worse.

‘Just grin and bear it like you dways do,” | sighed. James nodded. | sympathised with him to an
extent, but James was one of those people who was aways happy enough to moan but never willing to
do anything about the problem. He' d quickly enough point out what was wrong, but never 1ook for a
solution. At that precise moment in time the only emotion | felt was sweet rdlief that | had managed to
leave behind the desperate and dirty world of back-stabbing and seedy office politics. No matter how
bad things got | could never imagine going back there.

‘How’ sthe baby? | asked with my voicefull of blatantly false enthusiasm. The parents of young
children had, in my experience, a devastating ability to bore. But these were desperate times, and
desperate times called for desperate measures. | knew that if | wanted to avoid more soul-destroying
stories about overtime, shipping orders and in-trays then | would have to suffer astring of humourless
anecdotes about the varied colours of the contents of James baby’ s nappy instead.

‘Fine’ he amiled, suitably distracted. ‘ She’ sfine. Doing redly well.’
‘Glad to hear it

‘I just wish | could spend more time at home.’

Herewe go again, | thought.

‘I'msureyou do,’” | sympathised.

‘If I could resign tomorrow then’'d do it.’

‘Why don't you?

As James struggled to answer me wefindly arrived (thankfully) at the entrance to Porter Farm. | had
my seat belt off and the door half-open before he' d even stopped the car.

“You okay for alift back tonight? he asked.
‘Don’t know,’ | replied. ‘But don’t worry about it. | can walk or get alift back from Joe.’
“Y ou’ ve got my mobile number in case you get stuck?

‘I'vegot it



James |ooked up a me and then dowly shook his head from sdeto side.
‘What' s the problem? | asked.

He shrugged his shoulders.

‘Nothing,” hesighed. ‘I just can’t get my head round the fact that you' d rather be here than sitting at
home with your feet up. Y ou could be therein front of the telly with acool can of beer in your hand...’

‘It'snot even nine o’ clock yet...’

“Y ou know what | mean,” he scowled.

| nodded.

‘I know what you mean. Y ou'd understand if you werein my shoes,” | assured him.

‘I doubt it,” he grumbled. ‘I’d like to have the chance, mind you. Hey, if you ever fed like swapping
placesfor afew daysthen give meashout and...’

‘No.’

‘Just think about it for aminute...” he joked.

‘No,’ | said again.

‘I don’t know, when | ook at those bloody aliens...’
‘What about them?

‘Wdll, they’re bloody stupid, aren’t they?

Stupid was the last thing the diens seemed to be.
‘“What makes you say that?

‘Just look at them. They’ ve come half way acrossthe galaxy to get here and now they can't get
back.’

‘So?

‘S0, they’ reworking. Imagine leaving your home for months on end to go to work? It' s bad enough
just being out for the day. And | wouldn’t even go to the end of our street for my lot!”

I laughed and shut the door. James turned the car around in the dusty farm yard and stopped when he
wasleve with me.

‘Thanksfor thelift. I'll giveyou acdl.’

‘Seeyou at the pub on Friday?

I knew that | had to make an effort to try and stay away from the pub but he' d put me on the spot.
‘Probably,’ | said, being deliberately noncommittal.

‘Seeyou there, he smiled, knowing full well that | wouldn't be able to resist the temptation of a



pre-weekend drink.

James drove away and | watched him disappear before turning and walking towards the farm house.

10

In spite of the huge and sudden increase in the population levels of Thatcham, no-onein the village went
to The Badger’ s Sett that Friday evening. Ray Mercer was't even there. In fact, for thefirst timeinliving
memory (apart from when the cellar had flooded two winters back) the pub was closed.

Exactly one week had passed sincethe arrivad of the dien visitors and preparations were well in hand
for thejettison of their useless, crippled transport away from our planet and out towards the sun.
Although no exact time scales were available, we were assured that it would happen tonight. Acrossthe
world the media reported that, within the next two or three hours, the massive machine' s silent engines
would befired for thefind time.

A vast crowd had gathered on the sprawling hills and cliff tops overlooking the ocean to watch the
monumenta event. During the last few days the flow of bodiesinto Thatcham and the surrounding villages
and towns had been relentless and had increased till further once the launch date of the ship had been
revealed. Even now with only hoursto go and with the entire area heaving with people | could still see
apparently endless columns of cars snaking aong country roads towards the coast. They were so tightly
packed that the headlamps of one car did little more than illuminate the back bumper of the onein front.
Many had smply stopped and parked up on grass verges. Everyone wanted to be as close as possible to
the alien ship when it findly Ieft our atmosphere. People clamoured for achanceto seean dien or, a the
very least, some distant dien activity. Everyone wanted to be there to witness history being made.
Although I hadn’t seemed to match the excited fervour of most people, | too didn’t want to miss
anything. Thiswas achance to be apart of something that would be permanently etched into our history
booksand, in al probability, into the dien’s history books too.

Robert and | sat amongst the excited masses on the cliff-top not far from where I’ d stood and
watched the ship firgt arrive. We crouched down together on asmall patch of dry, brittle grassand
waited impatiently for something to happen.

‘Bloody hell, did you see that one? Rob gasped asajet of brilliant white light suddenly shot across
the distant horizon from left to right.

‘I saw it,” | replied, finding it increasingly difficult not to sound bored. | had seen the last flash of light,
and | had also seen the last twenty or thirty identical flashes beforeit. The alienswere stripping their ship
- removing anything of value and using their smdll, silver shuttlesto transport it back to the shore.

‘There can’'t be much moreleft for them to do now,” Rob said, babbling like an excited child. * Chrigt,
they’ ve had dl week to empty the bloody thing.’



‘Think they’ Il keep those shuttles here? | asked as| lay back on the grass and looked up into the
clear, dark sky. My head was suddenly filled with images of theincredible, deek shipsstruggling tofitin
with the flow of our own clumsy, ground-based traffic.

‘They can’t,’ aloud and cocksure voice said from the darkness just behind and to theright of me. |
sat up and turned around to try and locate the owner of the disembodied voice.

‘“Why not? | asked, aiming my question in the genera direction from which the last answer had
come.

‘Because the shuttles are powered by the mothership,’ the voice replied. ‘ They would be able to
function for a couple of days, but after that they’ d be useless’

‘Did you know that? | asked Rob.
He nodded his head with some surprise.
‘Course | did. Everybody knowsthat. Christ, haven't you been paying attention?

A middle-aged man wearing aflat cap and a shirt (with the deeves nestly rolled up to just above the
elbow) and brown tie shuffled awkwardly down the gentle dope towards us and squeezed himsdf in
between Robert and mysdlf. He had apair of thick, heavily framed glasses perched on the bridge of his
proud, pronounced nose, and had adark little moustache nestling above the middle of histop lip. Inthe
low light he looked bizarre - the bastard son of Adolf Hitler and a pigeon-fancier.

‘The shuttles were only designed to be used for short distances,” he continued, uninvited. ‘ They’re
nowhere near aswell shielded asthe main ship.’

‘They’ re stronger than anything we could ever make, of course,” Rob said, picking up where our
visitor had left off, ‘ but compared to the mother ship they’ re nowhere near asrobust.’

‘Bloody hell,’ | sighed, ‘ have you done anything this week except sit and watch the TV?
The other man interrupted again.

‘I don't think I've missed a single piece of newsyet,” he said with some pride. ‘I’ ve travelled dmost
two hundred milesto get heretoday. | was on the train before seven thismorning.’

‘Wereyou realy? | sighed, neither impressed or interested.

‘| was. What about you two? Have you come far?

| shook my head nonchalantly.

‘No. If you stand up and walk to the top of the hill you can see my house.’

‘Redlly? he gasped, suddenly appearing to be both rabidly interested and insanely jealous at the same
time. ‘Did you seethe shipwhen it first arrived? he asked excitedly. ‘Wherewereyou when it first
appeared?

‘| wasjust over there,’ | replied, pointing over to my right in the generd direction of the twisting path |
had been running a ong when the storm had broken and I’ d watched the ship fly out over the ocean.

‘Could you see much?



‘| saw everything,” | answered, taking some sadistic pleasurein taunting our new friend.

‘What wasit like? he demanded impatiently. ‘I’ ve watched the footage again and again on the
televison, but to have actudly been here when it happened...’

‘It wasokay,” | mumbled, deliberately trying to wind him up. *Y ou know, big and black and...’

| wasinterrupted as a helicopter suddenly reared up from behind us and screeched through the air
above our heads, causing ashock wave of noisy, dightly nervous excitement to quickly spread through
the tightly-packed crowds like a massive Mexican wave. The unexpected deluge of sound and light was
confusing. For asecond or two just about everyone gathered on the hillsides thought that something had
started to happen.

‘Damn,’ said the man gitting between Rob and |, ‘just a hdlicopter.’

I turned and noticed that he had a pair of battered binoculars hanging around his scrawny neck.
‘Could | borrow those for asecond? | asked.

He thought carefully before reluctantly taking off the glasses and handing them to me.

‘Here,; he mumbled. *Watch what you' re doing with them won't you. I’ ve had them for years...

Staring out over the ocean and out towards the horizon | was just able to make out the shadowy
shape of the alien mothership. Its smooth, black fusdage still hung steady and motionless over the cam
sea. As my eyes became accustomed to the low light where the purple-black sky met the seal could see
hundreds of tiny lights which pinpricked the bulkhead of the ship and shone out into the night like the
countless gars above me. A steady stream of busy shuttles poured out from deep within the bowels of
the ship. Each one of them swooped down towards the surface of the water, unloaded their cargo onto
the decks of afleet of waiting boats, and then quickly disappeared back up into the dark safety of the
cavernous ship again. Then, after | had been watching for a minute or two, they suddenly stopped.

Conscious that the man next to me was keen to get his binoculars back, | deliberately ignored him and
turned my attention below to the gently rolling wavesin the shadows of the colossal ship. | could seea
long line of boats which were now travelling back towardsland. Theflatillavirtudly stretched from the
ship to the shore.

‘Looks like something might be happening,’ | said under my bresth.
‘“What can you see? Rob asked.

| put the glasses down for a second and they were immediately snatched back by their owner. He
quickly lifted them up to his own eyes and stared out to sea.

‘The ships are moving back towards the shore,” | answered, *and the shuttles have stopped flying.
Lookslike they’ vefinished packing!’

The sudden change in the behaviour of the aliens was aso noticed by some of the many other people
in the vast crowd who were aso using binoculars or, in one or two extreme cases, telescopes. Once
again an unstoppable wave of contagious excitement and interest swept through the massive gathering
with the deadly speed of abush fire tearing through atinder-dry forest.

‘“They must be taking everything to their new base,” the man who still perched between my brother
and | said under his breath. He watched transfixed asthe line of ships snaked away from the shadows of



the belly of the alien craft. * Did you know that they’ ve congtructed a safe area near here for them?

‘I had heard something,’ | replied, suddenly alittle more interested in the conversation. ‘| was
wondering where they were going to go. Y ou’ d have thought they’ d have been carted off and hidden
somewherewdll away from...

‘Not at al,” heinterrupted. ‘ There’ sadisused holiday camp near here...’

‘Brymer Sands,” Rob piped up.

The man continued.

‘That’ sright. 1t's been refurbished and security has been tightened so that they can tay there’
‘But will they stay there? | wondered.

‘“Why should they? Rob snapped, sounding strangdly defensive. ‘ Bloody hell, it snot thelr fault
they’re stuck here, isit? Christ, remember when Mum and Dad took us to Brymer Sands when we were
little? We were hard pushed to spend aweek there. Y ou can't expect bloody interplanetary travellersto
be locked up there for afew months, can you? No, they said on the news this morning that they were
going to befreeto travel.’

Was there anything that my brother and the irritating, annoying little man who had joined usdidn’t
know about the diens? They seemed to know everything about their needs and their plans, far more than
| would have expected them to. But then information didn’t seem to be very hard to come by. Every time
| turned on the television or logged onto the Internet | saw nothing but aien news and updates. | guess
my problem wasthat | didn’t have the same rabid interest as everyone else seemed to. Their arrival was
interesting and had changed the course of human history for sure, but my life was ill the same. Nothing
much had dtered.

‘Isit agood ideato give them freedom? | asked.

‘Why not? questioned Rob. ‘We all know so much that there' s nothing left to hide. And if the
authorities did an about face and closed ranks on us now, what would it achieve? If people don’t get told
thetruth, they’Il invent their own version, won't they? If the flow of information was cut-off now it would
only beamatter of hours before the paperswould befull of stories about little green men and ray guns
and crap likethat...’

| understood what he was saying but something didn’t ring true. | couldn’t quite put my finger onit,
and | couldn’t begin to explain how | felt because | wasn't redlly sure mysalf. Something was definitely
egting a me. Everything seemed inexplicably smple and uncomplicated. In asenseit fdt asif every
question | could think to ask about the aiens had been answered for me before I’ d even had chance to

Speak.

At seventeen minutes past eleven the last human ship reached the shore and, for thefirst time sincethe
aliens had arrived, the skies over the ocean were dmost clear. A hushed and expectant silence swept
through the enormous (and still growing) crowd that had gathered to witnessthe final few moments of the
mighty machine. People scrambled further up the hillside and balanced themselves precarioudy on the
obliging shoulders of friends, stretching and craning their necks so that they could get aclear view of the
release of the ship.

Without warning, in afraction of asecond, the seafor miles around the rear of theimmense aien



machine was suddenly illuminated by aflood of searing, incandescent light which poured out from the
powerful engines. The ship remained bewilderingly silent and | watched in wonder asit gracioudy turned
full circle and began to glide back towards the shore. Billions of pairs of eyes stared out from every last
corner of the globe to watch asthe beautiful black machine gently lifted its nose to the stars and then
blasted out into space, soaring straight over my head. Less than two minutes had passed before the
incredible machine had disappeared completely from view.

A sudden wave of spontaneous cheering and applause echoed through the warm summer air. | stood
up (my view had been good enough for me to remain seated throughout) and then reached back down to
help pull Rob up onto hisfeet.

‘Bloody hdll,; he said with avacant grin of dishelief plastered across hisface. ‘ That wasincredible.
Did you seethe size of that thing?

I nodded and yawned and began to walk back up the dope of the hill towards home. Hordes of
excited, chattering people svarmed around me.

‘Impressive, wasn't it? | said sarcatically, trying unsuccessfully to hide the unexpected
disappointment that | was fedling. The ship had been an amazing sight to behold but, now that it had
gone, | wasleft filled with asense of anticlimax.

Rob wasignorant to my feglings and carried on talking regardless.

“How could something so big be so quiet? he wondered enthusiasticdly. * And the light from those
engines! Jesus, I’ ve never seen anything likeit!’

| weaved my way through the sea of vast, meandering figures. Some of them were il fixed to the
spot, staring up into space transfixed and hoping to snatch one last glimpse of the awesome dien ship.

We reached the top of the hill and | looked down towards Thatcham. Even from adistance | could
see that the village streets were heaving with cars and people.

“We could have made a bloody fortune tonight,’” | mumbled, stifling atired yawn.
‘How?

‘I’ve never seen so many people,’ | explained. ‘1 could have hired out the spare room or let acouple
of them put tents up in the garden...’

‘It'snot too late
‘Suppose!’

“You could gill doiit, there' splenty of time. There are still people arriving. | bet there’ sgoing to be
hundreds of people deeping in the back of their carstonight.’

‘Morefool them,” | grumbled.
‘Don’'t worry,” Rob continued. * It’ s going to stay busy round herefor along timeyet.’
“Y ou reckon?

‘Courseit is. Bloody hdl, we ve got diensliving thirty miles up the coast. Everyon€e s going to want to
seethem.’



Hewas right. Aswe stumbled on towards home | glanced back over my shoulder. | could just about
make out the twinkling lights of the camp at Brymer.

The dienswere close. Damn close.

| wasn't overly concerned or worried that they were near, but | till couldn’t bring mysalf to match the
euphoriawhich seemed to have consumed just about everyone else.

11

On Saturday evening Siobhan, Rob and | aong with James, hiswife Stephanie and their four children, dl
gathered by invitation at Clare and Penny’ s house. Clare had told me many times during the last few
weeks and months that she hated spending her evenings alone and these informal get-togethers had
recently become aregular event. A chance for usal to relax in the company of our closest friends.

Fortunately the late summer evening was warm and bright and we were able to send the children
outsdeto play - out of sight and out of earshot. Once they had disappeared we were, for ashort time,
ableto relax without interruption. | lay back on Clare' s comfortable sofawith Siobhan’ s head resting on
my chest. Music played quietly in the background and long orange shadows filled the room.

‘See the ship leave last night, Clare? Rob asked. James was close to Stephanie (with their baby
adeep in her ams) and Siobhan and | were most definitely Sitting together. Asone of thetwo single
adultsin the room, Rob seemed to fed duty bound to try and strike up a conversation with Clare. Often
it was harder to stop a conversation with her, but tonight she seemed tired and reticent.

‘No,” she sighed, shaking her head. * Couldn’t be bothered. Penny watched some of the pictureson
thetdevisonthismorning.’

‘“Wewalked over to the hills and watched it. Got stuck next to aredly boring bastard, didn’'t we,
Tom?

I grunted and nodded. | looked across at Clare who was staring lazily into space. At the mention of
the alien ship, however, the othersimmediately became more interested.

‘Wesaw it leave, James said enthusiastically. *We watched it from home. Bloody amazing, wasn't
it?

‘I’ve never seen anything likeit,” Stephanie added as she passed her deeping baby to Clare to hold.
‘It seemed to fly right over the house’

‘“Tomdidn't think it was very impressive,” Rob whined.

‘That’snot what | said,’ | protested. ‘I just said that...’



“Y ou wanted more flashing lights and lasers and specid effects.’

‘No | didn’t. I just thought that when you consider the size and power of that ship you would have
expected alittle more. We were sat on the side of that hill for bloody hours and it was over in seconds!’

‘Does’t really matter now, doesit? Clare whispered quietly from her seet in the corner of the room.
| turned to look at her and watched as she gently rocked the baby in her arms, her body haunched
forward protectively over thetiny child. ‘It doesn’t matter how big their space ship was or how loud or
quiet it was, the only important thing to remember isthat they’ re here now, and they’ re not going
anywhere.’

The hushed tone of her voice conveyed a deadly seriousness and concern.
‘Does that worry you? Stephanie asked, surprised.
Clare nodded.

‘Yesit does,’ shereplied smply. Her opinion seemed to have changed since we' d spoken last week.
Back then she' d seemed unconcerned and uninterested by the arrival of the diens. Today, however, the
tone of her voice madeit sound asif she wanted them forced off the face of our planet dtogether.

‘But why? Siobhan asked. She had been quiet for awhile but was suddenly more animated and
involved. ‘“Why doesit bother you?

Clare shrugged her shoulders, taking care not to disturb the deeping baby cradled in her arms.

‘Don’'t know redlly,” she admitted. ‘It’s probably nothing. I’ m probably just wary because | don't
know anything about them yet. When | get to learn alittle more then things might change.’

‘It might not be long before you get a chance to do that,” Rob said suddenly.
‘Why? | asked.

‘Haven't you heard? said James.

‘Heard what?

‘They’re letting them out.’

‘Letting them out? gasped Clare. ‘ They can't do that, surely?

‘“Why not? questioned Rob. ‘ Once they’ ve been quarantined for awhile and we re sure they don’t
pose arisk to our health, why should they be locked away? There won't be any reason to keep them
separated, will there?

‘No, but...” Clare stammered.
‘Will they want to mix with us? | wondered.
‘Of coursethey will,” Stephanie said. ‘Why shouldn’t they?

‘Wdll there are bound to be differences between us, aren’t there? They’ re going to have completely
different needs. They’ll probably eat different food and they’ re going to have their own religions and
eliquette, aren’t they? Bloody hdll, you shake someone' s hand here and you' re | etting them know that
you're pleased to meet them and you don’t pose athreat. Shaking an alien’ s hand might mean something



completely different to them. It might be their way of telling each other to fuck off!’
Siobhan laughed.
‘He' sgot apoint, Clare said, quickly jumping to my defence.

‘But comeon,” James sighed, ‘they’ re only going to be here for afew months, aren’t they? And they
don’t want to be here, do they? Surely we can make an effort to accommodate them and their needs until
they can get home again.’

‘Do we redly want to make an effort? Clare asked.

‘Of course,” Stephanie snapped. ‘Well | do, anyway.” She seemed surprised and dmost annoyed by
Clare' sapparent refusd to be flexible and by her uncompromising attitude towardsthe diens. * Chrigt,
these people have travelled millions and millions of milesfrom their homes and now they can't get back.
I’ snot their fault they’ re stuck here, isit?

‘No,” Clare agreed, ‘but it’snot my fault either. I’ m sorry, Steph. | just don’t seem to be able to get
into the spirit of interplanetary co-operation as easily asyou have. Not just yet, anyway.’

Therefollowed along and unexpectedly awkward silence in the conversation.
‘Thisreminds me of something | wasworking on at university last term,” Rob said suddenly.

For some inexplicable reason best known to himsdlf, my younger brother had decided to study
towards adegreein twentieth century English history. Persondly | couldn’t see the point. | had dways
considered any historicd study to be a complete waste of time. Where was the sensein continualy
looking backwards? My philosophy was smple - if you spend dl your time looking backwards, you're
going to wak into something eventualy.

‘So what were you studying? James asked, sounding only half-interested.

‘We were looking at the increase in immigrants who set up home here after the end of the Second
World War.’

‘“What' sthat got to do with the aliens? Siobhan asked.

‘Just think about it,” Rob continued, adopting a pretentious tone of educated seriousness. *When
those peoplefirgt arrived here back then the indigenous population were paranoid. The newcomers were
different, and because they were different people were afraid of them.’

‘I"'m not frightened of anyone,” Clare snapped.

‘| didn’t say you were. That’snot the point I'm making at all...’

‘So what are you saying?

Hetook a deep breath before trying to explain, obvioudy choosing hiswords carefully.

‘In the forties and fifties, many of the people born in this country were convinced that the immigrants
were hereto take their jobs, families and homes from them.’

‘What’ syour point? | wondered.

Rob cleared histhroat and ran hisfingers through his hair. He looked around the room, paying



particular atention to Clareand .

‘Those people were frightened because of their ignorance and their short-sightedness. I’'m just trying
to make you see that you' ve got afear of the unknown and as soon as you learn more about these
people, I'm sureyou' || be more than willing to share the planet with them.’

‘You'reapatronising bastard,” | sighed. ‘Y ou makeit sound asif we don’'t want anything to do with
thediens’

‘Doyou?

| shrugged my shoulders.

‘l don’t know yet.’

‘Clare?

‘I'mjust not interested,” she said, very definitely.
‘Y ou should both just giveit time.’

‘But it’ snot just about time, isit?

‘Comeon,” Jamesinterrupted. ‘| can't believe that we' re even having to talk like this. Regardless of
what you might think about the diens, you' ve got to admit that thereisahell of alot we stand to gain
from having them here with us. Y ou’ ve got to be able to seeit?

‘“Whatever,” | mumbled.

The children returned to the room, bringing awel come digtraction from the increasingly heavy
conversation. Their noisy, muddy arriva came as something of arelief.

| redly hadn’t intended to sound anti-alien. | knew that their arrival here was of monumental
importance to every single person on the surface of the planet.

But there was gtill something that bothered me. Something that didn’t quitering true.

All caution was being thrown to the wind. In an age when the person who reads your gas meter needs
full identification, we were being asked to embrace these visitors from the other sde of the universewith
openarms.

| wanted to accept them, | redly did. But | needed to be able to trust them first.

Part ||
RELEASE
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The last Wednesday in August. Almost amonth to the day sincethe dliens had first arrived.

| got up at eight. | had a shower, got dressed, and then ate some breakfast sitting on a deckchair out
on thelawn. Robert was already up and about. He was hiding indoorsin the shadows, glued to the
televison. Therewas an early morning discusson programme on which | couldn’t bring myself to watch.
The subject of debate was the release of the diensfrom their camp at Brymer.

It felt like the last three weeks had passed by in three minutes. Looking back, the days and hours
seemed to have disgppeared in acontinua whirlwind blur of new aien revelations and cascaded
information. Every newspaper I’d picked up, every poster I'd seen, every televison programme’d
watched, every radio programme I’ d listened to and every website I’ d visited seemed to have mentioned
the aliens. Just after hisyoungest daughter had been born | remembered my friend Jamestelling me that
he had stood there one night watching her deeping in her cot, and it had seemed impossibleto believe
that there had ever been atime when she hadn’t been there. In astrange way | felt much the same about
the alien vigtorstoday. It waslike they’ d dways been with us. The very ideathat we had ever
considered ourselves as being aone in the universe now seemed as preposterous and far-fetched asthe
prospect of alien contact itself had done just five or Six weeks ago.

Within aweek of the visitors settling into their temporary home at Brymer it had been announced that
they were to be released. Enough tests had been run and enough checks carried out to ensure that their
presence amongst us caused no threet to any life on Earth. They carried no germs, bacteria or disease
that would harm us.

Within two weeksthefirg officia human-aien summit had taken place and the results of dl
discussions held were quickly made public. A comprehensive and far-reaching consultation and
education programme was immediately drawn up and put into place to educate the masses and prepare
them for the very red possibility of direct and individua aien contact.

Within three weeks further communication had been made with the alien homeworld and the key
principles, strategies and objectives of an ongoing relationship were clearly identified, defined and agreed
upon.

Y esterday the aliens were rel eased.

The programme that Rob was watching with fanatica interest was being broadcast from Dreighton, a
gmall town some twelve miles north of Thatcham which had, by fate, been chosen to bethefirst placein
the universe where diens and humans were ableto fredy coexist. | caught brief snatches of the
programme as | waked in and out through the room, and the town gppeared to be busy but cam. There



hadn’t been any trouble overnight.

We had both sat and watched live coverage of the dlien’ srelease yesterday. They had been
presented as heroes and accorded an unexpected celebrity status. There had been thousands of men,
women and children of all ages gathered &t the re-enforced gates of the holiday camp at Brymer. They
had waited for hoursin the blistering sun to be among the first humansto get agood look at the unique
vigtorsin theflesh. We had dl heard more than enough about their incredible technology, their
mothership and their deek shuittle crafts, now it wastimeto get agood look at the diens themsalves.

Thefirst figures had emerged from the shadows of the complex just before midday. The creatures
marched - dmost strutted - out into the bright sunlight with an impressive poise, dignity and pride which
seemed to me to border on arrogance and superiority. There was not the dightest sign of any
nervousness or trepidation as they walked towards the vast crowds which had gathered to greet them. |
tried to imagine how | might have felt in their position. Not only wasthisaforeign land to them, there
were also thousands of people crowded around to watch their every move. Even more daunting was the
probability that there were hundreds of millions of people aso watching on television from every country
around the world and, possibly, even beyond.

There were three hundred and sixty-eight diens on the crippled mining ship and three hundred and
sxty-eight of them |eft the camp yesterday afternoon. Some of the higher ranking visitors were seconded
to work with the authorities but most - their equivalent of workers and the labourers perhaps - were
given the freedom of the country. Generaly choosing to remain in smal groups of three, four or five, they
mingled fredy with the humans who had gathered to see them. The atmosphere seemed light and
good-natured. The creatures even stood and posed for photographs which would take pride of placein
otherwise ‘ordinary’ family abums. They seemed happy and relaxed and well-suited to their sudden
superstar status.

Today the morning sun was bright and warm and | didn't yet fed fully awvake. | went insgde. The
shadows made the light in the living room seem comparatively dull.

‘All right? Rob’s voice asked from somewherein the gloom.
‘Fine, | replied. ‘You?

He grunted.

‘ Anything happened? | asked.

‘What do you mean?

‘ Anything happened with the diens? Has there been any trouble?
‘Trouble? he repeated, surprised.

‘Yes, trouble’

‘Not that | know of. Why, were you expecting any?

‘Don’'t know. There are alot of people around Dreighton, and | guess most of them are there just to
seethedliens. Injust about every science-fiction film you see you expect someoneto...’

‘But thisisn't science-fiction,” heinterrupted.

‘I know, but...’



‘But what?
| thought for a moment.
‘| don’t know. I’'m just an old cynic at heart. | never expected thingsto go this smoothly, that’sall.’

‘“What do you mean? Christ, sometimes you sound asif you want something to go wrong. Y ou’ ve got
to get rid of your attitude problem and give the diensachance. Therest of usintend to...’

‘| haven't got an attitude,” | snapped. ‘Listen, | want thisto work just as much asyou do, it'sjust
that...

‘Do you redly? Y ou don’t sound like you do.’
The venom in my brother’ s voice was bitter and unexpected.

| could have responded but there didn’t seem to be much point. He seemed convinced that | wanted
the aliens to disappear back to where they’ d come from but that really wasn't the case. | genuindy
wanted thingsto work out. Although | didn’t think that they would gain much from us, it was obviousto
me that our species could benefit immeasurably from the experience and knowledge of the visitors. But
their arrival had brought achange to my world. A change which, without directly affecting anything,
seemed somehow to gradudly be atering everything.

In an attempt to convince Robert of my good intentions and feglings towardsthe diens, | agreed to go
with him into Dreighton that evening. It was about half-past seven when we arrived there and the late
summer sun that had lasted al day had finally begun to melt and fade away into darkness.

Thetown wasjust asbusy as| had expected. There were film crews and reporters on every Street
corner. At least one reporter and cameraman from every televison channd in theworld and a
photographer from every newspaper seemed to have set up camp somewhere in that normally grey,
lifdless and unimportant place.

‘Bloody hell,” Rob yawned aswe drove around aimlesdy. * Are we going to get parked anywhere?

| shrugged my shoulders and continued to ook from left and right then back again for aplaceto leave
the car. Every single space (virtudly every spareinch of pavement in fact) wastaken. After drivingin
circlesfor amost half an hour our luck changed when an ederly lady (who had been shopping and who
had obvioudy not expected any of this mayhem) reversed her little car out of asupermarket car park and
trundled out onto the road ahead of us. | quickly squeezed my car into the gap she' d | eft.

‘Thank God for thet,’ | Sghed as| turned off the engine and stretched in my seat. With my legs stiff
and heavy from having been sat in the same position for so long, | clambered out of the car and yawned.
Even though the sun had dmost completely disappeared the late summer heat was till close and
formidable. The back of my shirt was soaked through with clammy swest and clung to my skin.

*So where do we go then? Rob asked, sounding admost asif he was expecting to have found sgns
saying ‘Aliens, thisway,” on every street corner.

‘Don’'t know.’

‘There must be something...’



‘What, amap? Y ou are here, aliensthere or something like that...?
‘Piss off!” he snapped.

| glanced around to get my bearings. | didn’t come to Dreighton often because, to be frank, there was
bugger dl there. Just amoderatdly szed shopping areawhich | ingtinctively began walking towards.

‘If they’ re going to be anywhere,” | said aswe headed up the Street, “they’ re going to be up here.’

We walked along a steep and narrow pavement at the side of aroad which ran paralld with, and
eventualy merged into, the town’ s busiest thoroughfare. The brilliant coloured lights from shopswhich
were usudly shut at thistime of night still shone out brightly, illuminating the pavements and the swarms of
people that had gathered there. | noticed that everyone seemed to be constantly looking from side to
sde, hoping for aglimpse of one of the three hundred or so diensthat had suddenly arrived in town.

‘Chrigt, thisplace is packed,” Rob said as we merged with the milling crowds. His razor-sharp
perceptiveness had obvioudy not been blunted by the hest.

Thetraffic travelling long the dual carriageway which bisected the town was nothing more than four
motionless lanes of overheating vehicles. No-one was going anywhere. Rob spotted a pub over the road
and began to weave hisway through the virtualy parked carsto get toit.

‘I need adrink,” he said, talking to me over his shoulder as he waked. * Got any money with you?

The large pub was as busy inside as the streets were outside. The air stank of stale smoke and spilled
beer and every room was filled to capacity (and probably beyond) with tightly-packed punters. | pushed
my way through the heaving throng and managed to worm my way into agap at the bar. | then stood and
waited for amogt fifteen minutes before being served by a stressed-out and swesat-soaked member of
saff. | bought adrink for Rob and one for myself (because | wastoo tired and thirsty to wait for himto
offer to buy around) and then looked for somewhereto Sit.

‘Cheers; my brother gasped as he lifted his hand and took his pint from me. He knocked back half of
his drink, wiped his mouth and stifled abelch. ‘ Too bloody busy in here,” he grumbled. ‘ Shall we go
back outside?

| nodded and began to push my way back towards the door. By the time we' d fought our way out
most of my beer had been spilt but | didn’t even contemplate trying to get back to the bar to get arefill.
Tired and strangely dejected | found a space and sat down on alow stone wall.

‘| can't get over how busy itis’ Rob said.

‘“What, the pub or thetown? | grumbled under my breath. He scowled at me.
‘Thetown, you idiot,” he snapped.

‘What did you expect?

‘I didn’t think it would be as bad asthis. Still, there' s agood atmosphere, isn't there?

Hewas right. Even though | was in abad mood, most other people seemed to be enjoying
themselves. For once there was no sign of the tightly-packed population being anywhere near asvolatile,
harassed or bad-tempered asit normaly was. But having said that Dreighton somehow didn’t fed right to
me. Maybe it was just me being miserable. Most people were acting asif it was carnival day, but asfar
as| could see no-one was wearing any costumes, | couldn’t hear very much music and the stationary



traffic jam running the length of the main road wasn't much of a parade.
“Think we're going to see one tonight?
| shrugged my shoulders.

‘Don’'t know,’ | replied honestly. ‘Y ou’ d have thought so. There are over three hundred of them,
aren't there?

“Y es but they’ re surrounded by about six million of us!’

| turned and looked at him. He was talking rubbish. Nothing unusua in that, but thiswas rapidly
becoming relentless, high-speed rubbish. He was genuinedy excited like akid on the morning of their
birthday .

‘“What do you think they make of this place? he asked. ‘Wonder what their towns are like? Do you
think they have pubslikethisor...’

‘| expect they think Dreighton’ sa shit-hole,’ | sighed, interrupting and hoping to stem the flow from
hismouth. ‘I do.’

‘| bet they don’'t have shops. Bet it sall done from home on an Internet kind of thing. | bet thisislike
taking amassive step back intime. Thiswill seem al dirty to them. They’ll be used to sterile conditions|
expect. When you think about the technology they’ve got...’

He stopped talking.

| looked up to see what was wrong and saw that he was staring further along the street. Therewasa
huge crowd approaching.

‘Fucking hdll,” he gasped, ‘thismust beit. Bloody hell, thismust beit! | bet there’ s one of them in that
lot.

Welooked at each other for afraction of a second before puitting down our glasses and jumping up.
The mass of figureswas now only some ten or fifteen metresaway and | could see that asthey moved
down the street in a huge wave, more and more onlookers were picked up and carried dong with the
flow. From where | was standing all that | could see was heads. | climbed up onto thewall we' d been
sitting on and then jumped over onto awooden table, landing right in the middle of someone sround of
drinks.

‘Bloody hdll,” aman’s annoyed voice spat from below me. *What the hell are you doing...?

Heimmediately stopped speaking when he became aware of the approaching noise. He looked over
his shoulder momentarily (he had his back to the road) before clambering up onto the table next to me. |
lost sight of Rob for afew seconds before spotting him shinning up alamppost.

There must have been around a hundred to a hundred and fifty people walking towards us. They
seemed generdly well ordered and, athough obvioudy excited by everything that was happening around
them, they also seemed cam and even-tempered. There was no jostling or fighting for postion asfar as|
could see.

At the very centre of the crowd, standing dightly taller than most of the assembled humans, were two
diens. Fromwhere | stood | could see little more than the tops of their large, white-haired heads. Asthey
approached, however, they gradualy cameinto view. | glanced across at Rob but he didn’t look back.



He wastrandfixed. His eyeswerefixed firmly on thevisitors.

The people moving aong with the aiens had formed a deep and protective circle around them. As
they neared | was able to see dightly more of the creature stal, gangly bodies. Although appearing
willowy, dight and long of limb, they walked confidently and with clear strength and poise. They carried
themsalves with impressive dignity and composure and did not seem at all fazed or pressurised by the
relentless curiosity of the humans gathered around them.

They were level with the front of the pub when the man appeared.

At firgt inggnificant and looking to dl intents and purposes like just another member of the vast dien
gppreciation society, he ssood motionlessin the middle of the pavement and waited for the advancing
crowd to swallow him up. With hisarmsfolded defiantly across his chest he stood and waited. The
people moved around him - like water flowing round aboulder in the middle of a stream - but when the
diensreached him they stopped. The crowd fell silent when the diens stopped moving.

‘| want to ask aquestion,’” the man spat venomously, loud enough for everyone nearby to hear.
‘A, replied thefirst dien in amedium-pitched, dightly monotonous voice.

‘| want to know why you're here?

“Y ou know why we're here.’

‘What do you want?

“Y ou know what we want.’

The man stared into the dlien’ sface and continued to stand his ground. The second aien remained
dlent. It pushed out its chest and lifted its head, making it appear agood Six or seven inchestaller than it
had done origindly. Other than that no-one &se moved. There was a brief moment of silence and
unexpected, amost unbearable tension.

‘| don't trust you,” he hissed at the diens, dill glaring intently into the face of thefirst creature. ‘1 don’t
carewhat you say or what you do, | just don’t fucking trust you.’

Thedien dowly lifted asingle hand into the air and uncurled its unnaturaly long fingers.
‘Stop,” it said, quietly and camly. * Just stop talking and take alook around you.’

Obediently (perhaps ingtinctively) the man dowly and cautioudy turned to look into the faces of the
vast crowd which surrounded him on al sides.

‘What? he mumbled anxioudly.

‘Take agood look around. How many other people are objecting to us being here? How many other
people don't trust us? We don’t want anything from you. WEe re stuck here until we can get home and
that isal thereistoit. We' re sorry if you take objection to our being here, but there sredlly nothing we
can do about it.’

The stand-off lasted for two or three seconds longer.
‘| just don't believeyou...” the man muttered again.

‘Go home,’ the second alien said in a softer, more soothing tone than that of its colleague. ‘ Please go



home. We don’'t want any trouble.’

Rather than wait to seeif therewould in fact be any trouble, the two diensinstead negtly side-stepped
the lone protester and continued to move down the street. All at once the crowds of people began to
babble and chatter again. Lessthan half aminute later and the man was | eft stlanding done on the
pavement, arms hanging down by his sides dgjectedly, the sound of the passing crowd till ringing in his
ears.

‘Shit,; Rob yelped as he did down the lamppost and ran over to the table where | stood. ‘ Did you
seethat?

‘“What was the matter with him? | wondered. ‘ Poor bugger, | guess hejust wanted to...’
‘Not him,” Rob snapped, annoyed, ‘the aliens. We saw one!’

‘We saw two,” | corrected.

‘| don't believeit, he sighed, grinning from ear to ear. ‘| just don’t bloody well believeit!’
| climbed down off the table and picked up the remains of my pint.

‘Shall we head homethen? | asked. | felt suddenly overcome by a sense of anticlimax. So | had seen
andien. Big ded. | had aready seen ahundred of them on TV. And as easy asit seemed to be for Rob,
| wasaso finding it difficult to Smply ignore the unexpected defiance of the Sngle manwe d just
watched.

‘What' sthe matter with you? Rob asked. * Chrigt, it's not even nine o’ clock yet.’
‘I'mtired.’

‘No you're not, you're just a miserable bastard.’

‘I'mnat, | just...’

“Yesyou are, you' re abloody miserable bastard.’

Suddenly extremely fed up and not wanting to fight, | began to walk back towards the car. My
brother reluctantly followed. By the time we d left the main street he had caught up and was at my side

agan.
‘Pretty amazing though, weren't they? he said, his mood seemingly unaffected by mine.
‘Suppose,’ | grunted.

‘| just can’'t get over how similar to usthey are. | mean, they’ ve come from millions of miles away and
yet they’ ve got the same basic features as us - two eyes, two ears, a hose...’

‘I know.’

‘And they even wak the same way too. Did you see the length of their fingers though? | suppose that
they...” Redlisng that | wasn't saying much he stopped talking momentarily. ‘What' swrong? he asked.

‘Nothing.’

‘Comeon, tell mefor God' s sake. Something’ s not right, isit?



| didn’t really know what to say. | shrugged my shoulders.
‘I just fedl abit odd, that’sall.’

‘Odd? Wasiit the beer or the hesat or the crowds...?
‘Don’t know.’

That wasthetruth. | didn’t know why, but | suddenly felt uncomfortable and unnerved. Wasit
because of the man on the street? None of it made sense - he was only asking questionsthat | had aso
wanted to ask. He was only speaking out and saying what was on his mind and there was nothing wrong
inthat. But in today’ s strange environment the man and | seemed to be in the minority. The dienswere
right of course - the vast mgjority of people didn’t seem to have a problem with them being there.
Perhaps | just needed to be more trusting.

We were quickly back at the car. | unlocked the doors and got inside.

We drove back towards Thatcham and continued the one-sided conversation that we had begun after
seeing thediens.

‘How must they be feding? Rob wondered. ‘ They’re millions of milesfrom home. It might be years
before they get back. Chrit, it must be hard. | remember when | went on my first cub camp - it was only
down the road but it felt like we were a hundred miles from home, remember?

| nodded and managed half asmile.

He had apoint. How would | fed if | ever found mysdlf in their position? How would | fed trapped
some immeasurable distance away from everyone and everything thet | held precious? How painful and
frustrating would it be knowing that there were people back a home waiting for me? How would
Siobhan fed? How would | fed waiting for her?

After the shock of losing Mum and Dad my life had findly begun to regain some semblance of order
and normdlity again. | was damn sure | was never going to let that control go.
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| was back in Dreighton by half-past eeven on Friday morning.

| woke up and found myself done again. Siobhan was working early and Robert had decided to
spend yet another day away with his friends from university. With nothing better to do | ended up back at
Porter Farm. Joe Porter was as pleased to see me as he normally was (1 was, after al, free labour for
him). He reded off enough jobsto fill four days, never mind the four or five hoursthat | had origindly
intended to stay.



Just after ten | was standing knee deep in manure, cleaning out abarn that had been used asa
temporary shelter for Joe' s cattle while repairs had been made to another building. Joe interrupted my
work to ask meif | would take him into Dreighton to pick up a piece of machinery that he'd ordered last
week. Therewas't much of achoiceredly - stay and shovel shit or get out into the sunshine for awhile.
Within ten minutes | was washed, changed and ready.

Most of the conversation between Joe and | on the way to Dreighton was as sparse and monosyllabic
asever. | didn't mind - that was Joe' sway. He only ever got excited about a couple of things (usualy
rugby and ceattle) and as | had little interest in either subject | hadn’t expected to talk much. Nevertheless,
my ingtinctive reaction to the sllencein the car was to keep trying to say something anyway...

‘Rob and | werein Dreighton on Wednesday night,’ | said.

‘Oh,” grunted Joe.

‘Hewas on a medl day to go and see one of the diens. Wouldn't shut up about it until | agreed.’
‘Oh,” hegrunted again.

“We got to see one though. Saw two actualy. Y ou know the pub opposite the garage on the high
Street?

Joe looked blank.

‘Next to Mathesons?

Still blank.

‘Two doors down from the bank?
Still blank.

‘By the Doctors?

He nodded and grunted.

‘We were stting outside having adrink when thisbloody big crowd starts coming towards us. The
whole town was packed out anyway but this crowd was huge. We knew straight away that it had to be
diens. | climbed up on atable and Rob shinned hisway up alamppost.’

| glanced to my left to check that Joe was till there.
‘Ohyes’ hemumbled, prompted to say something by my silence.

‘Anyway, right in the middle of this crowd weretwo diens. | couldn’'t believeit. They werejust
walking along the street like you or | would, except we wouldn’t be surrounded by hundreds of people,
would we?

‘Suppose not.’

‘Then some bloke started giving them grief, didn’t he? He just stood therein the middle of the
pavement and started asking them why they were here and what they wanted and telling them that he
didn’t trust them and...’

‘There’ sno need for that, isthere? Joe interrupted unexpectedly. ‘ It' snot their fault they’re here, is



it? Bloody hell, how would you fed if you was stuck somewhere amillion milesfrom home?
‘I know, but...
‘No, that’ s not on. They ain’'t done anything wrong.’
‘Didn’t think you'’ d be that bothered, Joe,’ | said, surprised by the strength of his reaction.
‘Course I’'m bothered,” he said. * Came here to see them mysdlf.’
‘Did you?
He nodded.

‘| was here Wednesday morning. Had to see the doctor about me back so | thought I’ d come early
and try and see one of them.’

‘And did you see one?
‘Saw afew. Wanted to be one of thefirst.’

The fact that Joe was interested amazed me and for a couple of seconds| couldn’t think of very much
to say.

“How isyour back? | eventually asked. ‘What did the doctor say?
He shrugged his shoulders.

‘Didn’'t gointheend. | see Dr Ellisevery month, didn’t think it would hurt if | missed one
appointment. And anyway, he was out there with me. | saw him and the nurse in the crowds.’

| drove dong the high street (which was ill busier than usual), turned left onto the road that goesto
Yarnd| and then pulled up in the car park (which was till fuller than usua) outs de the warehouse that
Joe wanted.

‘Back inaminute,’ he grunted as he got out of the car.
| watched him disappear into the warehouse and sat and waited.
And waited.

It was agloriouslate summer’ s day and even with the windows and sunroof open, the heet inside the
car was rapidly becoming unbearable. | got out and sat down on anarrow grass verge which doped
down between the edge of the pavement and the tarmac of the car park. The temperature was adding to
my mounting frustration. | wouldn’t have minded if Joe had said he' d be back in three hours - what
bothered me was Sitting there wasting my time not knowing whether he was going to be out in the next
five minutes or whether hel d be talking to his matesin the warehouse for another hour. | could have got
up and goneinside to see what was going on but, if | was completely honest, | just couldn’t be bothered
to move. | didn’t have anything else to do and, anyway, it wastoo hot...

‘Excuseme,’ an unexpected voice suddenly said from somewhere behind me. There was something
about the tone and the accent of the voice that was unusual. | knew before I’ d turned around that it was
andien.

| stood up and tried to reply but | felt inexplicably nervous and my mouth was dry. The dien (which



wasagood six inchestaler than my five foot deven height) attempted something resembling asmileand
shuffled awkwardly on itsfeet. | knew | was staring but there was nothing | could do to stop myself.

‘I'msorry if | disturbed you,” thevisitor said gently. ‘I’'mlogt.’

What kind of aspecies can travel halfway across the universe and then get lost in Dreighton | found
myself wondering silently?1 didn’t dare say anything even remotely facetious.

‘“Where are you trying to get to? | asked instead.
‘I'mlooking for Lime Street ;’ the dlien replied politely. ‘1I'm supposed to be meeting afriend there”’

Again | found mysdf saring at the creaturein front of me. It had obvioudy seen many more humans
than | had diensand | sensed that | was of little reciprocal interest. 1ts baby-blue eyes quickly scanned
my face and thethin lips of its small, delicate mouth gently curled at the cornersagain. I’ d heard that the
aliens had two separate sexes in much the same way we do and | guessed that this one was femde.
There was something about its movements and mannerismsthat was innately feminine.

‘“You'realong way off,’ | said, eventualy remembering to reply. ‘' Lime Street ’ s on the other Side of
town.’

‘Oh,’ shesad quietly.

‘When | say you'realong way off,’ | continued, blabbering likeanidiot, ‘I’'mtaking relatively. It's
only hdf amileaway.

| wastaking before thinking. A bad mistake that was making me look like an idiot. What kind of
ambassador was | for my species?

‘| don't understand,” the alien said. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

Therel was, talking to avisitor from the other side of the galaxy who had been speaking English for
just afew weeks and who was speaking it like an expert. |, on the other hand, had been using the
language for more than twenty years and yet | was still having trouble making mysalf understood.

‘What | meant to say,’ | explained sheepishly, ‘wasthat the distance to Lime Street isnothing
compared to the distance you' ve travelled to end up here’

Shenodded. No smilethistime.

‘| see’

There followed along, awkward and humourless silence.

So can you tell me how to get there? the dlien asked hopefully.

‘What? Oh, yes, | sammered, feeing my face redden. ‘ Sorry, it’sjust that | wasn't expecting to...’
‘Towhat?

| didn’t know what to say. Instead | began to direct the alien across town.

‘Take aright, follow the high street until you reach the junction with the road to Fordham. Turn left
and Lime Street isthe second road on your right.’



‘Thank you,” she said and she turned and began to walk away.

‘So how areyou finding it here? | asked, shouting after her. | ingtinctively wanted her to stay alittle
longer. | would have been disappointed if my first conversation with an dien had ended as completely
unrewarding and embarrassing asit had begun.

She turned back and smiled again.

‘“When you say here,’ she began, ‘are you talking about the town or the planet?
‘Either,’ | replied. ‘Both.’

She sighed and thought for amoment before answering.

‘I don’t know how to answer honestly without offending you...” she said.

‘Just offend me then,” | interrupted.

“Your planet isfine, but it'snot what I’ m used to. It'snot my home, isit?

Although her use of theword ‘fine€ annoyed me because it made my planet sound nondescript and
barely adequate, | understood what she was trying to say.

‘Of courseitisn’t,’ | agreed.

‘Don’'t get mewrong, | likewhat I’ ve seen here,” she continued, ‘but I’ d rather be back home.’
“How long will it be before you get back?

‘A year and ahalf, maybe longer.’

‘And how does that make you fedl?

‘Desperate,’ shereplied, before turning and walking away again.

| watched the dien disgppear and thought about her constantly until Joe finally emerged from the
warehouse.

14

By seven o' clock that evening | was restless and bored. The day wasin danger of ending as
dishearteningly lonely and quietly asit had begun. Everyone seemed to have something to do except me.

| wastoo tired and it wastoo late to do any more work at Porter Farm, Rob still hadn’t come back from
wherever it was he' d gone to, Siobhan was visiting her parents and just about everyone else | could think



of were a home with their families. Leaving the rat-race behind seemed to have had a strange and
unexpected sde-effect on my lifein that | had become amidfit of sorts. Without the normaity of aregular
routine to base my lifearound | wasfreeto stay up late or go to bed early or stay out al night or do
pretty much anything | wanted to. Everyone else was il trapped by their responsbilities. Though | was
ddighted with my freedom and lack of restrictions at timeslikethis| felt completely done and out on a
limb.

| decided to go for awalk. | started off wandering through the centre of the village but quickly got
fed-up. The population was il artificialy swollen by holidaymakers and dien-spotters dike. It wastime
to take mysdlf away from it al for awhile. If no-one wanted to be with methen | didn’t want to be with
anyone. It wastimeto be asantisocia as | was beginning to fed.

| walked away from Thatcham and soon found myself wandering a ong the rough coastal path that |
often followed when | ran. | had dlowed my training to dip recently and it had been almost two weeks
sncel’d been out running. | could have run tonight, | thought guiltily. Never mind. | would get up early
tomorrow and run first thing. Well, that wasthe plan...

The sky above me was clear savefor afew light speckles and bands of clouds on the edge of the
horizon. The huge orange sun was just completing its steedy daily descent from high, casting long,
dragging shadows dl around. | stopped walking and looked directly up and then down and out to sea,
following in my mind the path that the dien ship had taken when | had watched it first arrive.

| slently walked on.

Along with therest of theworld | had now had over amonth to get used to the idea of our playing
host to visitors from another planet. Just about everyone else had, however, seemed to have taken to the
role much better than | had. Everyone else had been caught up on an al consuming tidd wave of
euphoriaand excitement. Sowhy did | fed likethe only one 4iill Sitting on the beach paddling up to my
ankles? Although al of theinitid strangeness and uncertainty | had first associated with the presence of
the aliens had quickly disappeared, | till felt distant and unconvinced. While the rest of theworld
welcomed the visitorsinto their homeswith open arms, mine were il firmly crossed in front of me,

| stopped walking again. | sat down on the grassy hillside and stared out over the gently rippling
ocean.

Perhaps | was being too hard on them? After all, it wasn't their fault they were stuck here, wasit?
They hadn't (asfar as| was aware) done anything wrong. | remembered the dien | had spokentoin
Dreighton earlier in the day. She had seemed genuindy sad and remorseful when she' d walked away
from me. Who knows what she might have | eft behind to travel and work in space? | didn’t know
anything about their emotions, relationships, fedings and society and yet it had been clear to mefrom her
words and her manner that the creature in the city needed her home and familiarity asmuch as| did. And
| had to stop calling them creatures. Bloody hell, even the dumbest dien was probably athousand times
more intelligent than any human genius - how insulting and derogatory of me to use aword which made
them sound base and uneducated.

But it still didn’t fed right.

| had to go with my gut reaction, and that gut reaction was saying wait - bide your time - don’t jump
inwith both feet.

I’m astrong believer in gut reaction, and have been ever sncel met Siobhan. | can’t imagine what my
lifewould have been like without her. She was the one who pulled me out of the mire when we lost Mum
and Dad. If it hadn’t been for her strength, love and determination | would have crumbled - no question.



| met her at aparty that | hadn’t wanted to go to. It was at afriend of afriend s house (who |
couldn’'t stand) and | had decided not to go. It was only the promise of afree drink and quick exit after a
few minutes that persuaded me to change my mind. And thank God | did. | remember very little about
that night - just walking into the living room and meeting Siobhan. As soon as| waked into theroom |
focussed on her and didn’t take my eyes off her dl night. | can’t remember what we did or said inthe
first few hourswe were together, | just knew that it was right. The music, lights, drink, dancing and other
digtractions had faded into inggnificance next to her. Thefact that she had arrived at the party with
another man meant nothing. | knew from thefirst second | saw her that we were going to be together.
Gut reaction told me that we would.

One day soon | would finaly pluck up the courage to ask her to marry me.

So what was my ingtinct saying to metonight? 1 lay back on the grass and looked up into the light blue
sky which was beginning to darken as night rapidly approached. | could see athin crescent moon -
amost trand ucent againgt the heavensand | stared &t it for awhile and tried to comprehend itsincredible
distance from me. The furthest distance | had ever run was thirteen miles. Hard to believe that the moon
was over seven million times further away than that. At that moment intime | could completely
understand why the dien in the village had seemed so low and disheartened. Even with the most
advanced form of transport ever seen, they were still an inconceivable distance from everything that
mattered to them.

| stood up and stretched. The wind had picked up and afew small waves had appeared on the
otherwise dill surface of the sea. | watched as small white splashes of foam were kicked up around the
base of the Devil’ s Peak. Since | had arrived in Thatcham | had wanted to hire or even buy alittle boat
sothat | could sail out there and wallow in the peace and isolation that | was sure | would find on the
small rocky idand. Joe Porter once told me that there was asmall cove on the Side of theidand facing
away from the mainland. He told me that he’ d sailed out there with more than one girlfriend and shared
many illicit moonlight rendezvous during hislong and colourful past. The notion of being out there done
(or dmost done) was srangely romantic and gppeding. Imagine being the only living creature for miles
around...

The green and comfortable world around me suddenly seemed amuch smaller place now that the
diens had arrived. They had shown usthat the barriers keeping us confined to our world could be
broken. But at the sametimether arrival had made me think of mysdf from anew perspective. Although
| remained a the centre of my own little world, | knew that | was acompletely inggnificant coginan
unimaginably huge and complex machine.
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Twenty to eight. Monday evening.



| stood next to the wide bay window in my living room and looked down onto the village below. Even
though it waslate and the light was fading the streets were il dive with bustling activity. By thistime of
year Thatcham was usudly silent. | noticed that the leaves on many of thetrees| could see from my
house had begun to show their first sgnsof curling and turning from green to golden-brown. The arriva
of Autumn wasimminent. All of the greenness | could see would be replaced by yelows, oranges and
golds during the next few weeks.

| turned around as Siobhan entered the room. Inside the house was dull and full of evening shadows
and at first | could only see her silhouette. As she walked towards me the fading light coming in through
the window revealed her in dl her beauty. She woretight black jeans and aloose white top which hung
open casudly. Sheknew | was staring at her and she was enjoying the atention. She wasflirting with
me.

‘Okay? she asked.

| nodded and wrapped my arms around her. For afew long seconds | stared deep into her eyes
before kissing her.

‘I'mfine,’ | whispered, nestling my face againgt her soft, smooth cheek. *What about you?

She lifted up my shirt and ran her long fingernails down my back before grabbing hold of my
backside.

‘I"'m not too bad,” she whispered.

Siobhan sat down on the couch and pulled me down next to her. | kissed her again.
‘I loveyou, you know,” | smiled.

‘I know!" shelaughed gently.

| had been with Siobhan for along time now (by my unimpressive sandards) and | till found it hard
to believe that she had chosen to be with me. It wasn't that | thought there was anything particularly
wrong with me, it was just that she was so damn perfect and...

‘Do you want me? she asked, pulling me close and quickly derailing my train of thought. Her breeth
tickled my skin. She knew that she hadn't really needed to ask the question. | always wanted her.

‘I want you,’ | gasped, my excitement rapidly rising. | fumbled clumsily to undo my belt and fly. She
brushed my hands away and undid my trousers hersdlf.

‘Then take me,” she whispered.

| undid the buttons on the front of her blouse and was about to push it back off her shoulders when
shefroze.

‘Shit!” she snapped, suddenly sitting upright. ‘What timeisit?
‘Who cares,’ | mumbled as | continued to undress her.

‘1 do,” sheingsted. ‘Bloody hdl, it' snearly eight.’

‘So?

She gently pushed me away. Fedling suddenly rejected, self-conscious and concerned, | stood and



pulled up my trousers.
‘Sorry, love,” she sighed, smiling as she pulled her blouse back on. ‘I dmost forgot.’
‘Forgot what? | asked, frustrated and desperate to make love.
She reached across for the television remote control and switched on the set. My heart sank.
“You must bejoking,’ | protested. ‘Y ou’ d rather watch some stupid programme than...’
‘It' snot astupid programme. Bloody hell, you have forgotten, haven't you?
| shrugged my shoulders.
‘I must have. Haven't got a clue what you' re talking about.’
‘Comeon,” shesmiled, ‘we can try again at half-past. We need to watch this. It'simportant.’

As| wandered over to the window redisation suddenly dawned. Monday night, eight o’ clock. It was
timefor ‘Vigtor Updat€ . | gazed down into the suddenly silent village and cursed the bloody diensyet

again.

Vistor Update was shown in every conceivable language in every country. Its purpose wasto
educate the population in al aspects of dienlife. Their biology, psychology, history, sociology and just
about everything else was covered in handy haf-hour blocks. In the short timethat it had been on screen
the programme had gathered afollowing which bordered on the fanatical. Even | usudly watched it. |
didn’t know of anyonewho hadn’t seenit.

Don't get me wrong, the programme was dways interesting and useful, but | couldn’t understand why
it was so popular, and why the rest of the week seemed now to be planned around eight o’ clock on
Mondays. Given the choice between watching haf an hour of aien home movies and making love with
Siobhan, | knew which | would have preferred. But she was hooked. She hung on every last second of
footage, like just about everyone el se seemed to.

Tonight | couldn’t bring mysdlf to look at the screen. | went out to the kitchen and made adrink.

| stood in the living room doorway watching Siobhan as the kettle boiled. She was half-dressed and
completely transfixed. Eventually she sensed that | was watching her.

‘Comeon,” she sighed, looking over her shoulder.  Come and sit with me.’

‘“Wouldn’t you rather | waited until your programme had finished, | replied sarcadticaly.

Her face dropped.

‘Don’t belikethat. Y ou know I'd rather...’

‘Rather what? Watch atelevison programme than make love with me?

‘But it'snot just any old programme, isit? Thisisimportant. Thisaffectsal of us’

‘S0 put atape in the video recorder, record the fucking thing and let it affect uslater on then.’
She shook her head sadlly.

‘Comeon, shesaid again. ‘ Sit down.’



The kettle was boiling. | went out and made the drinks.

| stood aonein the kitchen and fumed silently to mysalf. She had me wrapped around her little finger
and she knew it. | wanted sex with my girlfriend now, was that too much to ask when she obvioudy
wanted it too? | didn’t want to sit through half an hour of bloody dien propaganda and then have sex
with her. But the worst thing was, as desperate and pathetic as it might have sounded, | knew that |
would have sat through aweek of bloody propagandaif | knew that making love with Siobhan would
follow.

Caming mysdf down (it wasn't redly her fault) | went back into the living room and sat down next to
her. She shuffled hersaf around and lay across my lap. She pushed herself up against meand | revelled in
the warm caress of her delicate body on mine. Having her this close was soothing and reassuring.

Oh Chrig, | thought, what’ s the matter with me? Why do | fed so out on alimb? Am | that
untrusting? Why couldn’t | just it back and accept the situation in the same way that everyone else had?
Thefact that | didn't share everyone elsg' s utter fascination with the dienswas redlly starting to bother
me. | felt likel was building up awal between mysdf and therest of the world.

I”’d missed the firgt five minutes of the programme but | hadn’t missed much. A report from Dreighton
and some footage from the dien homeworld, but nothing that | hadn’t seen before. The next haf-hour
dragged.

By the time the programme had finished the faint light in the room had disappeared dmost completely.
Siobhan got up and switched off the television, plunging the room into a deep, murky darkness. She
walked back towards me and | knew that she was undressing. | took off my shirt and, for the second
time in an hour, undid my trousers. Shelay down on top of me and my excitement rose as| felt her
naked body on top of mine.

‘Still want me? she asked.

| didn’t answer. Wrapping my arms around her | rolled off the sofa, reversing our positions so that
shelay on the carpet with me on top. She took hold of me and gently guided meinto her.

‘I loveyou,” | whispered.

‘I loveyou too,” she hissed in reply. ‘Now fuck me.’

Three-quarters of an hour later we lay on the floor together, tired, naked and completely fulfilled.

| was starting to fall adeep. | couldn’t help it. Siobhan seemed to have ten timesthe energy | did
tonight. She buried her face on my bare chest and kissed and nibbled my skin.

| wasfilled with afeding of overpowering warmth, security and comfort, the likes of which I’d only
known since Siobhan had walked into my life. There had been long, dark daysjust afew months earlier
when | had thought that there would never be anything positivein my life again. Dayswhen | had
envisaged spending the rest of my time adone, never wanting to leave the sllent isolation of my home. But
Siobhan had aways been waiting for me in the next room or at the other end of the phone, and | knew
that al of the credit for dragging me back from the edge of the darkest abyssimaginable belonged to the
wonderful girl restinginmy arms.



‘Let me ask you aquestion,” she asked suddenly.
‘Goon, | replied, forcing myself to wake up alittle.

‘If you had the chanceto travel to the dien planet, would you go?

‘Return trip or one way?

‘Oneway.’

‘A would you be going with me?

‘Forget about me, thisis hypothetical .’
‘Doesn’'t matter. | can’t forget about you.’
She playfully thumped my chest.

‘Just answer the question, will you?

‘I"d liketo go, but only if | could come back. And like | said, I’m not going anywhere unlessyou're
goingwithme’

How could | turn down the opportunity to travel through space? But on the other hand, was there any

point in going? | had everything | wanted in Thatcham. More to the point, | had everything | wanted lying
intheliving room with me.

| ill couldn’t believe that | had Siobhan.
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It wasimpossible not to learn about the aliens. Their power and technology seemed limitless (except, it
seemed, when it came to getting home) as did the amount of information available about them. | must
have heard a thousand and one facts about them, but | only bothered to remember a handful.

Thefootage we saw of the homeworld on Visitor Update was reassuringly familiar in many respects.
The planet had rolling seas, lush forests and huge open plains. The cities seemed clean and well-ordered.
Family homes were spacious and comfortable.

The dien familiesthemsaves were Smilar to our own in some respects, but vastly different in others.
Thefamily group itsalf on the homeworld was considerably more extended than our own, with three
generations living together under the same roof. There were two sexes (as| had supposed). Promiscuity,
however, was unheard of. When an dien found a partner (and once the partnership had been given
gpprova by the edest femalein the family) the two would be married in asmple ceremony and then
mate. And every time they mated, bizarrely, there would be atwo-way exchange of genetic information.
The upshot of thisbiologica quirk wasthat, over time, one alien began to assume the characteristics of
the other. Any resultant offspring would, therefore, be dmost identical to both parents. As generation
after generation had come together in thisway it had resulted in alack of any strong variation throughout
the entire race. Therewere no *black’ or ‘white’ diens, there were just diens.

Their genetic quirks did not end there. Once their generd schooling was complete, the dienswere
genetically assessed. Thelr potentid skill levels were then matched with any prevaent socia, moral and
economic need to decide upon their required vocetion. In essence, therefore, it was their biological and
emotiona make up that decided the path their lives would take, not any persond choice.

Having such an incredible understanding of their genes and their bodiesin generd, the dienswere,
unbelievably, ableto caculate their projected date of deeth (accidents and errors and omissions
excepted, of course). The length of their working lives would be calculated accordingly so that there was
afar and equa opportunity for each one of them to enjoy afixed-length retirement before passing away.
| found that concept particularly hard to comprehend. How would | fed knowing the date of my death?
Or knowing exactly how many working days | had before | could stop and rest? Such cold precision and
knowledge would do me far more harm than good. | now preferred to do nothing for alivingand |
enjoyed the luxury of being able to get up and not have a clue what | was going to do or where | was
going to go. | thrived on the new-found spontaneity of my life.
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At saven-thirty on Tuesday evening Rob brought an dien home with him. He' d been shopping in
Dreighton when hel d met the visitor. The novelty of their unexpected arrival on our planet and their
unusua appearance had long since worn off, but | still found it difficult to come to termswith the fact that
an alien had just walked through my front door.

‘Thisisafriend of mine, Tom,” Rob said as he introduced meto the tall and gangly figure standing
next to him. ‘| met himwhile | wasin town. | didn’t think you'd mind if he came back for adrink and
something to eat.’

‘Pleased to meet you,’ the visitor said, confidently reaching out aspindly hand in front of him. | took
hold of it and shook it firmly, staring down as the long extended fingers wrapped around my hand and
wrigt. ‘1 hope you don’t mind my being here...

| shook my head.

‘No, it'sfine...” | mumbled, till shocked.

“You okay? Rob asked, immediately picking up on my obvious unease and surprise.
‘Fine,’ | replied.

| redlly didn’'t mind the visitor being there, | wasjust struggling to get over the sudden shock of the
unannounced arrival. It would have been okay if I'd had alittle time to prepare. It was one thing seeing
the diens on television and even passing them in the Street, but in my halway...?

‘Thereyou go,” Rob said to hisnew friend. ‘ Told you he' d make you welcome!’

The three of us stood there for afew long seconds in an uncomfortable, avkward silence. Asthe host
(no matter how surprised or unwilling) | took it upon myself to try and break theice. | sood to one side
S0 that the dien had aclear view through to the living room.

‘Go onthrough,’ | said, gesturing deeper into the house.

Rob led the alien down the halway. Ignorant to hisarrival, Siobhan stepped out of the kitchen justin
time to see our guest’ swiry frame disappear through the living room door.

‘Wasthat...? she began to ask.
| nodded.
‘Certainly was. Rob brought him back with him from...’

| didn’t bother to finish my sentence because it was obvious that Siobhan was't listening. Like one of
the children of Hamlin following the Pied Piper she quickly wandered down the hal and peered round
into the living room. | followed at a cautious distance. By thetime | had reached the three of them the
introductions were aready being made.



‘Thisis Siobhan,” Rob said. * She' sTom’ s girlfriend. Bloody beautiful, isn't she? Christ knows what
she seesin my brother...

‘Shemust like him,’ thedien said quietly and factualy, completely misunderstanding Rob' s pathetic
attempt a being funny.

‘Hello,” Siobhan mumbled, uncharacterigticaly timidly. She squirmed and smiled like an embarrassed
teenager being introduced to their favourite pop Star.

‘So what’syour name? | asked from the doorway. A perfectly reasonable question.
‘| can’t say it,” Rob replied.

Thedlien turned round to look a me.

“Y ou wouldn't be able to pronounceit.’

‘“Try me,; | snapped. | didn’t like being told that | wouldn't be able to do something by anyone,
certainly not by an dien.

Rob seemed to pick up on my irritation and immediately did his best to try and diffuse the Situation.
‘I’ ve been cdling him John,” he said. *Y ou don’t mind that, do you John?

‘John’ shook his bulbous head.

‘I don’'t mind. It doesn't really matter. Popular name, isn't it?

‘Used to be the most popular name,” Siobhan said.

The dien managed athin-lipped amile.

‘Thought s0.’

‘Why? asked Rob.

‘Because alot of my friends have been given human names by the people they’ ve met. Not including
me | know of seventeen Johns, four Stevens, three Christophers and one Thomas!”

That redlly annoyed me. | didn’t know why, but it did.

‘Who wantsadrink? | grumbled.

‘Beersfor ustwo please, Tom,” Rob answered.

‘And me,’ added Siobhan.

‘Can you have beer? | asked, nodding in the general direction of the alien.
‘I’'m old enough, if that’swhat you mean,” he replied, deadpan.

The supercilioustone of hisvoicewasinfuriating. | couldn’t tell if hewas intentionaly trying towind

me up or whether hewas just doing it by chance. | walked out to the kitchen and fetched four bottles of
beer.

By thetime | returned to the living room the others had dragged three chairs out onto the front lawn. |



grabbed another one (nice of them to think of me) and sat down next to Siobhan before passing the
drinks around.

‘S0, how are you enjoying yoursdlf here? Sobhan asked the dien. Although she was Sitting just
inches away from me she had managed to angle hersalf so that al | could see was her back. * Areyou
getting used to being here yet?

| watched John the dlien and smiled inwardly as he struggled to open his bottle of beer with those
long, dender fingers. Siobhan reached across, took the drink and did it for him.

‘ wouldn't say I'm enjoying it, he answered, sniffing and cautiously sipping hisbeer. ‘It' sadequate
for now.’

He shuffled in his seat, looking ditinctly uncomfortable. His body wastoo long for the sedt.
‘Looking forward to getting back?

‘Of course| am.’

“You must misshome,” Siobhan continued.

‘1 do,” hereplied. ‘| knew | was going to be away for along time, but thisis going to take much
longer than any of us expected.’

*So what exactly happened? | asked.
‘What? Happened when?

“When you were out there on your ship. | can’t imagine what could have happened to cripple
something as big and complex asyour ship.’

“We were mining minerasin an asteroid field and we were hit by debris.’

‘Debrid’ | exclaimed. ‘ Fucking hell, must have been abloody big bit of debristo do so much
damage’

He fixed his baby-blue eyes on mine.
‘ltwas’

Hisvoicewasicy cold and devoid of al emotion. Although | had no way of knowing whether the
diensnormally used the same expression and intonation in their voices aswe did, | sensed that was his
way of telling meto piss off.

Whilel stared at the alien and wished that he would fuck off back to wherever it wasthat he had
come from, Rob and Siobhan continued to bombard him with a barrage of questions.

‘So how did you fedl when you stepped out of the ship? Siobhan wondered. ‘What were your first
impressons?

‘Firgt impressions of what?
‘Of everything. What did you think of the planet, our cities, our people?

He thought carefully for afew moments and finished his beer. He was drinking at an impressive



speed. | had only just started mine.
“If I'm honest,” he began, ‘arriving here was avery strange experience.’
‘Strange? | asked. ‘In what way?
He thought again before replying.

‘Strangein that being hereislike being in aliving history book. There are some mgor differences
between our planets and our people, but generaly your technology and way of living issmilar to the
standards we had on our planet aconsiderable time ago...’

“When you say considerable,” | interrupted, ‘just how long are we talking about?
“Y ou are about three hundred years behind us.’

“You'rethat far ahead? Siobhan gasped.

‘We'rethat far behind? | mumbled.

He nodded.

‘Approximately.’

A moment of silence passed whilewe dl individualy stopped to consider the alien’ s apparent
superiority over our race.

‘So what did you do on your ship? Rob asked, effortlessly restarting a conversation which | silently
hoped had finished.

‘1 worked in the Storage and Gradation team. | looked after the machines that graded the ore before
it was passed to the refinery.’

‘Therefinery? | said, surprised. ‘Bloody hell, just what did you do on that ship? | thought you just
mined for whatever it was you needed and transported it back to your planet.’

He shook his head.

‘Because we d used up pretty much dl of our planet’ s resources we had to start mining further and
further afield. And because of the length of timeit took usto travel to these places, we prepared the ore
en route so that it was ready for use when we got back home. That also avoided polluting the planet with
the by-products of our operations.’

‘So you just polluted space instead? | snapped.
He nodded again.
‘That'sright.’

*So how did you do it? How did you mine? Did you have machines with hammers and pickaxes
or...?

“We took most of our minerals from asteroids and small moons. We d locate the source, attach the
ship to it and then extract whatever it was that we needed to take.’

“Y ou mined asteroids? Rob asked, his eyeslike saucers. * Jesus, how dangerousisthat?



‘ Dangerous enough to mean that I’ m sitting here with you tonight,” he replied. ‘ The asteroid we were
working on had an undetected flaw. Our machines tapped into the wrong place and the whole mass
disntegrated.’

'Disintegrated? | pressed.

‘Exploded, he explained. ‘ That’ swhere the debris | was talking about came from. It damaged the
engines and breached the hull.’

| nodded and thought for a second.

‘So where exactly did you stand on board? | then asked. He didn't answer immediately - did he
think | was asking where he physically stood on the ship? | eaborated. * There are about three hundred
and seventy of you here, right?

‘Correct.’

So how far up in the chain of command are you? Do you St at the cagptain’ stable or areyou...?
‘Am | what?

‘Bottom of the heap?

He shook his head.

‘We don’t have rankings as such in our society, thereisn't any need. | wastrained to domy job and |
did it to the best of my abilities, as did the pilots, the technicians and the maintenance staff.’

‘So who'sfault wasit that your ship got damaged?
‘No-on€e sfault. It was afreak accident.’

“ Shouldn’t you have been prepared for freak accidentsif you were dl so highly trained and
effective?

| was conscious that both Rob and Siobhan were glaring at me but | wasn't interested in anything they
felt or had to say. | wasn't particularly interested in what the dien had to say dther. | just found myslf
feding particularly territoria and awkward.

‘It was afreak accident,” he repeated quietly.

| didn’t believe him. How could they have been so advanced and yet have left themsalves so
exposed? Surely they must have had contingency plans and safety measures to prevent such accidents
from happening? Or perhaps | wasjust being overly critica for no better reason that | didn’t likethis
dien. Or any dien for that matter. More to the point, it wasn't that | didn’t like them, it wasjust that |
couldn’t be bothered with them. | resented the fact that to everyone else | knew, these uninvited guests
had suddenly become the be-all and end-all at the expense of absolutely everything else.

‘Do you likewhat you do? | wondered. Now | was the one asking the incessant stream of
questions.

‘There’sno point liking or didiking it, isthere? hereplied. ‘It swhat | wastrained to do. It swhat |
awaysknew | would be doing. | know everything thereisto know about my job...’

‘ And you know exactly how long you'll be doing it for, don’t you?



‘That'sright.’
‘But don't you ever yearn to do anything else?
‘No.’

‘Haven't you ever looked at the bloke who lives next door to you and felt like you wanted to do what
he does? Or have you ever liked thelook of someone else’ swife or house and...’

‘I’m not even going to bother answering your questions. I’ ve aready told you the answers.’
‘Isthere anyone you don't like? | pressed.
‘My race or dien? he sneered.

“Your race,’ | sneered back. ‘Alien.’

He shook his head.

‘No-one.’

‘Any one ever pissed you off?

‘Pissed me of f?

‘Got on your nerves?

‘You'rethefirst for awhile’

‘Any of your kind?

‘No.’

‘So you livein this perfect world where everyone gets on and there' s no resentment and no
discrimination and...’

‘Giveitarest, Tom,” pleaded Siobhan. | ignored her.
‘...and you al do everything for the good of everyone...’
‘“What’ syour point? Rob butted in.

‘My pointis| find it hard to believe any of thisbullshit.’

‘Believe what you want to believe,” the dlien said softly. ‘ The fact isit’ strue. We work together
because it isthe collective effort of each one of usthat keepsthe structure of our society intact. We are
dlequd’

‘Do you fed superior? | asked.

‘ Superior to what?

‘Us.

He thought carefully for amoment, ill staring at me with those piercing blue eyes.

‘Yes’ hesad smply.



Conceited bastard, | thought. | got up from my chair and went to fetch more beer. | could feel Rob
and Siobhan’ smood physicdly lift as| walked away. | guessthat if | had been inthe dlien’ s shoesthen |
would have probably felt the same way about our backward society as he did. But thiswas my
backward society and my homeand | loved it. How dare he think himself above us? Technica
knowledge and skill wasnot al that success and advancement was measurable by. What did hiskind
know about art and music and other, less regimented pursuits?

| could hear the conversation continuing outsde without me.

‘S0, Rob asked, seemingly unaffected by my outburst and my exit, ‘tell usmore, will you? If
everything's so structured back where you are, how do you ded with illnesses and accidents?

‘Wedon't haveillnesses,” hereplied.

‘What?

‘We ve eradicated them all.’

‘How?

‘Remember your computer revolution when the silicon chip was invented?
“Yes, why? Rob answered.

‘That was a fundamental technologica change that enabled athousand other technologies to advance,
wasn't it? About fifty years ago we entered asimilar kind of phase on our planet.’

‘How do you mean?
“We made adiscovery that changed everything.’
‘What discovery?

“We discovered how to take apart and reassemble the smallest atoms and electrons. We' re able to
modify them, control them, change them, rearrange them, destroy them, create them...’

‘Jesus...” Siobhan whispered.

* And once you have the ability to do dl of that,” the alien continued, ‘you can look at everythingina
new way. Y ou' re able to do just about anything.’

‘Such as?

“Y ou mentioned medicine? We can now ook at our bodiesin awhole new light. We can break things
down to the very lowest level imaginable. In the same way that you might repair acomplicated computer
network with asingle new chip or achange of software, we can repair our bodies by forgetting about
limbs and bones and organs and thinking in terms of individud cells’

‘1 don't follow,” Siobhan mumbled, aready fedling the effect of her first bottle of beer.
‘A diseased cell was probably once ahedthy cell, agree?

She nodded.

‘Yeah...



‘So what we' re ableto do isreverse the process that caused the cell to become diseased. We can
rearrange the component parts of the cell in order to return it to a hedlthy state. By learning the precise
role of the smallest parts of even the smallest atoms of the smallest cdllsit’ s been possible for usto
identify and isolate the base cause of every physical problem. And as our technology has continued to
improve, SO we' ve been able to cure those problems and, eventudly, prevent them from happening in the
firg place’

‘So what are you saying? | asked, entering the room in much the same mood as | had beeninwhen |
had | ft.

‘What do you mean? the dien sSghed, obvioudy tiring of me.
‘Doesthismake you dl powerful ?

Y ou could say that. There' svery little that we can't do...’

‘So why do you die?

‘Becauseit’s part of the plan. There hasto be progression.’
“Why bother? Y ou dl ook the same, there doesn’t seem to be much progression to me...’
‘Bodies age...’

‘So reverse the ageing process.’

He shook his head.

‘We have very gtrict ethicsthat control the use of thistechnology.’
‘Areyou controlled?

‘No.’

“Y ou mention computers - you can erase acomputer’ s memory and reprogram it. From what you say
it sounds asif you're able to do that with your memories and brains.’

‘The technology exigts, yes!’
‘S0 you could delete memories, change persondlities, suppress emotions...’
“We could, but wedon't.’

“Y ou're programmed to tow theline, aren’t you? Y ou don’t deviate from what you' ve been ordained
to do because you' ve been programmed not to.’

‘Thisisbollocks,” spat Rob.

‘Noitisn't, | protested. ‘ Come on, can you tell me with any certainty that no-one' s messed with
your mind? Are you sure that you' re not just aworker drone that’ s been sent out into space to do the
work of who knowswhat?

‘It just wouldn’t happen,’ the visitor Sghed. ‘ Listen to yourself, will you? Y ou’ re talking about ‘ us
and ‘them’ al thetime. In our society we only talk about us. Everything is done for the common good.’

‘It sal wrong,’ | indgsted. ‘It sall fucking wrong. Y ou' re talking about a technology that alowsyou to



control everything - even the most basic thought processes.’

I noticed that Rob and Siobhan were looking at each other. They appeared awvkward and
uncomfortable. | felt frustrated and angry, but | was't completely sure why. | was getting nowhere and
al it was doing was winding the others up.

| got up, walked to the end of the garden and stared out over the calm, dark sea. A brisk, cold wind
blew in from the coast and chilled meto the core.

Thethingsthat | had heard that evening rattled round and round my head for hours. | couldn’t deep.
Sobhan lay in bed with her back to me, deeping soundly. | had really pissed her off with my behaviour
tonight. She hadn’t spoken to me since the dien had | ft the house just after midnight.

| just couldn’t accept what I’ d been told. The dien had asked usto believe that he came from some
utopian paradise billions of miles away - a place where people lived predestined lives without question or
complaint; a place where individuals worked together selflesdy for the common good. Someone once
sad that we only see things from our own perspective. | could only base my judgement on what | knew
of mysdlf and the rest of the human race, and that experience made me doubt that this paradise could
ever have existed. What about character and personality? What about creativity and spontaneity? None
of those qualities could possibly have been alowed to exist on the alien homeworld. Such attributes
would only serveto disturb the precious status quo.

If what | had heard was true then the options were limited. Either this place was a shining exampleto
the rest of the universe, acold, anodyne hell that no-onein their right minds would want anything to do
with, or it was Smply the most dangerous mind-fuck in existence. My gut reaction wasthat thisalien
‘John’ and the rest of hisblissfully happy species were being controlled like puppets by some godlike
being who's purpose | didn’t even want to think about.
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October.
Autumn had arrived with avengeance.

The days were shorter and the nights longer and the temperature had begun to plummet. | lay in bed
with Siobhan deeping soundly next to me. | wasrestless. I’d drifted in and out of deep afew timesbut
hadn’t been able to properly lose consciousness. It was one of those endless dark nights where
everything and nothing ran round and around my mind congtantly. Without thinking of anything muchin
particular | had managed to keep myself awake until just after three 0’ clock. The cool night air wasicy
cold. I shuffled closer to Siobhan and wrapped my arms carefully around her.



It was hard to believe that the aliens had been among us for the best part of three months now. It was
even harder to believe that Mum and Dad had been gone for dmost haf ayear.

If I was perfectly honest with myself and put aside my own persona fedings and misgivings, then it felt
asif thediens had been with us for much, much longer. They had become such an accepted and
integrated part of society that it was difficult now to try and remember what things had been like before
they’d arrived.

Although they seemed to have passed by in amatter of moments (certainly much quicker than the
dark dragging hours had tonight) our first months together had been more than long enough for the first
tangible benefits of our mutua existence to become evident. It didn’t matter what | thought of the diens
(and, to be honest, | il didn’t think much of them) there was no denying that we as arace had benefited
greatly from their experience and expertise. The truth of the matter had been brought home to me aweek
or o eaxlier when I"d found mysdlf watching live televison coverage of man' sfirst landing on Mars.
Okay, so the distance to the red planet was nothing compared to the vast distances the diens had
travelled, but no human had ever been further away from home. It was amonumentally important new
beginning for mankind. Y ears ahead of previous schedules and predictions, the trip had been madein a
vessel which had once been an ordinary, run-of-the-mill space shuttle. By the time our dien advisors and
human technicians had finished redesigning, cannibalising and rebuilding the machine it was ableto take
off, fly and land completely unasssted like aconventiona plane. Once white and bulky but now smooth,
deek and black, the ship could cruise effortlesdy at incredible speeds which, just weeks earlier, we had
only ever dreamed of.

Thisyear the summer had been particularly harsh and dry. Elsewhere in the world the landscape and
whole populations had been al but destroyed by high temperatures and virtually non-existent rainfal.
Now, with the help of dien technology, previoudy lifdessfields had begun to flower and to flourish again.
I’d heard reportsthat in one of the driest parts of Africa, awater manufacturing plant had just been
opened and avast man-made |ake had dready been filled. In the short time that the aliens had been with
us, they seemed to have changed the face of the planet more than we had done in the last hundred years.

| rolled onto my back and stretched. Siobhan stirred next to me. She mumbled something and then
reached across and ran her outstretched hand over my chest. She stroked me tenderly for afew seconds
before moving her hand further down and gently grabbing hold of my bals. | was erect in seconds, and
completely awake in microseconds.

“You are the sexiest woman dive,’ | groaned as she took me in her mouth and began to suck and
lick.

‘I know!” shetried to say with her mouth full of me.

Wefucked for dmost an hour. Ravaging each other like animals, scratching and biting each other’s
naked flesh, diding into position after position until we were too exhausted to carry on.

When we d finished Siobhan silently rolled over and, still sweating and panting like adog, | wrapped
my arms around her and pressed my face againgt hers. Within seconds | was adeep. Completdly satisfied
and blissfully happy.



Part |11
ACCEPTANCE
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Sunday morning. Cold, dull and uneventful. With Siobhan working | drove acrosstown to see Clare. It
was Penny’ s birthday and | had acard and present for her.

In stark contrast to the summer just ended, the village now appeared almost deserted. The vast
invading armies of tourists and journdists had al but disgppeared as the holiday season had findly ended
and dso asthe diens had begun to travel outwards and the phenomenon of their arrival had no longer
been redtricted to my home village and the few towns surrounding.

| found Penny and Clare together at their home. | had expected to see other people there asit was
Penny’ s birthday but the house was strangely quiet. As| stood at the door al that | could hear wasthe
distant crash of rolling waves hitting the rocky shore. The smdll of the seahung heavily inthe grey air.

Much as shetried to hide it from Penny, it was obvious as soon as | wasinsdethat Clare was upset.
Sdfishly | thought about truncating my visit and quickly heading back home but my conscience got the
better of me. | could sense that my friend needed to talk. She stood therein silence at first, just watching
her daughter happily playing with her birthday presents. Whatever it was that wastroubling Clare, she
had obvioudy doneall that she could to keep her fedlings hidden from Penny.

‘Sowhat'sup? | asked as| sat down on the sofanext to her.
She shrugged her shoulders and looked away.

‘Nothing, why?

Here we go again, same old bullshit, | thought.

‘Comeon,’ | sghed. ‘Y ou do thisto me every time. It's bloody obvious you' re upset. So are you
going to talk to me about it or should | just piss off back home now...7

‘Don’'t have ago a me,’ she sniffed.



‘I'mnot. I'mtrying to help, that'sall...’

‘But there s nothing you can do.’

‘Try me’

‘There snothing.’

‘“Try me,’ | said again.

‘It simpossible. Y ou can't be adad for Penny, can you?

| had guessed that whatever was wrong would have been connected to Bill, Clare’ s estranged
husband. That man (in the loosest possible sense of the word) deserved nothing more than to have seven
shades of shit beaten out of him. And | would happily have doneit for doing what he did to Clare and
Penny. No matter what hisreasonswere | couldn’t forgive him. | had never seen anyone suffer as much
asmy precious friend had during those first few days, weeks and months since the bastard had walked
out on her.

‘So what's he done now,’ | asked dutifully.

‘It swhat he hasn’t done,” shereplied, her voice beginning to waver with emotion.
‘What d’you mean?

“Y ou’' ve made the effort to come and see Penny on her birthday, haven't you?
Vs’

Y ou’ ve brought apresent and acard...’

‘Yes’' | said again.

‘Wl that’ s more than that fucker has!’

“You can't be serious, | said, genuingly appalled. ‘ For Christ’s sake, she' shisonly child. You'd have
thought he'd...

| didn’t bother to finish my sentence. The desperate, empty look on Clare sface said it all.

‘I know..." she sighed. Shetook a deep, unsteady breath and | watched as her tired eyesfilled with
heavy tears. She tried to nonchaantly and discreetly brush them away but it wastoo late.

‘Have you heard anything from him?

‘1 phoned him up last week to ask him what time he was going to come over and see her...
‘And...7

* And do you know what the bastard said? she sobbed.

‘What?

‘He asked me what he needed to come round for. | told him it was Penny’ s birthday and he started to
backtrack and apologise and...’



‘It sokay,” | said softly, passing her atissue.
She cleared her throat and continued.

‘He said that he had something on and that he wouldn't be able to come over. He said he'd try and
makeit at Christmas.’

‘So what did you say?

‘| told him that if he was too busy to come and see her on her birthday then he could fuck off at
Christmeas.’

‘And what did he say to that?

‘Don’t know. | hung up.’

‘And you haven't heard anything from him?
‘I found thisthismorning.’

She reached down and picked up aragged brown envelope from where it lay discarded on her low
coffee table. There was atypewritten name and address on the front which had been scribbled out with a
biro. ‘Penny’ had been scrawled just above the address.

‘What wasin it?

‘A card and aten pound note,” shereplied.

‘And how’ s Penny taken it?

Clare shrugged her shoulders and wiped her eyes again.

‘Aswel as she could do, al things consdered. She' s got used to not having him around now but it
gill hurts. | tell you, Tom, | sat there this morning and watched her looking out of the window for over an
hour waiting for him to turn up. She thought he' d be coming back to see her...

‘Bastard,” | muttered under my breath.

In the days, weeks and months since the diens had arrived virtually everyone slives had been
affected to some degree. Everything seemed to have somehow changed now that the boundariesthat had
previoudy restricted us had suddenly disappeared. But Clare slife hadn't changed at dl. Beforethe
dienshad arrived her soleam in life had been looking after her little girl and providing for her. Today that
am remained exactly the same. My other close friendslike James (and Rob and Siobhan to an extent)
along with, it seemed, pretty much everyone ese, had let themsalves be carried away on the crest of a
wave of euphoriaand excitement. | was beginning to wonder where | stood in the newly defined overdl
schemeof things.

The atmosphere in the room was as cold and grey as the miserable day outside. | had two choices;
do something about it or leave. Much asleaving seemed to be the easier option, | owed it to Penny and
Clareto Stay.

‘Right then,” | said, standing up and stretching. ‘ Pizza, burger or chips?

‘“What? Clare mumbled.



‘Burger and chips!” Penny yelped.
Claregtared & me quizzicaly.

‘| can’t leave you two ladies trapped inside on aday like today now, can I?'Y ou need to get out, and
you need to get out now.’

She obvioudy wasn't in the mood to go anywhere. Penny, on the other hand, obvioudy was.

Threelong hourslater it was over.

Three long, loud hours sat in a Day-Glo burger bar on the sea front watching the rain drip down the
windows.

Penny loved it. Clareand | hated it.

Asfar as| was concerned our trip out had the desired effect. It took Clare away from her home and
digtracted her from her painful thoughts and memories for awhile. Penny remained in blissful ignorance of
her mother’ s pain and that was dl that Clare had wanted.

It had been an unexpected and somewhat surreal Sunday afternoon. Greasy junk food, plastic cutlery
and Styrofoam packages were the order of the day and Penny wouldn’t have had it any other way. |
didn’'t know what they made of it (either theritual of the takeaway or the nutrition-free food itself) but
four diens sat at atable nearby esting quietly. They had travelled billions of milesand, surely, they had
witnessed countless incredible sights and experiences dong the way. What they thought of dittingina
burger bar in Thatcham on awet Sunday afternoon | could not even begin to imagine.
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| dropped Penny and Clare off at their place and was back home by half-past six. Rob was at the
cottage with that damn aien again. He and Rob had become quite close since they’ d met back in August
but | just couldn’t warm to him. It was more than the fact that he was an dien - there was something
about himthat | redlly didn’t like. | had spoken to him on severa occasions - once or twice at length -
and we had discussed many different topics. We' d talked about families, technology, homes, hobbies,
gport and even war. Regardless of dl that I’ d learned about him | till felt the same distrust and didike
today as|’d felt thefirst time |’ d set eyes on the bastard.

‘Where you been? Rob grunted as | closed the front door and took off my jacket.

‘Out with Clare, why?



‘ Siobhan’ s been on the phone for you.’

‘Oh, right. Does she want meto call her back orisshe...’

‘| think you should call her,” Rob said, cutting across me.

‘Did she say whether she's...’

| stopped taking when the alien appeared in the hallway from the living room.

‘Evening, Tom,” he said in hislow, monotonous voice. He sounded like Mr Franks, the maths teacher
who had made my life hell when | wasthirteen. Maybe that waswhy | didn’t like him?

‘Evening,’ | replied, my voice as curt and abrasive as | could make it sound with asingle word.
‘Had agood day? he asked as he walked towards me.

‘Fine,’ | snapped as| neatly side-stepped him and went into the kitchen. What I’ d really wanted to
say was ‘it'snone of your fucking business’ but | didn’t.

| glanced over my shoulder and, to my relief, saw that Rob and his friend were heading back towards
theliving room. | filled up the kettle and, as | waited for it to bail, | picked up the phone to spesk to
Siobhan.

It rang out five or six times before she answered.

‘Hello? aquiet, distant voice said.

“Hi, it sme. How you doing? | said, suddenly feeling more dive and awake than | had done dl day.
‘Do you give adamn how I’m doing?

For asecond | could think of nothing to say.

‘What? | eventudly mumbled.

‘| said do you give afucking damn how I’'m doing?

‘Of course | do. Look, what’sthe...’

‘I don't think you do. Christ, it’' s been so long since you bothered to speak to me that | was starting
to think you' d forgotten | existed. Thought you’ d found someone better to spend you time with...’

There were such unexpected levels of anger, bitterness and unwarranted accusation in my girlfriend’'s
voicethat | found mysdf having red difficulty trying to respond.

‘What are you talking about? | stammered. * Of course | haven't forgotten about you. We went out
on Wednesday, didn't we?| called you yesterday...’

‘| wasn't there.’
‘That wasn't my fault.’

| frantically checked and rechecked over the events of the last few daysin my mind to make sure |
hadn’t missed anything important. Her birthday wasin April. It wasn't Chrisimas. It wasn't Vaenting's
Day. | wasat aloss. But my memory had served mewell. | had taken her to the pub on Wednesday



night. We' d had abar meal and then stayed on for afew drinks.
“Y ou should have caled me again. Y ou should have kept trying.’
“You could have cdled me,’ | protested.
‘| shouldn’t haveto.’

Again | struggled to comprehend the garbage that was coming from Siobhan’s mouth. Shewas
normally so cam and level-headed. We' d been gpart for longer recently, so why was she making such a
fuss about the last few daysin particular? | thought our relationship was stronger and more solid than
that.

‘Look,” | began, keen to hear some kind of explanation from her, ‘I don’t know what the matter is.
Am | supposed to have done something? | was going to try and call you this afternoon but...”

‘But what? she demanded, interrupting. ‘ Couldn’t you be bothered? Had you got something better to
do? Something more important...?

‘No. Fucking hell, you' re more important to me than anything else, you know that.’
‘Dol?

‘Of courseyou do. | loveyou.’

‘Doyou?

“You know | do. Look, have | done something wrong? Have | forgotten something | should have
remembered? If | havethen I’m sorry, but...’

Rather than bother to listen to what | had to say, Siobhan instead chose to ignore me.
‘Where were you this afternoon? she asked, her voice cold and uncharacterigticaly stern.
‘What?

‘Comeon, | asked you where you were this afternoon? she repeated angrily. ‘1 know you weren't at
home because | cdled you. And | didn't just call you once, | tried abouit fifteen fucking timesand | ill
couldn’t get an answer. | came over but the house was empty...”

‘Look, I...
‘“Where were you? she screamed.

She'slogt it, | thought, completely lost the fucking plot. Why should | stand here and listen to this?
Just because we were going out together didn’t give her theright to know my every move.

‘Doesit matter where I’ ve been?| don't haveto tell you everything |...
‘Wherewereyou? she screamed again.
Like afrightened school boy | answered quickly.

‘I went to see Clare,” | snapped reluctantly. *Isthat al right with you or should | have checked
firs...?



‘What were you doing there?

| took a deep breath. For asecond | thought about just hanging up the phone but | knew that would
have done more harm than good.

‘It' s Penny’ s birthday. | took her card and present over and | took them both out for aburger.
Clare' shaving problemswith...’

‘|s there something going on between you two?
‘What?

‘| said isthere something going on between you two? She’ sa single woman now. If you didn’t have
anything to hide you would have told me you were taking her out.’

‘| didn’t take her out. Anyway it was aspur of the moment thing...’
‘Bollocks,” she gpat. ‘| know something’ sgoing on.’

“You'vegot thisal wrong,” | sighed. ‘ Clare sagood friend of ours...’
‘...of yours...

*She’ sagood friend of ours who happens to be going through arough patch at the moment. I'm not
about to let her...

‘What about me? demanded Siobhan, now screaming down the phone at me. ‘What do you think
I”’m going through? How the hell do you think | fed when | find out that my fucking boyfriend' s seeing
another fucking woman?

‘Don't talk rubbish,” | said, fighting alosing battle to keep calm. *Y ou know damn well that I’ d never
cheat onyou...

‘That’ swhat | used to believe!’

‘So what' s happened to change your mind? I’ ve spent time with Clare before and never had any of
thisfrom you. What' s different thistime?

Shedidn’t answer. The empty silence was deafening. | could still hear faint sounds coming from the
other end of theline so | knew she hadn’t hung up. | looked around the kitchen helplesdy as | waited for
her to spesk. | ill couldn’t comprehend the bizarre conversation we were having.

“Y ou could' ve asked me to come with you,” she sobbed suddenly.

‘I’ve already told you, it was a spur of the moment thing. | went over to Clare sto drop in Penny’s
present and card. They were on their own and it was Penny’ s birthday and | decided to take them out.
That'sdl therewastoit.’

‘| was on my own.’
“Y ou were at work. Y ou told me you were shopping afterwards.”

‘I didn’'t. | came homeearly. | didn't fed well. Christ, do you know what you’ ve put me through
today?



Her voice sounded hoarse and wracked with emotion. | hated it when she cried.
‘Look,” | sighed, ‘I’'m sorry.’
‘What?

| cleared my throat and prepared to apologise again. Christ alone knowswhat | thought | was
gpologising for.

‘| said I’'m sorry,’ | repeated. * Do you want me to come over?
Silence.

Then she spoke.

‘I just don't believeyou,” she said, her voice little more than awhisper.
‘Shall | come over?

‘Just leave me done. Just fuck off and leave me done!’

She dammed down the phone.

What had just happened? | couldn’'t get my head around any of it. | stood there for awhile, just
staring at the phone. When I’ d said goodbye to Siobhan on Wednesday we' d kissed more passionately
than ever. So passionatdly, in fact, that we amost ended up making love on her doorstep. And now, just
afew dayslater, the same girl had accused me of cheating on her without having any evidence or any
reason to doubt me. | couldn’t believe that Siobhan - the one dependable and stable influence that there
had been in my life recently - had turned on me like this. She had been friends with Clare for amost as
long as| had and | found her sudden lack of faith in either of usincredible and painfully hard to
comprehend.

Asfar as| was aware, save for the unforgivable crime of not being a home to answer the telephone, |
hadn’t done anything wrong. Last Wednesday night had been perfect. We' d |ft the pub hand in hand
and had walked back to her house in the cool moonlight. With the distant satellite’ s silvery rays dancing
and playing on the rippling waves of the ocean she had been the one who had commented on how
perfect and romantic our evening had been. There hadn’t been any indication of the venom and hodtility
S0 evident in her voice now.

‘Everything okay? Rob asked, sartling me. ‘I heard you shouting. Wasthat Siobhan?
I nodded and pushed past him and headed for the living room.

‘1 didn’t redise you two were having problems,” he said, following close behind.
‘Neither did I, I grunted angrily. | wasin no mood to talk.

| walked into the living room where the alien was stood at the bay window, looking down on the dark
village below. | had forgotten he was there. He was the last person | wanted to see, certainly thelast
person | wanted to speak to. | was about to turn and go to my bedroom when | stopped myself. No, |
thought. Thisismy house. The living room was the warmest, most comfortable room and it was where |
wanted to be. Why the hell should | go anywhere else?

The dien turned round and looked a me before turning back to look out of the window again.



‘So what’ swrong? Rob asked with genuine concern in hisvoice. *What' s happened?

| didn’t answer immediately. | didn’t want to talk with the dien in the room. | wasn't even prepared to
talk about the weather in his company and | was not about to share my private and persona problems
while he wasthere. But at the same time there was no way | could avoid talking to Rob. It was obvious
that he was worried.

‘l don’'t know,” | mumbled. ‘Haven't got aclue.’
‘So what did she say?

| shrugged my shoulders.

‘She' sdecided that I'm having an affair.’

‘An affair? Who with?

‘Clare’

‘Clare!’ he exclaimed, surprised. ‘Bloody hell, that’ sridiculous. For Christ’s sake, the way she fedls
about men a the moment is enough to put anyone off.’

‘Not according to Siobhan it’s not.’

‘But you and Clare are just friends, same as me and Clare, same as Siobhan and Clare and me and
Siobhan for that matter. So why does...?

‘We re more than just friends, we' re good, close friends. And when agood friend of mineishurting |
want to do something about it. So | did something today.’

‘Why today?

‘Penny’ sbirthday, isn'tit,’ | said, my voice still quiet so our eavesdropping aien guest couldn't hear.
‘Her ex let her down. Couldn’t be bothered to turn up for his only daughter’ s birthday.’

‘ She' s better off without him.”’
‘That’ s not the point.’

“You see, thisisone of the thingsthat | redlly have trouble understanding,” the dien said suddenly. |
was angry that he' d dared to listen to and then interrupt our private conversation. Rob, on the other
hand, was encouraging himtojoinin.

‘What don’t you understand? he wondered.

“How you could even consider changing from one partner to another. Back homeit just wouldn’t
happen, not even if our partner died. There' s never any question of ...’

‘I wish you'd just fuck off home,” | spat, incensed. ‘Y ou come here with your bloody holier-than-thou
attitude and then stick your nose into my business uninvited. Do yoursdlf afavour and do me afavour and
fuck off!’

“Tom,” Rob protested uselesdly. ‘Come on, hewas only...’

| ssormed out of the room and dammed the door behind me.



All I wanted was an explanation. | felt empty and hollow. | loved Siobhan. | would have done
anything for her. Chrigt, | would have taken abullet for her. | thought she knew just how much she meant
to meand | thought she knew how | felt. So why was she s0 hogtile towards me? Had it redlly been that
insengitive of meto have taken Clare and Penny out?

| sat alonein the darkest, quietest corner | could find and listened to the silence.

| loved her and | wanted her close.
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| woke up early next morning. It was il pitch-black and silent outside. After afew deepy and blissfully
ignorant moments had passed | quickly remembered all that had happened yesterday. | wasimmediately
consumed by a heavy melancholy and bitter, desperate sadness again. The night just ending had been
long, dark and lonely. | could till smell Siobhan’ s perfume on the bedcl othes and that added to my
wanting. Maybe | would try and phone her later. Perhaps 1’ d even pluck up the courage to go round and
see her. But then again perhaps | wouldn't bother. It hurt not being with her but | knew it would hurt
much, much moreif shergjected me again.

For awhilel lay in my bed and stared out at the deeping world through anarrow gap in the curtains.
The sky was dark - adeep, ruddy purple - but the darkness was very gradudly being easten away by the
first distant glow of the orange light of dawn. Thetops of thetrees| could see were perfectly ill. The
only movement was that of an occasond bird darting across the morning sky in silhouette.

| dragged mysdlf out of bed alittle after half-past five. There didn’t seem to be any point in lying there
and festering when there was virtually no chance of being able to get back to deep again. Dark,
depressing thoughts were aready beginning to run around my mind &t athousand milesasecond and |
stumbled into the living room in search of distractions. | collapsed on the sofa and reached for the remote
control. I hadn’t been up at thishour of the day for along, long time. | sat down and watched few
seconds of aridiculoudy bright breskfast television programme on the TV. The pictures on the screen
provided astark contrast to the cold, grey shadowsin the gloom all around me.

| didn’t want to be without Siobhan.

*k*

| ended up at the farm. In the car on the way there | had been looking forward to some company and
conversation. Within minutes of arriving there, however, | found that | wanted to be done. | had aquiet
word with Joe Porter and he seemed to understand. He found me ajob in one of the fidds furthest from
the farm house. Something that would |ast for awhile and kegp my mind and body fully occupied.

And the therapy seemed to work. After venting my anger and taking out my frustration on astretch of



westher-beaten fence which Joe wanted replaced, | began to fed dightly better. Even though nothing
made any more sense than it had donelast night, | had at least managed to put everything into somekind
of perspective. | gradualy managed to convince mysdlf that | had been right al along and that it was
Siobhan who had the problem. | hadn’t done anything wrong. | didn’t have to take the kind of crap that
she'd hurled in my direction. | loved her and | wastherefor her and, asfar as| was concerned, that
would always be the case. So what had happened in her life to change things? Why had her opinion of
me suddenly changed so dradtically?

The dilapidated fence that | was replacing separated a recently ploughed field from arough pasture
where Joe' s sheep often grazed. As| worked the sheep became used to my presence and slowly got
closer. | found that the harder | concentrated on the job, the easier it was for me to switch off from my
problems, but | was distracted when the nearby sheep suddenly scattered.

There was atractor agpproaching.

| thought at first that there was an emergency, such was the speed that it came towards me. The huge,
heavy whedl's churned up the pasture and sent the sheep running in al directions, many into the ploughed
field through gaps where the fence was till down. | stared at the driver and saw that it was Joe Porter
himsdf. | immediatdly knew that something was wrong. Hewould never normaly have driven with such
disregard for hisland or hislivestock.

He stopped the tractor alongside me.

‘What the hell you doing? heyelled over the deafening din of the engine.

‘Fixing thefence, was my obviousreply. ‘ Just doing what you asked meto do.’

For asecond | wondered whether | was fixing the right fence. Joe |ooked ready to explode.

‘| can seethat,” he snapped as he jumped down from hisseet. ‘I ain’'t stupid. | know what | asked
you to do.’

The enginewas il running and | watched asthick clouds of oily exhaust fumes spewed into the air.
‘So what’ sthe problem? | wondered.

‘Problem isthat you were supposed to be fixing the fence thismorning. | can’t wait al bloody day for
youtofinishajob.’

‘It staking longer than | thought. I’m on my own hereand...’
‘I need it finished.’
‘| should be donein acoupleof...’

‘| want it donein the hour. If you' re going to work for me, then you' re going to work how | want you
to. If | give you something to do, you bloody well do it quickly.’

Thiswas not the Joe Porter | was used to seeing. Hisfamiliar wrinkled smile had disappeared and his
face was flushed red with anger. | had never seen him like this. Something must have happened. Surely
thefact that | was still working couldn’t have been the only reason for hisfrustration? Chrigt, thiswasthe
man who hadn’t even raised hisvoice when he' d lost virtudly an entire herd of cattlein aflash-flood
earlier thisyear.



‘Listen Joe,” | protested, looking him straight inthe eye, ‘1 work here because | want to help. You
don’t pay mefor what | do and | don’t think you'rein any position to criticise. I'm working asfast as|
can. If you don't want meto help then I'll just go...’

‘Finish thejob you started,” he said, ‘then go.’

With that he turned his back on me and climbed back into the tractor. | till couldn’t help thinking that
this whole conversation didn’t make any sense. Something €lse must have happened.

‘Look,” | sad, trying adifferent tack, ‘what’ s the problem? I’m doing what you asked meto...’

Porter just scowled at me and shook his head before putting his foot down and driving away again,
carving yet another set of deep, muddy furrowsin his precious green field. | watched him disappear in
disbelief.

Determined not to give him any more reasons to be angry with me, | decided to finish the job before
leaving for home. First Siobhan and now the farmer, what the hell was going on? | began smashing down
awooden fence post with alump hammer, beating out my frustrations.

| didn’t want revenge or retributions. | wanted explanations.
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Clare teephoned melater.

| was gtting donein the house again and | was glad of the interruption. | had been dragging myself
down again, thinking dark, pointless thoughts when the call had come. | was Stting next to the telephone
contemplating caling Siobhan. Clare provided me with the perfect excuse not to.

“You okay? | asked.

‘I'm okay,” shereplied softly. She didn’t sound too good, but at least she, unlike just about everyone
elsel knew, wasn't yelling groundless accusations at me. Y et.

‘Penny enjoy her burger yesterday?

‘Yes” shesad quickly. ‘Yes, sheredly did. Didn’t stop talking about it dl night...’
‘But...7 | pushed, sensing that there was more she wasn't telling me.

‘But what?

‘ don’t know, you tell me. Y ou sound distant. Is everything all right? Has Penny’ s dad done
something esethat’'s...’



‘No, | haven't heard from him.’

‘Thenwhat isit?

Clarewas dlent. The longer the silence lasted, the more uneasy and worried | began to fedl.
‘Areyou ill there? | asked cautioudy.

‘I'm here’

‘Sowhat’sup?Isit something I’ ve done? | asked anxioudly. It was beginning to fed like | was
gradualy turning everyone dse againgt me. It waslogica to assumethat Clare might aso have turned
too.

‘Chrigt, no,” shereplied, her voice suddenly alittle louder and more confident. Y ou haven’t done

anything.’
‘What isit then?

| hated playing games and being messed around. In my current state of mind | considered telling her
asmuch.

‘Bloody hdl, you're going to think I’'m off my head,” she eventudly said.
‘“Try me’

| heard her take a deep breath.

‘It sPenny,” she quietly admitted.

‘“What about her?

‘ Shefucking hatesme.’

‘What?

Another awkward silence.

‘ don’t know how elseto put it, Tom. She hate sme. She's...’

‘She'swhat?

‘Oh, Jesus, | don't know what’ s going on anymore. | think she must beill. She was fine when we got
home yesterday and she seemed dl right this morning when | took her to nursery. I’ sonly since | picked

her up that I’ ve noticed it.’
‘Noticed what? | asked, concerned. ‘What' s the matter with her?

‘I can’'t explain,” she sghed, her voiceragpidly filling with emation. ‘I’ m probably just being paranoid
but I'm redlly worried. I’ ve never seen her like thisbefore. It' slike I’ ve bought someone esg' s child
home with me by mistake.’

‘So what's she doing?

Y et another pause.



‘It must be me you know, Tom. | must have changed. | must have said something becauseit’ samost
asif she can't sand to be in the same room as me anymore. She came downgtairs for afew minutes for
her teabut she didn’t say afrigging word. She’ s been up in her bedroom ever since.’

‘Hasit got anything to do with her dad? Do you think he saw her at nursery today?
‘I don’t know. | think he’ sworking away...’

‘Do you think she could be reacting because she didn’t see him yesterday. She might not have said
anything but kids do pick up onthings...’

‘I don’t know,” she snapped again.

‘It’ sgot to be that, or something else that happened at nursery perhaps? Maybe another one of the
other children said something to her and...’

‘Sowhy doesn’'t shetdl me? Clareinterrupted. ‘Why is shetaking it out on melike this?

‘Because you' re her mum? Because you' re the only one there. Because you' re the one she seesthe
most and you' re the only one she’ sgot to blame?

| didn’t like being so blunt with Clare, but she needed to betold. I didn’t think for a second that
Penny redly did hate her. Y esterday the two of them had been inseparable. | fet surethat thelittle girl
was suffering greeatly as aresult of the break-up of her parent’s marriage. She was too young and
innocent to be able to put her fedings and concernsinto words. Maybe this was her way of dealing with
what had happened?

‘I'm frightened,” Clare said, her voice little more than afragile whisper.
‘Why?What isthere to be frightened of ? Thisisjust a phase she' sgoing through.’
‘I'mnot sure...’

‘Look, she'll snap out of thisas quickly as she managed to snapintoiit,’ | interrupted. ‘I’'m sure she
will.

| didn’t have much confidencein what | was saying. | thought it was what Clare needed to heer.

‘I don’'t know,” she mumbled. At that moment | began to sensethat there redlly could be something
wrong with thelittle girl — her mother’ sintuition was rarely wrong. ‘I’ ve seen her have bad moods and
off-days before, but never anything like this. She' s never been like thisbefore...’

“Why do you say that? What' s different about today?

‘I’ve heard her throwing things around her room. And when | try to go up and see her she damsthe
door and sitswith her back against it so | can’t get in. Shetried to shove her bed acrossto block it but it
was too heavy for her.’

‘What? | said, trying to make sense of what | was being told.

‘| swear, Tom, she' snot my Penny tonight. | sat outside her room for over an hour before | phoned
you. | could hear her crying and talking to herself and...’

‘And what?



‘And I’ vejust never seen her like this before. And I' m frightened.’

‘People have bad days,” | said pathetically, trying unsuccessfully to reassure her. * Take Joe Porter for
example. | was helping out on the farm today. I’ d been there for acouple of hours and the cantankerous
old bastard just turned on me.’

‘Why?

‘Don’'t know. Practically ordered me off hisland.’

So what had you done?

‘Nothing.’

Y ou must have done something.’

‘Not that | know of.’

‘So what are you saying? That there’' s something in the bloody water?

‘No,” | snapped, annoyed that she was mocking me, ‘I’ m just trying to say that...’
| shut up quickly when | redlised that | didn’t know what | wastrying to say at dll.
‘Can you hear that? Clare asked.

‘| can't hear anything.’

‘Ligten...’

| held my breath and listened carefully with the phone pressed hard against my ear. | could hear
something, but | didn’t know what it was. | concentrated as hard as | could but it was difficult to hear
anything more than afew muffled bangs and dull and distant crashes.

‘What isit? | wondered.
‘That’s Penny.’
‘What' s she doing?

‘Tearing her room gpart. Throwing things at the door. | told you, she' s been like this since we got
home. I’ veydled a her and I’ ve begged her to stop buit...’

‘Why’sshedoing it?

| knew that was abloody stupid question to ask.
‘Don’t know. You tell me. | wish someonewould.’
Clare was crying.

‘Do you want meto come over? | asked pointlessly.
‘Why? What are you going to be able to do?

“Y ou need someone with you. What about your mum?



‘She' snot here. She' s staying with my aunt in London

‘|sthere anyone else who could...’

“Who could what? What' s anyone else going to be able to do?

‘Have you thought about calling the doctor out? He might be able to give her something to...’
‘She doesn’t need drugs,” she said abruptly.

‘Look, just do me afavour and think about it will you? | pleaded. ‘ It might help her to...
‘No!’

‘Maybe she just needs deep then. Let her get thisout of her syssem and | bet she'll befineinthe
morning.

‘Do you redly think so?

If I was completely honest | didn’t, but that wasn't what | told Clare.

‘Of coursel do,’ | lied through gritted teeth.

I heard another loud crash from the other end of the phone line. Clare sniffed back more tears.
‘I've got to go,” she sobbed.

‘Do you want meto come over? | asked again.

‘No, it'sokay. If | needyou I’ll cal.

Another crash. | heard Clare call out to Penny before she put the phone down.
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In stark contrast to the previous morning, the next day | hid myself away in bed for aslong as| could. |
lay on my back with my head buried under the covers, amost too afraid to look out. What the hell was
happening to my world? It seemed to befaling apart a the seamsand | had no ideawhy. | began to
think that | must have been the cause of dl the grief. | was, after al, the common denominator. In less
than forty-eight hours my girlfriend had accused me of having an affair, an old family friend had turned
againgt mefor no reason and, now, my best friend' slittle girl seemed to be beginning to salf-destruct.
Normdly | would have confided in Rob and asked him his opinion. Nowadays, however, everything |
told him seemed to be fredy shared with hisaien friend. | much preferred to keep my mounting problems
to mysdf.



Yet again | had spent adeepless night staring at the walls and ceiling of my bedroom for what had felt
like an eternity. The bed had seemed huge, cold and empty without Siobhan. In the darkness | managed
to convince mysdlf thet it redlly was me who wasto blame. It had to be. The sudden changein the
behaviour of many other people around me was inexplicable. Theideathat | waslosing my mind seemed
much more probabl e than the bizarre dternative — that Siobhan, Penny and Joe Porter had somehow al
lost their collective grip on redlity.

Just after seven | had heard the front door dam shut. That had been Rob leaving. | was seeing less
and less of him each day, not that that was a problem. But he dways seemed to have that fucking dienin
tow. There were only three hundred and sixty-odd diens as oppose to Christ knows how many millions
of humansin the country. So why did that onein particular want to spend dl histime with my brother?

Eight o' clock dowly passed, as did nine and then ten. | watched the figures on my aarm clock asthey
marched on mercilesdy towards e even. Minutes before the hour | findly forced mysdlf to get up, more
because | desperately needed to go to the toilet than for any other reason. Assoon as| wasup | felt
dangeroudy vulnerable, tiptoeing through the house in my underwear, bracing mysdf againg the bitter
autumn cold. The centra heating had long since gone off. Had | got up earlier | would have been warm,
but that wasthe price | paid for my laziness. The thought of going back to bed again was dangeroudy
tempting. There was nothing stopping me spending aday hiding behind the soft armour plating of my
duvet and shesets.

Thekitchen cupboards were bare. | didn’t even have enough milk for acup of teaand | quickly
reached the inevitable conclusion that | was going to have to go down to the shops. The thought filled me
with dread. Thelast thing | wanted to do was speak to people. The prospect of traipsing dong the cold,
wet and miserable streets of Thatcham was far from appealing. Dgjected, | showered and dressed.

Outside was as grey and unpleasant as | had expected. | stepped out into the bitter late morning air,
locked the door behind me and then turned round to face the world. My breath condensed around my
facein cool, billowing clouds and | shoved my hands deep into my jacket pocketsin avain attempt to
keep warm. The streets below looked fairly quiet. The entire scene looked lifeless and drained of colour
—amaost monochrome. The once lush green hillside upon which my house stood was now covered in
spiky, brittle-branched trees. Their spiteful, spindly wooden bodies seemed to climb, twist and claw their
way up into the ominoudy overcast ky asif they weretrying to escape.

I met Tony Wilson halfway down the cobbled footpath which ran past the front of my house and
down into the centre of Thatcham. Tony was amember of the local coast guard. He was walking
towards me, coming back up the hill and away from the village. He had made eye-contact at a hundred
yards. Although | wanted to keep myself to mysdlf at al costs, | knew that | had no option but to
acknowledge him.

“Morning, Tony,” | said when he was only a short distance away.
Tony said nothing.

Perhaps he hadn’t heard me. | tried again.

‘Morning,’ | said again, thistime alittle louder.

Wilson lowered his head and quickened his pace. The footpath was narrow and he barged past me,
pushing meto one side. | turned and watched him disappear around the corner.

‘Ignorant bastard,’ | hissed under my breath as| began to trudge towards the centre of the village.



Ken Trentham, the old drunk who | often ignored in The Badger’ s Sett, was standing perfectly ill at
the side of the main road. He was leaning heavily againgt alamppost with his head resting againgt the
metal and his arms hanging down at hissdes. Hisyappy little dog was st at hisfeet, barking incessantly.
Trueto form, Ken, | thought. Pissed again.

The main shopping area of Thatcham wasin redlity little more than aglorified high street lined with a
motley collection of smal gift shops, offices, banks, charity shops and asingle medium-sized
supermarket. | hoped that | would be able to get everything | needed from that one shop. For the sake of
my sanity and my temper | needed to get in and get out as quickly as possible.

| waked insde through the clattering automatic doors and picked up a battered wire basket for my
shopping.

‘Morning, Tom,” afamiliar voice suddenly said from behind, startling me for asecond. | turned and
saw that it was Ray Mercer, the landlord of The Badger’s Sett.

‘Morning, Ray,’ | replied. ‘How you doing?

| suddenly fdt alittle more positive. | had finaly found someone who was actudly willing to spesk to
me and who was dtill civil, friendly and rationdl.

‘I'm okay,” Ray sighed sadly. * Not too bad considering.’
‘Congidering what? | asked inginctively.

He shook his head and shrugged his shoulders.

‘Nothing,” he mumbled. *Y ou know what they’relike.’
‘Who?

“Women,” he whigpered secretively.

‘Tell meabout it,’ | agreed, understanding more than he knew.

‘| just don't know what’ s going on from one day to the next,’” he continued. * Shewas dl right
yesterday. Don’'t know what I’ ve done to upset her today ...’

‘“Who? Brenda?
He nodded.

‘Married for thirty-two years and hardly ever a crossword. This morning she can’t even bring herself
totak tome’

“What happened?

‘| 1€ft the kitchen window open.’

‘What?

He shrugged his shoulders again.

‘That’ sthe only reason | can think of. Stupid, isn't it?

‘What' s she said then?



‘Not alot. She's screamed at me quite abit — like abloody banshee she was — but she hasn't actualy
said afat |ot that I’ ve been able to understand. Bloody hell, Tom, you' d have thought she' d caught me
with another woman the way she' s been acting today.’

Ray’ swordsimmediately struck an uncomfortably familiar chord with me. Hisrift with Brendawas as
unexpected as mine with Siobhan. The pair of them had been inseparablein thetimethat I’ d known them
both. Their warmth and friendliness was the main reason why their pub was dwaysthe busest pub in the
village. Okay, so Brendaliked adrink (rumour had it she drank gin with her breskfast) but shelivedina
pub —it was part of thejob. | could tell from the empty sadness and confusion on Ray’ s face that what
he! d seen thismorning had absolutdly nothing to do with acohal.

‘I know just how you fed, mate, | quietly admitted, allowing mysalf to spesk without thinking.
‘Doyou? hesaid, obvioudy not believing me.

| couldn’t avoid telling him about my problemswith Siobhan. | guessed that it might have helped him
to know that hewasn't one.

‘ Same thing happened with me and Siobhan,” | said. * Everything’ sfine one minute, then she went off
on onelike your Brenda.’

‘Sorry to hear it,” he sighed. He was obvioudy preoccupied with his own problems but still sounded
genuinegly concerned.

The conversation dried up. Ray looked up and down the shelf next to him and picked up abox of
cornflakes. He put the box into his basket and then began to trundle down the aide. His body seemed
haunched forward and heavy. It was dmogt asif he had the weight of the world resting on hisunwilling
shoulders.

‘Seeyou later,” he mumbled, ‘I’ d better get back. Don’t want to upset our Brendaany more than |
aready have done’

‘All right, take carethen Ray,’ | said as| watched him shuffle off. | felt sorry for him. Normdly jolly
and effervescent, today he was a shell of aman. It looked likeit was al he could do just to keep going.

He turned back momentarily.
‘Seeyou on Friday night, Tom? he asked hopefully.
‘Probably,” | smiled, remaining as noncommittal as| could.

He nodded and went on hisway. | turned my attention to getting my shopping done, getting out and
getting home.

‘I had it first, you bastard,’ | heard agruff, croaking voice say from the next aide. The mass of
shoppers crammed into the building seemed to stop what they were doing in unison to watch what was
happening. | peered round the end of the display rack and saw two old men, face to face, each one
trying to wrestle abottle of whiskey off the other.

‘Get another bottle,” one of the men hissed. * Fuck off and get yourself another bottle.’
‘There’ sno more of these. Thisone' smine. Y ou get another bottle.’

For amoment the two men stood motionless, each one glaring into the other’ s glasses, locked in a



fierce (but ultimately pointless and pathetic) conflict. They looked bizarre —all braces, tweed jackets, flat
caps, dip on shoes and absolute hate and contempt for each other.

Then it happened. It asingle sudden and unexpected moment of movement, the smaller of the men
yanked the bottle from the other’ s hand and threw it into adisplay of bottles of wine. He then punched
his adversary in the face, sending him sprawling to the ground like arag doll.

‘That wasmine,” he hissed, leaning over the body on the linoleum. Without saying another word he
then turned and walked out of the shop.

A few seconds later, with a cold disregard for the unconscious old man on the ground, the rest of the
shoppersturned their backs on the scene, forgot what had just happened and went about their business.

It took me another twenty minutesto get out of the shop.

There must have been something serioudy wrong with the elderly population of Thatcham, | thought
as| crossed the high street. | could see an old lady sitting on a bench. Her coat was open. Undernegth
her long grey mackintosh she was completely naked.

| stopped at James house in the way home. | hadn’t seen anything of him or Stephanie for acouple
of weeks. | hoped that Stephanie would be in. She was agood friend of Siobhan’s and they often spoke
on the phone. Maybe she' d be ableto tell mewhat it wasthat | was supposed to have done to offend
her.

James answered the door. He shouldn't have been there. He should have been at work.
‘All right, Jm? | asked cautioudly.

My friend looked strangely distant but at least he didn't curse me, ignore me, punch me or dam the
door in my face. In fact hedidn’t do anything. He just stood there, swaying dightly from sdeto sde asif
he was drunk. But it was far too early in the day for that.

He dowly lifted his head and looked a me. His bleary eyes began to focus.
‘What? he mumbled.

‘| sad areyou dl right?

He nodded.

‘Fine’

He then turned around (bumping into the half-open door as he did) and stumbled back insde the
house. Unsure, | followed him in and found Stephanie sitting on the living room floor, barely dressed. She
looked up as James walked back into the room, then looked at me, then looked down again. The
expression on her face was just as confused and directionless as that of her husband.

‘Okay, Stephanie? | asked softly.

She looked up again, then looked down again. She muttered something. 1t might have been aword or
two, but her speech was so blurred and indistinct that | couldn’t be sure.

James collapsed into the nearest chair.



‘“What’ s up with you two? | asked. No response. ‘Areyouill, Iim? | tried. ‘Why aren’t you at
work?

James said nothing. He just listlessly stared into the space in front of him.
‘Do you want meto get adoctor? Do you want meto...?

‘Hello,” the coupl€e’ s eldest child — Jessica— said suddenly. She was standing next to me. | hadn't
noticed her comeinto the room.

‘Hello, you,” | whispered, crouching down so that we were on the same level and | could speak to
her quietly. * Y ou okay?

She nodded. Her eyes were wide and unblinking.
‘So what’ s up with your mummy and daddy today? | asked.

Jessica shrugged. Two of her three younger sisters peered around the kitchen door and then crept
into the room when they recognised me. Although she was the oldest, Jessicawasjust under eight years
of age. She obvioudy understood little about what was happening around her. Unfortunately neither did
l.

‘They’ re acting strange, aren’t they? she said, looking down at her mother sprawled haphazardly
acrosstheliving room floor.

‘Werethey likethis yesterday?

‘No,” shesaid quietly.

“When you went to bed last night,’ | asked, ‘werethey like thisthen?
She shook her head.

‘No they were different.’

‘Different?

‘Angry.’

James and Stephanie remained virtudly motionless. Occasiondly one of them would move, but it
would only beto scratch the side of their face or shuffle their weight dightly. Asl stared at them both |
began to fed adesperate, claustrophobic fear building up inside me. The redlisation that thiswas not just
some freak coincidence— that there was something happening to the people around me that waswrong
and unnatura. Just about everyone | had seen so far thismorning had been either filled with seemingly
unjustified anger and hate or, like these two, zombie-like and morose.

A sudden movement on the sofa behind Stephanie caught my eye. | leant over and saw that the
coupl€e syoungest child waslying in amongst abundle of dirty linen. The helpless baby didn’'t have any
clothes on, just anappy which seemed fit to burst. It hadn’t been changed for some time. Disturbed by
my sudden movement, the baby began to cry and wail and waveitstiny aams and legsfrantically. Fedling
desperately inexperienced | scooped her up and held her close to my chest. She was freezing cold. She
squirmed and kicked with fear.

‘Stephanie!’ | hissed. * Stephanie, will you get up off your backside and see to this baby?



No response.

| looked up and saw that James was watching me.
‘For Christ’ s sake, James, will you do something?
Nothing.

| didn’t know what to do. With Jessica’ shelp | managed to change the child’ s nappy, find it some
clothes and get it some milk. The other children played happily in their bedrooms, obliviousto whatever it
was that was happening around them. | knew there was nothing | could do for their parents. | shook
them, shouted at them and | even hit them. Nothing.

Theirrationa behaviour which | had already seen in some of my closest friends seemed to be
sweeping through Thatcham like a plague. Completely unbelievable but painfully true, the people around
me were beginning to systematicaly saf-destruct. It seemed to me—dthough | couldn’t be sure— that
there was a pattern. They first seemed to become violent and unpredictable before dipping into the
withdrawn, catatonic Sate that | had found James and hiswifein.

| had to get out of the house. | could fed the panic beginning to risesinsde me. | didn’t know whereto
go but | knew that | had to get away. | phoned James' brother (who lived acouple of streets away) but
therewas no reply. In desperation | knocked on the front door of James neighbour’ s house. Mrs
Simpson —the old widow who had lived done there for years— seemed as reassuringly cam, lucid and
unflustered as she dways did. | did my best to explain the bizarre situation to her and, athough she didn’t
seem to believe aword of what | told her, she did at least agree to sit with the children until | managed to
get hold of someoneto look after them or their parents managed to snap out of their unnatura state—
whichever happened first.

In the midst of the sudden confusion and disorientation | managed to salvage and hold on tightly to a
single positive thought. Now that | had seen thisirrationa behaviour from other people who were
unconnected to me, | could safely assume (if anything could be safely assumed any more) that | was not
the cause of the problem.

| ran back hometo get my car.
| needed to find Siobhan next.
| needed to know that shewas dl right.
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As| drove towards Siobhan’' s house my nervousness and uncertainty increased. Despite dl that | had
seenin thelast hour or s, apart of me till wondered whether | wasto blame for the wall which seemed



to have been built between the two of us. Had something I’ d done offended her? Had | missed or
forgotten something crucia? Should | have called yesterday or just swallowed my pride and gone round
to see her the day before? Would she even et me in the house when | turned up today? | couldn’t
believethat in lessthan half aweek al that we had managed to build together through months of intimate
closeness seemed to have been destroyed. | hoped and prayed that when | knocked on the door it
would be answered by my Siobhan —the girl that | loved, remembered and missed desperately. The girl
who had saved my sanity. The one and only person who had aways been there for me snce Mum and
Dad had died.

Siobhan’s house wasn't far from mine and it didn't take melong to get there. The roads were quiet. |
hadn’t been expecting to come across much traffic, but | hardly saw any. | could only have passed
another five or six carsduring the entire journey.

| turned into her road and pulled up outside her house. For acouple of minutes| did nothing but just
st there and try and compose myself and get my thoughts together. All of the fear and concern | felt for
the rest of the people around me paled into inggnificance alongside my desperate fears and concerns for
Siobhan. Whatever it was that was happening in Thatcham, | knew that | could ded with it with a
thousand times more strength and determination if the woman | loved was standing by my side again.

It was no good. | didn’t matter how hard | tried, | couldn’t stop myself trembling and shaking with
nervous anticipation. | stared at Siobhan’s house and anxioudy watched for even the dightest sign of
movement. | had hoped that she might come out to see me when she saw the car but no, there was
nothing. My tension was increasing with every second. All that | wanted to do was hold her tight again,
but | couldn’'t bring myself to take that first step forward. The fear of being rgjected by her wastoo much
to even begin to think abouit.

Two or threelong and painfully drawn-out minutes went by before | decided that | couldn’t wait any
longer. | took along, deep breath and then got out of the car and walked up the short garden path to the
front door. | closed my eyesand rang the bell. | peered through the small frosted glass window, hopeful
of seeing some movement inside the house and quickly moved out of the way when | saw that someone
was coming.

Siobhan yanked the door open and stood and glared at me. She looked bad. Her clotheswere
creased and worn. She wasn't wearing any make-up and her usualy perfect hair was knotted and
tangled.

‘Siobhan, I..." | began.
She dammed the door shut in my face.

Stunned &t first, | shook my head with disbelief. Then, more out of anger than for any other reason, |
began to pound my fist against the door again and again and again.

‘Siobhan!’ | yeled, loud enough for the entire street to hear. ‘Let mein! Just open the fucking door
and let metalk to you!’

| peered in through the small window again. | could see her waiting in the shadows of the halway.
That was agood sign. At least she was considering coming back and talking to me. If she hadn’t wanted
to know shewould surely have gonefurther into the house. Asit was shewas till just afew feet away.

‘Comeon,’ | begged. ‘ Please Siobhan, just stop and tell mewhy you're acting likethis. If it's
something I’ ve done then at least have the decency to tell mewhat it is. I’ m worried about you...’



I glanced back over my shoulder salf-consciously and wondered if anyone esein the road had heard
me shouting. Not that it really seemed to matter — shouts, screams and arguments were par for the course
today.

“You don't care about me,” amuffled voice suddenly grunted from ingde the building.

‘Yesl do,’ | inssted, relieved that she had finally spoken. *Of course | do. | love you for God's sake.
What makesyou think that | don’'t care?

| braced myself for her response. | had asked aquestion that | didn’t redlly want to hear the answer
to.

There was another long and painful silence. | squinted through the window again and saw that she had
moved alittle closer to the door. | quickly moved back out of the way, hoping that she hadn’t seen me
garing. To my relief | then heard the latch click. The door dowly opened inwards.

‘Thanks,” | gasped, my heart racing. ‘1 can't tell you how worried about you I’ ve been. | was starting
to think that...

My words were wasted. Siobhan obvioudy didn’t have any interest in what | had to say. Rather than
listen shejust turned her back and walked towards the living room. | followed but kept a cautious
distance between us. The building was cold (I could see through the kitchen that the back door was
open) and untidy. The carpets were covered with discarded food, clothes and belongings. She' d never
been particularly house proud, but I’ d never seen the place like this before. Siobhan stumbled and
tripped across the littered living room floor and dropped heavily into the nearest seet. | waited by the
door, unsure if | was welcome. When shedidn’t react | took afew hesitant steps forward.

‘I missed you,’ | said, smply and honestly.
Shejust stared into space.

‘Areyou okay? | asked when she didn't respond. What a fucking stupid question — of course she
wasn't okay.

She mumbled something, but | couldn’t make out what it was she'd said.
‘Pardon?

‘Leavemealone,’ shesad, thistimealittle louder.

‘What? | sghed with tearswelling up in my eyes.

‘| said leave me alone,” she repeated again.

‘But why? Chrigt, what isit I'm supposed to have done...?

‘| don’t want you here. | don’t need you anymore. | don’'t want to see you again.’

Her vicious words were spoken without emotion in adull, low and cold tone. Her voice was
monotonous and lifeless and it seemed to be astruggle for her just to open her mouth and speak.

‘But after everything we' ve been though...? | pleaded. * Y ou can't just turn your back on me without
any reason. Have you got any idea how much you mean to me?

‘Just go.’



‘What' s the fucking matter with you?’
‘Nothing.’

‘What' s happened, Siobhan?

‘Go.’

Her orderswere ruthless and find. There wasn't even the dightest hint of remorse in her bruta
words.

‘Okay, | said quietly with tears of frustration now rolling fredly down my face. ‘ If that’ swhat you
want...’

| turned and dowly walked back towards the door, fedling that | should turn around and try and
reason with her again but knowing that it would be pointlesswhile she wasin this desperate Sate.

| stood in the hallway for a second before relenting and allowing mysdlf to turn back. Thewoman |
loved — the perfect creature to whom | had been ready to dedicate my life and soul — sat motionless,
dumped forward in her chair with her head hanging down heavily. She stared at the floor just in front of
her feet.

| cleared my throat and wiped my eyes.

‘I’ll come back soon,’ | said, doing my level best to sound strong and compaosed but failing
miserably.

Sobhan grunted something unintelligible but till didn’t look up.

| tripped and stumbled through the house and stepped back out into the cold autumn air. | made sure
that the latch had dropped and the door was secure before walking back towards my car.

In the sameway that | had found it necessary to try and compose mysdlf before I’ d seen Siobhan, |
now needed to stop and steady my shattered nerves again. Seeing her in such a desperate state had torn
me apart, and the lack of any explanation made her condition al the more difficult to accept. | gave up
trying to work things out. There waslittle to be gained from searching aimlessly for waysto try and
rationaise the completely irrationd.

My options were becoming increasingly limited. | could go back to my empty house or | could try
another friend. Clare was next on thelist. | had no idea where Rob had gone earlier and so she seemed
like the best person to try. With her elderly mother still awvay and her bastard ex-husband providing no
support whatsoever, | knew that she too would have few peopleto turn to.

The temperature seemed to have plummeted in the short time | had been with Siobhan. | zipped up
my jacket and looked around. The world was still. Nothing moved. An overwhelming silence had
descended everywhere. There was a definite and unexpected air of finality and resignation inthe air.

Beforel drove away | allowed mysdlf onelast long look at Siobhan’s house, hoping that | would see
her. Just amoment of movement would be enough. Just to know that she till cared enough to drag
herself out of her seet to see me would have made dl the difference to my mood and resolve. But there
was hothing.

| made a silent promise to myself to get back to her as soon as| could. As soon as| had found
someone who could make sense of the madness of this morning | would drive straight back to the house



and make her talk to me. I’d do whatever | had to. If | ended up knocking her out cold and dragging her
back to my car then | would. Therewas no way | was going to leave her. | couldn’t stand the thought of
leaving her done but | knew that for now | didn’t have achoice.

Fighting hard to kegp my concentration, | drove towards Clare' s house.
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Clare was at the door before | was out of the car. She ran over to me and then just stood there in silence
with tearsrolling down her face. My brain was struggling to cope with everything that was happening. |
didn’t know what | was supposed to say.

‘Areyou okay? | eventually mumbled, my voice wavering and cracked with emotion and
uncertainty.

‘No,” shereplied in little more than awhisper.
‘“What' swrong? | asked nervoudy, amost too scared to listen to her answer.
‘It'sPenny...” she began before stopping when the pain and tearstook over. ‘She's... | don't...’

She withered and collgpsed in front of me, virtudly faling into my arms, and | ingtinctively reached out
and caught her. | hauled her back up onto her unsteady feet and she buried her head in my chest as she
sobbed hystericaly. | held her tightly, keen to let her know that | was there for her, but also because
was relieved to have found someone else who had not deteriorated into the same pathetic and sorry state
as mogt of the rest of the population seemed to have done.

‘Tell mewhat’s happened,” | pressed gently as | waked her back towards the house. ‘What's
wrong?

Clarelooked up at me with red eyesfilled with desperate, stinging tears. She sniffed and wiped her
face.

‘It' sPenny,’” she sighed.

‘“What' sthe matter with her? Same aslast night?

‘Worse’

‘“Worse? How?

| closed the door behind us and followed Clare into the living room. | sat down with her on the sofa.

‘Last night,’” she began, ‘ after I’ d spoken to you she just seemed to get worse and worse. I ve hardly



had any deep. | had to lock her in her room because...’
‘Because what?
She shook her head, tears running fregly again. She couldn’t bring hersdlf to finish her sentence.

‘It'sal right,” | said, reaching out to hold her. My attempts to console and reassure her werefailing
pathetically. Even after al that had already happened | was till frightened and disturbed by news of
Penny’s condition. | tried to at least appear strong for Clare’ s sake.

‘Can | seeher? | asked.

She nodded, stood and led me upstairs, holding my hand al the way. As we approached the door of
thelittle girl’ sroom she squeezed tighter and tighter.

‘I’ ve been sitting here for hours just listening,” she whispered, nodding towards asmall area of the
landing which was littered with empty coffee cups and other rubbish. She stopped, dried her eyes on the
deeve of her blouse, and then lifted her head to look a me. Her face was a picture of frozen fear and
pain. Sheturned back to face the door, lifted her hand to open it, and then stopped, letting her hand fall

away again.
‘| can't...” shebegan. ‘She's...
‘She'swhat?
Clare shook her head and sniffed back more tears.
‘Nothing.’

She took a deep breath and pushed the door open. She moved to one side and gestured for me to go
through.

‘It'l be okay,” | whispered as| passed her. She didn’t believe me but she managed haf asmile.

| peered cautioudy around the door into the little square bedroom. | couldn’t see Penny at firdt. It was
difficult to make out much. Thelight was low and the room looked asif it had been hit by atornado.

‘Isshe okay? Clare asked, trying to lean over my shoulder to seeinside.
‘Don’t know,’ | replied. ‘1 can’t see her. Maybe she's...’

In one unexpected movement Penny appeared from behind the door and stopped in front of me,
garing at me with dark eyesfull of anger and inexplicable hate. Her sudden appearance and malevolence
caught me off guard and | jumped back, amost tripping over Clare behind me. And then she moved.
With the speed of awild anima and the strength of someone ten times her sizethelittle girl
shoulder-charged me and sent me flying back out onto the landing. It took al my strength just to keep
hold of her. As| dragged her back towards her room she spat and hissed and bit me. | threw her down
onto her bed and then ran back and dammed the door behind me, feeling her dam into the other sde just
moments later. She was thumping on the wood, trying to get out. And she screamed. A fucking awful
wall of ascream which paled into inggnificance aongside the desperate cries of her heartbroken mother
ganding next to me.

‘“What' s happened to her? she demanded. ‘Why is she doing this?

| didn’'t answer. | couldn’t answer. | locked the door, leant against thewall and did down to the



ground.

The thumping and banging continued for another twenty minutes. When it findly stopped | crept back
into the bedroom and found thelittle girl curled up in abal underneath her bed, shaking. Stronger than a
shiver but nowhere near as violent as afull-blown fit or convulsion, she was trembling from head to toe.
She was breathing and her vital signswere okay but gpart than that she didn’t move or respond to mein
any way. | didn’t know what to do other than just leave her there until we' d managed to fetch adoctor to
her. | stood up and ushered Clare out of the room and then turned back to look at Penny once more.
She was bruised, bloodied and exhausted. Her normally sparkling eyes were dull and clouded. She was
just an empty shell. There didn’t seem to be anything left of the beautiful little creature that I d taken out
for abirthday treat just acouple of days ago.

Clareand | quietly made our way back down to the living room where we spoke in hushed whispers.
‘Isshegoing to bedl right? she asked.

‘Don’'t know,’ | replied honestly, shrugging my shoulders. ‘ Impossible for me to say. We need to get
someone out to see her but...’

‘What' s caused this? she demanded, cutting across me.
‘I don’'t know. Look, Clare, have you been out today?
‘No, I’ ve been here with Penny al day, you know that. Why?

| paused for amoment. After the trauma she was aready having to deal with, could my friend cope
with any more news?

‘Because she' snot the only onewho'slikethis.’

‘“What do you mean?

‘| told you last night that Joe Porter had been acting weird...’

‘But he sasixty year-old man and Penny’ sjust a child for God' s sake...’

‘Yes, but that’snot all. Did | tel you about Siobhan?

‘No,” she mumbled, shaking her head.

‘She' s hardly spoken to me since you and | went out together at the weekend.’
“Why not?

‘Chrigt knows. She's screamed at me, shouted at me, ignored me and virtually accused me of having
an affair with you just because we went out together on Penny’ s birthday.’

‘What?
The dishdief on Clare' sface was clear to see.

‘I"'ve just come from her house. | left her Sitting on the sofalike she was in afucking coma, just staring
at the floor. And James and Stephanie were the same when | saw them earlier, and Ray Mercer from the



pub saysthat hiswife Brenda has...’
‘So what are you saying?Isit afucking epidemic?

| shrugged my shoulders and walked across the room to look out of the window. The street outside
was deserted.

‘l don’t know. To be honest | haven't really thought much about it. | had just assumed that Siobhan
and Joe Porter were both off on one and | thought Penny must have picked something up from

nursery...
‘But what about the rest of them?
‘Don’'t know,” | mumbled again.

‘It sgot to be avirus or something doing the rounds, hasn't it? Last winter haf the village went down
with flu just before Christmas. Maybe that’ sit?

‘Could be.’
‘Mrs Conner’ sthe same. Explains why she was so vile to methismorning.’
‘“Who's Mrs Conner? | thought you said you hadn’t been out?

‘She lives next door. She was out in her garden thismorning. | saw her when | went out to put the
dustbin out. | said good morning to her and she just started ranting and raving at me. No warning. Christ,
she' sover eighty years old and we ve never had acrossword in dl thetime I’ ve lived here but today...’

‘So what exactly did shedo? | asked, keen to know if thisold lady’ s behaviour matched that of the
other people | had come across.

‘Likel said, | wasjust minding my own business and she sarted yelling at me. It was fuck thisand
fuck that, the kind of thingsyou just wouldn’t expect to hear from someone like that.’

‘The people I’ ve seen have ether been like that or completely bloody catatonic. Siobhan went off the
handle at me on the telephone but today | 1eft her Sitting there like abloody cabbage. Y ou know James
eldest? She said her mum and dad spent the night shouting at each other and this morning they haven't
even got themsalves dressed.’

‘Christ, what about their baby?

‘| 1eft the kids with next-door. Y ou, James neighbour and Ray Mercer are the only people I’ ve been
able to have anything resembling a sensible conversation with so far today.’

Clare held her tired head in her hands and ran her fingers through her hair. | could see that she was
trying to make sense of everything that was happening and, for thefirst time, sowas|. So far | had spent
the day moving from conflict to conflict to conflict and | hadn’t actudly stopped to try and understand
what was going on. It was only now that | was able to take astep back that | began to think there might
actually be moreto the day’ s eventsthan | had first thought. It had been al too easy to gloss over the
reasons behind dl that had happened as | had been preoccupied with each individua argument.

‘What about Rob? she asked.

‘Haven't seen him al morning,” | answered. ‘ He went out before | got up.’



After that therewas sllence.

About ten minutes later Clare got up from her seat and picked up the telephone. Shetried afew
numbers— various family members, the doctor, Siobhan, my house— but predictably didn’t get any
answers. All that had happened was so sudden and inexplicable that my mood and fedlings were swaying
violently. One moment | felt complete and utter fear, hel plessness and disorientation, the next nothing but
dishdief.

It was like a switch had been flicked.

Numb and almost too afraid to move, we sat and waited for areason to leave.

During thelong, dow hoursthat followed | tried to telephone my friends and family again. | couldn’t
get any answers using either Clare' s phone or my mobile. It wasonly four o’ clock but it felt more like
ten. Thelight outside was quickly fading. Clare drew the curtains and switched on atable lamp.

“Hungry? she asked.

| shook my head.

‘No.’

‘Want adrink?

‘No thanks.’

She stood up and paced impatiently around the room before sitting down again, frustrated.
‘“You dl right? | asked ingtinctively. Bloody stupid question. Of course shewasn't al right.

‘I'mfine,’ shesghed. ‘ Theworld sfaling apart, | can’t get anyone on the phone and my daughter’s
upstairslying on her fucking bed like she' s been fucking lobotomised. I’ m absolutely fucking fine! What
about you?

‘Sorry,” | mumbled.

She grunted and shook her head.

‘Look, do you think we should...?

Thelightswent out.

“Shit,” Clare hissed.

‘“Where' syour fuse-box? | asked.

‘Cupboard under the stairs,” shereplied as she felt her way across the room to stand next to me.

| carefully made my way around the room with outstretched hands, using the walls and furniture to
support and guide me. | eventually reached the front door, then the gairs, then the cupboard. The fuse
hadn’t tripped.

| retraced my steps back through the shadows to the living room.



‘Everything looks okay,” | said. ‘Hasthis happened before?
‘No.’

Clare was standing by the window. Although | couldn’t see clearly what she was doing, | knew she
was opening the curtains.

‘Isitjust us? | asked.

Even fromwhere| was standing | could tell that it wasn't. The world outside was bathed in atotal,
inky darkness. | couldn’t see even asingle eectric light out there. The houses nearby were dark. Every
dreet light wasdull and unlit.

‘A power cut,” Clare hissed. ‘Bloody hell, that’s al we need.’

Ingtinctively | tried afew more dectrical items athough logic said that none of them would work. The
televison was dead, as wasthe stereo. Strangely, even thelittle battery powered radio which Clare kept
in the kitchen seemed to have stopped working.

‘What about the phone? | wondered.

‘No-one' s answered the bloody thing al afternoon,” she snapped, ‘what difference will it make?
Begrudgingly she walked over to the phone, picked it up and then dropped it down again.
‘Well?

‘Dead,” shesighed. ‘Can’t even get adialling tone.’

‘So what do we do now?

‘Areyou going to try and get back home?

| thought for amoment. There didn’t seem to be any point. There probably wouldn't be anyone there.
On the other hand we could al have gone to my place, but | didn’t like the idea.of moving Penny in her
current state.

‘I'll stay herewithyou if that’sdl right,” | said.
‘Good, shereplied. Y ou sure?

‘Sure’

“What about your brother and Siobhan?

‘I don’t know.’

* Should you try and get to them?

‘Don’'t know. I’d rather stay here and sit tight. | know where Siobhanisand | haven’t got aclue
where Rob is. I d rather not take any chances tonight. We' Il wait for the power to come back on and
then we' Il decide what to do next.’

‘ Are we going to be safe here?

‘Safefromwhat? | replied rhetorically. Her question was logicd but surprisng and impossibleto



answer nonetheless. In the shadows and low light | saw her shrug her shoulders. She turned away from
meto look out of the window.

| crept upstairsto check on Penny a short timelater. On my hands and knees (so that | didn’t tripin
the darkness and disturb her) | crawled into the bedroom. She was till lying under the bed where | had
left her earlier. | gently pulled her out, lifted her surprisingly heavy frame and lay her on top of her covers.
Her skin was cold and clammy. Even though her eyes were tightly closed, her face looked troubled and
unnatural. Her innocent features were twisted and contorted with pain and confusion.



Part IV
CHANGE
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| dept intermittently and woke early next morning to find myself sprawled acrossthe setteein Clare's
dark living room. Shelay adeepin my aamsand for along time| did nothing. | lay perfectly till and
relaxed in her warmth and listened to the soft sounds of her steady bresthing. Having her so close was
reassuring.

We had waited together in the darkness for hours the previous evening, just sitting there waiting for
something — anything — to happen. But nothing did. The power remained off and | remained unableto
summon up the courage to get off my backside and go back home. It was easier to stay where | was and
the excuse of looking after Clare and Penny was, in my own mind, enough justification for my actions.
Just before two o' clock Clare had findlly drifted off to degp. My nerves and cregping anxiety had
eventualy been overtaken by tiredness an hour or so later.

Asthe cold grey light of day poured through the half-open curtains | began to remember everything
that had happened previoudy, and the shock of recollection flooded over me like atorrent of ice-cold
water. Any last vestiges of comfort, deep and tiredness quickly disappeared and | knew that | needed to
get up and get moving. | gently lifted Clare’ s degping body from on top of me and, taking care not to
wake her, | did off the sofaand stumbled over to the window. The world outside seemed reassuringly
dull and overcast.

With trepidation | climbed the stairs towards Penny’ sroom. My heartbeat quickened nervoudy as|
gently pushed the bedroom door open. | found the little girl in much the same state as she had been when
Clareand | had last checked on her shortly after midnight. She lay on top of her bedclothes— cold but
breathing steadily — covered with just asingle blanket. Her angry fever had lessened athough her
forehead was still clammy. In the harsh light of morning, however, the extent of the horrific damage she'd
inflicted (both to hersalf and her bedroom) was painfully apparent. All around me the carpet was covered



with alayer of smashed and now uselesstoys, and strips of wallpaper hung down, torn angrily from the
walls. Penny’ s skin was bruised and she was smeared with traces of dried blood which had run fredy
from untreated cuts and grazes. | couldn’t even begin to imagine what could have caused such anormaly
cam and placid little girl to have turned like this. Therewas't asingle reason | could think of to explain
why such anormadly intelligent, bright and loving child should act with such anger and irrationa spiteand
venom. As| stood and stared into her deeping face | thought about the other people | had seen
yesterday — James, Stephanie and Siobhan. | knew that | couldn’t afford to stay hidden in the house and
do nothing any longer.

| leant down and gently touched the side of Penny’s neck with my outstretched right hand, cautioudy
checking for a steady pulse. | quickly found one and, as| pulled my hand back, her eyesflickered open.
She slently turned her head to look at me and stared angrily. Ingtinctively | backed away from the bed.
Thankfully shelay till and did not react in any other way. Her eyes remained wide — huge, dark pupils—
but she seemed to be looking through me and past me, not directly at me. | made my way back
downgairs.

Clare was awake when | returned to the living room, sitting waiting on the sofa
‘How isshe? shewhispered anxioudly.

‘A little better | think,” | replied honestly. ‘ She just opened her eyes. She's camer and her
temperature’ s gone down.’

‘Thank God for that,” she Sighed with relief clear on her face. * Did she say anything to you?
| shook my head.
‘No. | think she knew | was there with her but she didn’t say anything.’

| deliberately chose not to tell Clare about the way Penny had looked through me. | could till see
those cold, emotionless eyes.

‘Good,” she said, standing up and stretching. ‘Il go up and see her in afew minutes!’
Okay.”

‘So how are you feding this morning?

‘Fine; | replied, giving little away. ‘Y ou?

‘I'madl right.

‘Good.’

‘Has the power come back on?

| hadn’t even thought to check. | flicked the nearest light switch on and off afew times but nothing
happened.

‘Still dead,” | Sighed dejectedly.
Clare walked into the kitchen, continuing to talk to me as she went.

‘So what are we going to do now?



‘What do you mean?
‘Do we till need to get adoctor out to see Penny or should we wait and seeif...? Shit...’

‘What' sthe matter,’ | asked, concerned. | followed her into the other room and found her standing
next to the cooker.

‘Bloody gasisoff aswell.’
“You sure?

| walked over to the stove and tried the controls. She wasright. | waited for the hiss of the gas but
there was nothing.

‘“What the fucking hdll isgoing on here? | cursed, tired, irritated and unnerved.

| pulled the cooker back from thewall and checked that it was still connected. Everything looked
okay.

‘Forget it,” Clare said from the other side of the room. *Look.’

| looked up and saw that she was standing at the sink, holding the kettle under the cold tap. Thetap
wasfull on but just a pathetic trickle of water was coming from it. Ten seconds later and the trickle had
dried up to nothing.

| could fed panic and uncertainty beginning to rise up in my throat like bile. | wanted to sit down and
try and look for arationa explanation but | couldn’t. I couldn’t speak. For afew seconds | couldn’t even
move.

‘“What' s happening? Clare asked. Her throat sounded dry.
‘Don’'t know,” | mumbled pathetically. ‘1 don't know.’

She swallowed, put down the kettle and began to look around the room for answers. Then she
looked at me.

‘We ve got to do something,” she said. ‘We can't just Sit here. Something' s happening and we need
tofind out what...

‘I know, but...
‘But what? she snapped angrily. ‘ But fucking what? What is going on?

| took an unsteady step towards her and then stopped. She turned away from me and leant over the
snk and looked out of the window.

‘1 don’'t know,” | said before quickly running out of thingsto say. ‘ Look, maybe we should...

| stopped speaking. Clare' s body tensed. Her attention had obvioudy been caught by something
she' d seen outside. From where | was | couldn’t see what it was. Rather than tell me, sheran over to the
back door, unlocked it and pushed her way outside. | followed close behind.

‘What' sthe matter? | shouted after her. ‘What isit?

Shedidn’t answer.



Shedidn’t haveto.

Hanging heavily in the sky, a adistance of maybe ten milesfrom the house, was an dien ship.
Seemingly identical to the first ship we d seen in the summer just passed, the huge vessdl hung slently
over theland.

“Fucking hdll...” | began before my mouth dried. ‘What the hell isthat doing here? | thought their
rescue ship wasn't due for another few months...?

| walked alittle way further away from the house and out into the garden. Turning back to look over
the roof of the building behind me, | saw that there was a second noisgless ship in the sky, this one much
closer. Both of the machines were vast and impervious.

‘What’ sgoing on? Clare demanded desperately. ‘ For Christ’s sake, Tom...’
She knew that | couldn’t answer.

A cold, autumnd rain had begun to fal. | wiped my face dry as| waked the length of Clare sgarden
towards alow stone wall which separated her property from the fields beyond. | climbed the wall,
jumped down and then ran into the middle of the nearest field, hoping to get abetter view of the alien
ship closest to the house. When | turned back | froze with sudden, bitter fear. | could see another five
ships, dl watching and waiting ominoudy from seemingly random positionsin the dark and overcast sky.

Feeling vulnerable and exposed, | ran back to the house.
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Having to fight to keep calm and stay in control | bundled Clare back indoors and dammed the door shut
behind me.

‘“Why are those ships here? she demanded as | pushed her towards the living room.

‘Noidea,” | gasped, forcing my words out between deep, nervous bregths. ‘ There are loads of the
fucking things out there’

‘But why?

Ignoring her questions | ingtinctively grabbed at the phone again and held it to my ear. It was till dead
and | angrily threw it back down to the table.

‘Arethey hereto pick up the diens? she asked, pressing me for answers which she knew | couldn’t
give

‘Don’'t know. They could be.’
‘But what e se could they be doing...?
‘I'vetold you,” | snapped. ‘| don’'t know. For Christ’s sake, | don’t know any more than you do.’

Maybe | could have thought of a hundred and one reasons why the ships might have arrived, but none
of them would necessarily have been right. Whatever the reason, | knew we were in trouble. Each one of
the ships on their own would have been sufficient to hold the three hundred and sixty-eight origind diens
s0 why were there so many here? And from the time they’ d first made contact with us we had been told
that it would take at least ten monthsfor their rescuersto get here. Lessthan half that time had so far
elapsed.

‘We should wait here,” Clare rambled nervoudy. ‘Wait hereand...’

‘“Why?WEe ve done dl our waiting, haven't we? We waited here dl last night for the power to come
back on and for Penny to...’

‘Well what €lse are we going to do? she screamed.
| didn’'t know. | walked away. | had to think.

Theonly logica explanation | could find —athough it sounded bizarre and completely illogica —was
that the behaviour of the population had been controlled and manipulated by the aliens. And the shipswe
had just seen must have been a part of the same plan. The bastard things had endaved the whol e bloody



planet right under our noses. So why hadn’t Clare and | succumbed? Why were we different?
‘Stay here and keep out of sight,’” | said suddenly. ‘Don’t go out and don’t let anyonein.’
‘Whereyou going? she asked anxioudy.

‘To get Rob and Siobhan. | don’t care what condition they’rein, I’'m going to get them in the car and
bring them back here’

‘You can't leave us!’
‘| can't take you with me, can 1? We can’t risk moving Penny.’
‘But you can't leave us...’

‘I haveto,” | sighed. ‘I don’t want to but I’ ve got to go. | need to know that Rob and Siobhan are
safe. They'redl I'vegot left.’

| walked over to Clare and held her tightly. Leaving the relative safety of the houseredlly wasthe last
thing | wanted to do but | didn’t seem to have achoice. | couldn’t bear the thought of Siobhan being
aonewith dl of thisgoing on. Evenif shewas till in the same desperate condition when | reached her
today, at least we would be together again. | didn’t think she’ d offer much resistance. And asfor Rob,
my duty to him wasjust as strong.

‘I’ll beback assoonas| can,’ | said quietly.

‘Okay, shesad, ill holding on to metightly.

‘Just promise methat you' Il keep the door locked and that you won't let anyone elsein.’
‘| promise. But what if..."

‘No buts.’

‘Okay.’

Déliberately moving quickly so that | didn’t have the opportunity to change my mind, | grabbed my
coat and headed for the front door. Clare followed close behind me.

‘Seeyou later,” | muttered and, with that, | went outside and pulled the door shut behind me.
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It was haf-past Six.



Asl| fastened up my coat and shivered in theicy-cool ar of early morning | walked to the end of
Clare’ s short drive and looked up and down the street. It was deserted. No doubt those people who
were dtill cgpable of functioning rationally were curled up in fear deep insde their homes waiting for
whatever was going to happen next.

My car’ s remote central locking wasn't working.

| tried the key in the lock and managed to open it manualy. Onceinside | quickly pulled the door shut
and started the engine.

Nothing.

| checked the immobiliser, checked | had the right key and even checked that | wasintheright car. |
tried again.

Nothing.
It was completely dead.

| looked back at Clare’ s house and could see her standing in the shadows of her living room,
watching. | got out of the car and gestured for her to get out of sight. | didn’t wait to seeif she'd
understood, | just started to jog back towards the village and then, ultimately, home. | had no ideahow |
was going to reach Siobhan’ s house without the car. Maybe | could find abike or something elseto use
sothat | could...

A sudden changein the light and shadow around me made me freeze. | looked up into the turbulent
sky directly above me and watched in terrified awe as one of theimmense aien ships carved asilent
passage through the swirling clouds over my head, heading in the generd direction of Thatcham. Asit
cruised powerfully forward, a bright opening gppeared in its otherwise featureless belly and from it
swooped afleet of seventeen deek, grey-silver shuttle crafts. As each one of the shuttles dropped down
into themorning air asingle pulse of brilliant white light gppeared from their engines and they raced on
ahead of the mother ship.

Although the entire fleet was gone in seconds | knew that | couldn’t afford to drop my guard. No
meatter where | was standing, | could always see at |east one other dien ship somewherein the sky. | had
no option but to keep on moving towards home. | hoped that my inggnificance would be my saviour on
this bitter and desperate morning.

The streets of the village were slent and dead.

I had athousand and one unanswerable questions spinning round my tired mind as | ran and then
waked towards my house. Why was | the only person stupid enough to be out in the open? Where was
everyone e s2? | searched pointlessy for the answersto the most serious questions of all —why were the
dien ships here? There was no point in avoiding the obvious—thiswas afull scaleinvasion. But why?
And how had it happened? | didn’t get any comfort from knowing that my long held mistrust of the diens
had been well-founded. But Clare and | couldn’t have been the only oneswho’ d thought thisway, could
we?

| took aright turninto Hope Street . Bloody ironic, | smiled to myself.

‘Hey, you..." avoice hissed from out of nowhere. | span around quickly, looking for whoever it was
who had spoken. The back doors of ainconspicuous-looking transit van dowly opened outwards.



‘Who'sthere? | whispered.

From out of the shadows of the van asmall and very dight young woman appeared. Perhaps aged
between twenty and twenty-five, she looked exhausted and dishevelled. She began to get out of the van.
| gestured for her to go the other way and climbed in with her.

‘“What' syour name? she asked quietly.

“Tom Winter," | replied.

‘I'm Bhindi, Bhindi Shah,” she croaked, her throat dry.

| pulled the door closed behind me.

‘What' s happening, Tom? she sobbed. She must have known that | couldn’t answer her.
‘Don’t know. How long have you been here?

It was dark and cramped inside the van. In the low light | could just about make out a blanket, a
pillow, some clothes and the remains of alittle food scattered around.

‘| dept herelast night,” she explained. ‘I’ ve been staying with my aunt and uncle just over the road for
thelast few daysand...’

‘And?

‘And last night Uncle started going balistic. He was shouting and screaming and throwing things
around. Aunty started to do the same and then my cousinsand | just had to get out...’

‘Have you seen them this morning?
She nodded.

‘1 went back about an hour ago. They were dl just sat there, not saying or doing anything. | tried to
get some hep but | couldn’t find anyone. | waswalking round for ages but | couldn’t find anyone...’

‘| understand,” | interrupted. Y ou do know that it’snot just your family thisis happening to, don’t
you?

‘| know that.’

Bhindi looked past me and out of the window behind me. | turned and saw that another dien ship was
soaring through the sky periloudy close to where we were hiding.

‘“What do they want? she asked.
‘Don’'t know,” | replied truthfully.

‘1 wish they would just fuck off,” she spat. ‘ Fuck off and leave us. | never wanted them here
anyway.’

“You and meboth,” | mumbled under my breath. *Look, | can’t stop here. I'm going back into
Thatcham to fetch my brother then I’'m going back to my friend’ shouse. If you want to come with me
then...’

She shook her head.



‘No.

‘Sure?

‘I"'m not going any further into the village. Y ou’ re afucking fool if you do.’
‘Why do you say that?

‘Those bloody diens,” she hissed. ‘ The place will befull of them.’

| turned back to look out of the window again. What if shewasright? In any event, did it matter?|
had to go back to try and find Rob and Siobhan. If the village redlly was crawling with diensthen | would
just have to take my chanceswith them. | didn’'t have any choice. | couldn’t turn back without having
tried to reach Siobhan. If something happened to me along the way then so beit. It was achance | knew
| was going to have to take.

‘Areyou sureyou' re going to stay here? | asked again, just in case.
‘Sure,” shereplied. ‘| want to stay closeto my family.’

| nodded and made my move. | crawled carefully out of the van.
‘Take care of yoursdlf,’ | said quietly.

Bhindi nodded and snuggled down under ablanket in the far corner of the van just behind the front
passenger seet. | dammed the door shut, looked around anxioudy, and then carried on walking.

| didn’t see or hear another soul in all thetime | was out there.

If they’ d wanted to | was sure the aliens could have taken me out. | was obvioudy of very little
concern to them. It helped to put thingsinto perspective —what could asingle man do againgt an invading
force of such vast and unprecedented power?

Asmy confidence increased, so did my speed.

| ran towards home.
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Thelast mile home wasthe longest.

| sensed that | was being watched, but | didn’t know who by or where from. Despite having



reassured mysdlf that | wasin no immediate danger because | didn’t seem to matter, | was il filled with
an unimaginable dread — not that my life wasin danger, but that | was never going to see Siobhan or Rob
again. | wasamost home. | had to force mysdlf to close my mind to al memories of Siobhan becausel
knew that there was hardly any chance of me ever being by her side again. The end of everything thet |
knew and loved was beginning to ssem hopelesdy inevitable.

| continued to run for awhile but eventualy stopped. In the dense silence which filled the world
around me my footsteps seemed to echo and bounce off the walls of empty, lifeless buildings. In contrast
to ground levd, the skies above me were teeming with activity. More and more dien ships seemed to
arrive with each passing moment. If each ship waslike the first (and many seemed to be much, much
larger) then it stood to reason that there were many thousands of diensarriving every minute. Thatcham
wasasmal and inggnificant place. Elsewhere there would be countless more. | knew that there would be
millions of diens swarming through the skies above every country in every continent.

A sty spray hung inthe air, washed over the grey seawall by astrong wind gusting off the ocean.
The andl wasingantly familiar and strangely comforting. Therest of the world felt different, asif dl the
life and energy had been drained from it. There waslittle movement. | couldn’t see another soul.

| paused at the bottom of the hill and looked up towards my house. It was little more than a dark
black silhouette against the cold grey sky behind. It looked like dl the other houses | had passed — empty
and lifdess—but for one dight difference.

Therewasaslver dien shuttle craft hovering outside.

After dmost an entire day away from home | findly dragged mysdlf wearily back up the steep and
twisting pathway which led to my front door. What had started out less than twenty-four hours earlier as
asmpletrip into the village for food had eventudly become a silent nightmare played out in the dead
dreets of Thatcham. Aloneand afraid | felt logt in the sudden hugeness of my tiny home village,

The shuttle craft hovered about ten meters away from the door. Perfectly still and slent it was just sat
there without reason or explanation. Cold and tired and not daring to take my eyes off the dien ship, |
fumbled in my jacket pocket for the keysto the house. My hands were numb and cold and | struggled to
try and open the door. But it was aready unlocked and for afraction of asecond | felt some hope. The
only other people who had keys were Rob and Siobhan. Finding the door unlocked meant that one of
them at least had to beinside.

‘Rob? | shouted as| pushed my way in. | kicked the door shut behind me and looked hopefully
down the hallway. ‘ Rob? Siobhan? Are you here?

My words echoed off the cold walls of the house just as my footsteps had echoed in the streets



outsde. | didn't believe for asecond that either my brother or my girlfriend reglly were there but |
inginctively knew that | wasn't lone. Before | had seen or heard him | sensed that Rob’ sdien friend
was about.

“Your brother’ sin here/ he said in hisdull and dishearteningly familiar voice. Hewasin theliving
room. He stepped out of the shadows and stood in the doorway .

‘What the fucking hell are you doing here? | spat as| barged past the alien and shoved him to one
gde. | found Rob gitting motionless on the sofa, staring &t the ground between his feet. For asplit second
the room was filled with an immense black shadow and | turned and watched through the wide window
with frightened fascination as one of the immense black dien machines powered slently through the
turbulent sky towards the centre of the helplessvillage.

‘Rob,’” | said, quickly turning back to face my brother, * can you hear me? Are you okay?

What had once been my brother was now just a shell. Cold and emotionless, he was as empty and
lifeless as my house and the entire village. | crouched down so that | was directly in front of hisdull,
vacant eyes but there was still no response. | gently shoved his shoulder and, athough he rocked to one
sde, hedill didn’t respond. His corpse-grey skin was clammy and cold but he was still breething.

‘He can't hear you,” the alien said softly. | ignored him and continued to try and dlicit some response
from what remained of Rab.

‘Comeon, son,” | whispered. ‘ Just give me asign. Let meknow you're ill there, will you?
Nothing. | wiped tears of pain and frustration from my eyes.

‘1 know how you must befedling...” the dien began.

‘Fuck off!” | spat. “Why don’t you just fuck off? How the hell do you know how | fedl?

Still crouching, | rocked back and sat on the carpet in the middle of the living room. To my right was
the television and for asecond | turned and glanced into the cold grey screen. | could see Rob's
reflection. He looked just as he had done when we' d sat there together and watched the news
broadcasts when thefirst dien ship had arrived. What had the bastards done to him? What had they
doneto theworld?

‘It wasn't supposed to happen like thisfor you,” the alien continued, apparently ignorant to the
strength of my anger and hate. He took afew steps closer and stopped when he was just a short distance
infront of me. | quickly stood up so that we were on the same level.

‘What are you talking about? | asked, wiping my stinging eyesdry.

‘It would have been so much easier for you if you’ d been able to accept everything like the rest of
them.’

“You'renot making any sense,’ | sghed. Nothing was making sense any more. While the rest of the
world lay dead outside, it didn’t make any senseto find mysdlf talking to an dienin my home. * Anyway,
what the hell are you doing here?

‘Recording,” he said.

‘Recording what?



‘Preserving your lifestyle for the archives’
‘What archives?
‘Our archives. I'm ahistorian and zoologist. We keep records of everything.’

| couldn’t take any more of thisin. | fel back into the seat next to Rob. His heavy body dumped
againgt mine and | struggled to hold back more tears.

‘Thevery least | oweyou isan explanation,’ the alien continued.

“You owe meahdl of alot more than that but go on,’ | grunted, unable to even bring myself to look
up a the creature.

‘Remember the night when | first came here to your house?

I thought back to the hazy summer just gone and recalled our first meeting when Rob had brought the
dien homewith him. | remembered feding uncomfortable like an outsider that night. Rob and Siobhan
had treated the damn thing like a bloody superdtar.

‘I remember.’

‘Wetaked alot about what we were doing here and how we got here. We talked about what | did
and where| came from...

‘And...

*And mogt of it waslies’

‘I"'m not surprised.’

‘| was'’

‘What?

‘I was surprised at first. But then again, | always am when it happens. Y ou never get used to it.’
‘What are you talking about? | wasrapidly getting Sick of his bloody stupid games and riddles.
‘| told you that my ship was on amining mission, didn’'t I?

| nodded.

‘| waswrong, but that waswhat | truly believed at the time. That waswhat al of uswho came here
believed’

It ill wasn't making any sense.
‘So what were you herefor?

‘Our ship was aprobe. It wasn't destroyed, it was sent back to the fleet. We came here to investigate
this planet and see whether it was suitable.’

‘ Quitable? Suitable for what?

‘For us.’



‘“What?

‘| told you that the supplies on my home planet had been exhausted. In order to survive my people
need more. We need more space and more resources and...’

‘So you think you' re just going to take it like that?
‘Wake up, Tom, we dready have’

Anicy cold chill of redlisation washed over me. The entire human race had been duped by these
fucking mongters. | wanted to kill the alien infront of me but | didn’t dare move. | wanted to hear the rest
of hisexplanation fird.

‘But how? How did you do it?

‘Remember we talked about our technology? Remember that night when we argued about how you
thought my society was wrong because of the way we work together for the common good? Y ou said it
waswrong and | disagreed...’

‘I remember.’
‘You said it waswrong for usto be able to manipulate thoughts and emotions.’
‘Itis’

‘| accept that you have your opinion. The beauty of working with mindsisthat you don’'t know it's
happening until it's done. We ve been looking at your planet for severa years now. Thisisn't something
that just happened overnight. Once we' d decided that it was suitable we began broadcasting..’

‘Broadcasting what?

‘Simple and congtant signals. We interrupted your transmissions and added a code of our own.
WE ve been reprogramming the entire population of the planet for the last seventeen months through
televison, radio, the Internet, film and any other medium we could use’

*Subliminal messages?

‘More complicated than that, but you' re on theright lines. Think about it, Tom, how else could we
have just arrived here and dropped ourselvesin the middle of your civilisation? Y ou didn’t trust each
other, never mind anyone else. You had to let usdo it. Y ou had to believe us. And we had to believe
what we weretelling you.’

‘So why dl the bullshit about the mining mission and the accident?

‘“We needed to be completely sure the planet was right before occupation. We were sent herefirst to
confirm suitability.

S0 you' ve been lying too, or were you being lied to aswell?

Y ou're sarting to understand. My colleagues and | on the ship fully believed the story wetold you. It
was important to the mission to ensure that our purpose wasn't revealed so we didn’t know what it was.
Simple asthat. Wetruly believed that we were stranded here’

‘Fucking hell...” I mumbled. ‘But how...? How could you have...?



| couldn’t think straight. Thiswas too much to absorb.

“Yourswas afairly advanced society,” he continued. ‘ And the more advanced a society is, the more it
tendsto rely on different methods of communication. We just interrupted and modified what you were
recaiving.’

‘But for what purpose? We were prepared to help...’
He shook his bulbous head dowly.

‘It s not that smple. Our race continues to grow and we need to expand. We don’'t need your help,
we need the planet.’

Now | was beginning to fed asthough | was trapped in some third-rate science-fiction film.
‘What are you planning to do...7 | asked cautioudy.

‘With afew adjusmentswe' Il create an atmosphere similar to our home world and colonise. Y our
planet will become thefifth homeworld.’

“You've donethis before?

He nodded his bulbous head and stared at me with his baby-blue eyes.
‘Thisisthe second time I’ ve been directly involved.’

‘But you can't. Chrigt there are billions of people here...’

‘Why can't we? That’ salittle hypocritical of you, isn't it? 1 don't expect you to agree with me, but |
don’t think that what we' re doing is any different to what you' ve been doing for years.’

‘It' scompletely different,” | spat, waking over to the window and |ooking down on the dead village
below. *Of courseit’ sdifferent.’

‘Why isit? Isthere any difference between ustaking your land and you taking the land of someone or
something else? Y ou' ve been doing it for millions of years, and now we' re doing it to you.’

‘But we' re not just some other animdl....’
‘You are’
‘But we would never trest another peoplelikethis...

“Youwould,” he said smply and without malice or spite. * In fact, the way that we are doing thisis
fairer and more humane than anything from your history.’

‘“What' s humane about what you' re doing?
‘Most of you don’t even know it’s happening.’

| stared out at the silent world as the alien’ swords ran round and round my head. Could it really be
true? Had | lost everything? 1 remembered |ooking out from the same position countless times during the
summer just ended. Now al of that seemed amillion miles away, and those rapidly distant memoriesfelt
painfully perfect and idyllic. Back then I'd had alife to lead, abrother to argue with and agirlfriend to
hold and be held by. Now, if what he was saying wastrue, | had nothing. So why was | the only one?



‘Why am | different? | asked. ‘Why am | heretaking to you while the rest of the populationis...” |
looked down at what remained of my brother but | couldn’t finish my sentence.

‘It sdifficult to achieve one hundred percent success. Not everyone is able to accept the program.’

‘How many areleft? | wondered, thinking ingtinctively (for afraction of a second) about rebellion
and honour.

‘ About haf amillion of you in this country. Look, I'm sorry that it didn’t work for you. It would have
been much easier if you hadn't had to go through this’

| didn’'t want to hear hisanswer, but | had to ask my next question.

‘So what happensto everyone else? What about the rest of the population? What about the billions of
innocent people who are Sitting vacant in their homes like Rob? What are you going to do with them?

“WEe re not going to do anything with them,” he answered. ‘We don’t need them.’
‘So are you going to ship them off somewhere?

‘No.’

‘ Sterilise them? Stop us reproducing?

‘No. Thereé sgoingtobeacull.

‘What?

‘| said there sgoing to be acull. | thought you might have worked it out by now.’

For afew long seconds | didn’t know how to react. | just stood there usdesdy, shifting my weight
uncomfortably from one foot to the other and staring at the creature in front of me.

‘But how...7 | ssammered. ‘How are you going to...?
‘That’ s not important.’
‘When?

‘It sdready started. It will runland mass by land mass. There are probably one or two continents
which have been completed by now. Things should start to happen herein the next few hours.’

The dien took asngle step forward and, ingtinctively, | took one back.

‘I'm sorry that it had to happen for you likethis;” he said. | didn’'t know if his sorrow was genuine or
manufactured. Moreto the point, | didn’t care.

*So what you going to do about me? | spat. ‘If I'm not going to conform to your fucking program,
what are you going to do about me?

He answered quickly.
‘Nothing.’
‘What?



‘Nothing,” he repeated. ‘ There' sno point, isthere? What are you going to do? Thisisn’t one of your
science-fiction books or films, you know. There' s nothing you can do to stop the inevitable. We re not
goingto catch avirusand die. Y ou're not going to find acomputer glitch and destroy our ships. There's
absolutely nothing you can do except Sit here and wait...’

What he said made it al the more harder for me to accept what was going to happen. There would
have been more dignity in dying in battle, but it looked as though | wouldn't even be ableto pick afight. |
felt like alone treeleft standing in the remains of aforest where thousands of others had been torn up by
their roots to make way for anew city . And what could | do to stop this happening? Nothing.
Absolutdly fucking nothing.

‘Sit back and watch,” he continued. Y ou might be able to survive for afew weeks. Keep out of the
way of the cull and find yoursalf somewhere remote and watch it happen. I’ ve seen it happen el sewhere.
It sexhilarating.’

‘What is?
‘The change’’

That was enough for me. | had to get out. | waswasting precioustime and | knew that | had to get
back to Clare and Penny. But | couldn’t leave Rob. | reached out and grabbed his lifeless hand.

‘Don’'t waste your time with Robert, there sno point,’” the dien said from aposition just inches behind
me. ‘He can’'t hear you. He can’t see you. And even if he could, he wouldn't know who you were or
how to talk to you.’

| squeezed Rob’ s hand hard, hoping that | could force areaction from him. There was nothing.
‘Comeon, | pleaded. ‘If | can fuck their programming up then so can you. Come on!’

| dapped hisface. Nothing.

‘Thisis't doing either of you any good, Tom. | suggest that you get...’

‘Fuck off!” | gpat, turning round and glaring at the alien who continued to talk unabated.

‘Do you want meto tell you exactly what' s hgppened to him? Shal | tell you which parts of hisbrain
have been disabled and which partswe' ve left operationa ? Will it helpif 1...7

The creature swordstrailed away into sllence as| stood and stared up into his cold and emotionless
face. Hisbright blue eyes stared back at me. He was on my property, how dare he tell me what to do?
Hiskind had destroyed my brother, my girlfriend and just about everyone and everything el se that meant
anything to me. Memories of dl that I’d lost clouded my mind. Theloss of everything | had owned and
everything | had been hurt like athousand knives stabbing into my skin. And just for asecond it was al
thisdien’ sfault. Just for amoment dl of my hate, fear, frustration, pain, rage and terror was directed
towards this one, despicable alien bastard. In asingle movement | launched mysalf a him and knocked
him flying across the room. Overba anced by his bulbous head and struggling to pick himsalf up with his
long, flailing limbs, helay a my feet, cowering.

‘Don’'t do this,” he pleaded as he dowly dragged himsalf back up. ‘ Don’'t waste your time.’
“Y ou take my life and now you want pity? | hissed, stunned by the creature’ s gdll.

‘I don’t want anything from you. Y ou haven't got long. Just get away from hereand...’



| ran at him again, grabbed him by the neck and pushed him out into the hall. Still holding tight, |
swung him round and dammed him up againg thewall. | clenched my fist and hit him square on the jaw.
He crumpled to the ground at my feet again and began to crawl towards the front door.

‘Fucking bastard,” | yelled as| ran after him. He turned and looked back at me and | could see that
there were tears running down hisface. Thick, dark blood was pouring down his chin from aspitin his
lower lip. The bloody thing was crying and begging for mercy.

‘Please’ he sobbed. ‘ Thisisn't my fault. | didn’t plan any of this’

For afraction of asecond | felt some pity, but dl it took was for meto picture the friends and family
that I’ d lost to bring me back to fedling nothing but hate and despair.

“What good isyour perfect fucking society now? | sneered as| picked him up by the collar and held
him againgt thewall again. | looked into his pathetic, whimpering face and then closed my eyesand
concentrated my thoughts on all that had been taken from me. * Where are the others to protect you?

‘Please...” he croaked. ‘I’ ve got work to finish...’

| was never going to hold Siobhan again or hear her tell me that she loved me. | was never again going
to wak along the beach with her a dusk and make love dl night. | would never go drinking with Rob
again or run through the village or watch afilmon TV or listen to music... Onelast look into the dien's

eyes.
“You'vetaken everything | had,” | hissed.

| lifted my right hand and covered the creature’ sface with it. | squeezed tightly and could fed hischin,
cheeks and forehead beneath my fingers. | squeezed hard, hoping that it was hurting. | pulled hishead
forward and paused for a second.

One last whimper.

Letting go of al my hate and anger, | dammed the fucker’ s head back into the wall. He dumped. |
pulled his head forward then smashed it back again. Forward then back again. Forward then back again
and again and again until | felt the fucker’ s skull crunching and splitting. | let the body go and it fell to the
ground.

Back in the living room, Rob had rolled off the sofaand now lay face down on the carpet. | thought
for asecond that he had made a conscious movement but it was obvious that he had not. | owed it to him
to make one lagt-ditch attempt to revive him and to try and snap him free from this dire lethargy. | picked
him back up and sat down on the carpet in front of him. | looked up into his expressionlessface.

‘Rob...” | whispered. ‘Rab, it' sme, Tom.’

Still no response. With every second that passed so the pain | felt increased.

‘Can you hear me? If you' d just say or do something then at least I’ d know you were there and...’
It was pointless.

‘I just wanted you to know that...’

| couldn’t even bring mysdlf to finish my sentence. There was nothing | could do. My brother was
gone.



Wiping tears of sadness, confusion and fear from my eyes, | walked towards the door. | stopped and
turned back to take one last ook at what remained of Robert Winter. | knew that Siobhan would bein
exactly the same desperate condition, and that made the pain even worse.

| knew that | had to get back to Clare, and until 1 waswith her | would be completely alone.
My family and my life had been taken away from me.

Rob and Siobhan had been the last ones to have mattered.
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| threw open the front door and nervoudly tripped down the uneven pathway which spiraled back down
towards the centre of the village. The gradient was steep and it was hard to control my speed. | wanted
to sprint back to Clare but | knew that | had to conserve my energy. | just hoped and prayed that when |
got back to her house she would still be there and that she' d be asdert, lucid and emotiona as she had
been when I d I ft her.

It was nine o' clock.

| dlowed mysdf to glance back over my shoulder a my cold, dark house and | was again filled with
pain. | knew that | waswalking away from the house, and from Rab, for the last time. As| stared
another one of the huge black alien ships appeared and flew out from behind my home, over my head
and then over the village and out towards the ocean. Then another ship, lower thistime and dightly
different. This machine had arounder, more bulbous head than any other I’ d seen before and the sight of
thisnew arriva increased my anxiety. Thewords of thedien | had killed till echoed round my head and
the thought that | was of no concern to the invading aien hordes provided little comfort.

How many other people nearby now remained to helplesdy watch the alien invaders take hold of our
planet and makeit their own? Their occupation had been so quick, unexpected and perfectly planned
and executed with such precision that there had been nothing anyone could have done to avoid our total
domination. By thetime that the dert had been sounded and the need for reaction had arisen, those lft
capable of free thought and rebellion had aready been weakened, smashed and shattered to apoint far
beyond that at which any recovery might ever have been possible. No matter how | looked &t it, | wasin
ahopedess stuation.

The ship which had just flown overhead stopped.

Hanging high and motionless above the centre of the villageit hovered ominoudy. It waited there,
open and vulnerable but safe in the knowledge that there was nothing left of mankind to attack it. The
bastard thing seemed dmost to be lauding over the defencel ess world that it had helped invade and
capture. |, on the other hand, felt increasingly nervous and exposed out on my own. The dien had
warned me to keep out of the way of the cull. Was thisthe beginning that he' d talked about?

| had no option but to keep moving, and whichever way | decided to go | would be walking further
into the village and closer to the ship. From ground leve it was hard to accurately judge the Sze and scale
of thething and | couldn’t tell whether it was hovering amile above me or ten. As| waiched, asingle
opening slently appeared from the base of the rounded front end of the machine and, from that opening,
along, stem-like object appeared. From where | stood it looked to be about the length and width of a
telegraph pole. | stopped walking and started running and then sprinting, desperate to get out of the way
of whatever might come next.



Nothing.

| dared to look up again as| ran, just in time to see the stem retract back into the ship. Onceit had
disappeared insde and the hatch was closed the ship turned and moved on. Confused, | watched until
the light from its silent engines had faded from view.

| carried on running.
It was about aminute later when it began.

| became aware of anoise. The world had been smothered by a dense, foreboding silence dl morning
but now, unexpectedly, | could definitely hear something. It was directionless. It seemed to be coming
from al sdes. It was the sound of footsteps.

And then | saw the people.

Asif they had been perfectly choreographed, the front door of every occupied building for asfar asl
could see suddenly opened and the people insde stepped out onto the street. They waited outside their
homes until, taking their mark from the figures nearest on their |ft, they walked out into the middle of the
street, turned to face the centre of the village and began to march. In less than a couple of minutes avast
column of slent figures had formed and was making itsway deep into the village with an unnerving
military precison. | sopped running and stood and watched and was ignored.

The endless queue of people that walked past me was geometricaly accurate. Evenly spaced groups
of four individuds that moved in perfect step and perfect time with al the others. Their faces were blank
and expressionless — the same vacant look asthat I’ d seen on Rob'sface when I'd left him and just the
same as Penny earlier this morning. From side-streets and aleyways more and more peopl e appeared
and joined the march onwards.

Ingtinctively | reached out and grabbed the arm of the nearest figure and pulled it out of formation. It
was an ederly man who' s body felt withered and dangeroudy aged. He stopped walking but remained
facing in the same direction asthe rest of the people. No-one seemed to have reacted to his sudden

disappearance.

‘Canyou hear me? | hissed, afraid to talk too loudly. The man didn't react. | took hold of hischin
and turned his head so that he was facing me. The second | let go heturned back again. | did it again,
and again he turned back to face the direction of the snaking column of people. Knowing that it was
pointless| let go of him and the man, who wasin hislate seventies or early eighties at a guess, sprinted
back to take his place among the faceless crowd with the speed of aman half his age. Within seconds he
was back in formation —in perfect position and faultlessy matching the speed and pace of the others.

I climbed onto the top of aparked car and, from there, clambered onto a skip and then onto the roof
of atruck. From there | had aclear view of most of the village ahead and much of the surrounding area. |
felt uneasy and vulnerable up there. | couldn’t see them, but | could sense thousands of diens nearby.
The fact that the creatures were nowhere to be seen intensified my desperate anger and contempt. It was
onething for the despicable bastards to have taken my home from me, but to have doneit from a
distance was something else. They hadn’t even had the decency to show their faces and allow the few of
usthat remained the chance to exact some ultimately usdless but momentarily gratifying revenge.

Thelevd of noiseinthe village was till low but had increased noticeably over the last few minutes. As
| looked down from on high, | saw countless columns of people converging on the centre of Thatcham
from al directions. Along every street they marched keeping perfect time. When they reached the exact
centre of thevillagetheindividua queues stopped and combined to form one singleimmense formation of



empty, expressionless souls. Turning back to face my home| watched sadly as <till more figures spilled
down the hill. I knew that Robert had to be among them but there was nothing | could do. He was
already dead, as were Joe Porter, James, Stephanie and al the other people | knew. Each one of them
would now be just another face in this massive crowd or, | presumed, in another smilar crowd
elsawhere. Even my precious Siobhan would bein there somewhere.

Asquickly and unexpectedly as the movement in the village had begun, it stopped. And as soon as
the movement stopped, so the sound aso died. The entire population of Thatcham now stood in front of
me, standing to attention —motionless but for afew unsteady movements and sways— and completely
devoid of al emotion. | stood my ground for acouple of minutes and continued to watch before deciding
to move on.

| jogged back along the road that led to Clare’ s and tried desperately to keep calm and in control. |
knew that what | had just witnessed would surely be happening in every town, city and village throughout
the entire country, probably theworld. And it was obvious why the people were being rounded up in this
way. Thiswasthe beginning of the cull that the dien had spoken of. Millions of people were being
rounded up to die and there wasn't abloody thing | could do to help even one of them.

So how were they going to be killed? With thoughts of nightmare wespons of mass destruction racing
through my mind | forced mysdlf on towards Clare s house. The only thing that mattered was getting
back to her and finding her safe.
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It took me the best part of an hour to get back to the little house on the other side of thevillage. | had
given up running soon after leaving the centre of Thatcham. | had travelled the distance once aready this
morning and | guessed that before the day was out | would be running again. Panic and fear seemed to
congtantly be forcing me to move faster. It took more determined effort and self-control than | would
ever have thought necessary just to keep my pace level.

| walked dowly down Clare s street with my heart thumping in my chest. It was as cold and empty as
it had been when I d lft earlier. Looking anxioudy from side to side | made my way down the short path
to the front door and rang the bell. Fucking idiot. There was no power. | knocked but there was no
response. Nervous and fedling increasingly uneasy | tried to force the door open but it wouldn’t move. |
knocked again and pressed my face to the glass, hoping that | would be able to see Clare walking up the
halway to let meindde.

The house was slent.

| ran my fingers anxioudy through my hair and looked around. | felt more exposed and vulnerable
than ever. But | wasn't concerned about my safety, instead | was worried that my presence outside the
house might dert the diensto the fact that Clare and Penny were hiding there. And | knew that they were



asinggnificant as| clearly was, but that didn’t stop me worrying.
Still no response from inside.

| walked across the front lawn and peered in through the living room window. | couldn’t see anything
much through the lace curtain but it was clear that Clare wasn't there. | banged on the glasswith my fist
and glanced back over my shoulder, frightened that the sudden noise might attract unwanted attention.
Lifting my handsto my faceto block out the glare and reflections from behind me | sared insde again.
Nightmare images of Clare and Penny buried degp among the faceless crowd I’ d just seen flashed into
my mind.

| climbed over the low gate at the Side of the house and crept cautioudy into the back garden. As|
passed | peered in through the kitchen window but still neither Clare or Penny were anywhereto be
seen. Reaching out a cold, trembling hand | tried the back door handle but it was|ocked. That wasa
good thing, | decided, because if both the front and back of the house were locked, Clare was most
probably still in there somewhere. | took afew hesitant steps onto the back lawn before dropping my
shoulder, running at the house and charging into the door. It shuddered and rocked but didn’t open.
Rubbing my stinging arm, | walked back and tried again. Still nothing. On my third attempt the wood
around the lock splintered and cracked and the door flew open, crashing into the insde kitchen wall. |
rushed inside and blocked the door shut by dragging a heavy pine table across the room.

After waiting for a second to catch my breath and calm my nerves, | began to walk further into the
cold and silent house. Hesitant and reluctant at first, | was almost afraid of what | might find.

‘Clare? | hissed. *Clare, where are you?

Therewas no reply. My voice echoed eerily around the empty and lifelessrooms. | checked the
kitchen, theliving room, the hall and even the cupboard under the stairsbut | couldn’t find any trace of
either Clare or Penny. Was| too late? Delectedly | began to climb the stairs.

‘Clare? | hissed again.

Penny’ sroom was empty. | stood next to thelittle girl’ s bed and surveyed the devastation around me.
In spite of dl that | had seen and heard aready thismorning, | till found it hard to believe that Penny had
done so much damage last night. While | was standing there | heard the sound of muffled crying coming
from the other end of the landing.

‘Isthat you, Clare? | shouted.

Not waiting for an answer, | turned and ran, desperate to see my friend again. Her bedroom was
empty, aswasthe bathroom. | eventuadly found her sitting in acrumpled heap in the shadowsin the
darkest corner of the darkest room in the house. She was leant against the side of an empty wardrobe,
wrapped in an old picnic blanket. When she saw me she stopped crying momentarily and dragged hersdlf
up onto her feet. She staggered over and fell into my arms, collapsing in amass of bewildered tears.

‘Comeon,” | whispered softly as| held her tight against me and gently stroked her hair. *It's okay ...’

‘I didn’t think you were coming back,” she sobbed, forcing out her words between breaths. ‘| thought
something had happened. | thought | was going to be left on my own hereand...’

‘| said I'd come back, didn’t I? | smiled, doing my best to hide my own fearsfrom her. ‘Where's
Penny?

At the mention of her little girl’ sname Clareimmediately began to cry again.



‘She’sgone,” she said, her voice full of confusion and desperate emotion. ‘1 don't know where she
went. | was sitting next to the bed waiting for you to come back and...’

‘And what?

She' d been lying there for ages and shejust got up and walked downstairs. | tried to stop her but |
couldn’t. | asked her where she was going but she didn’t answer. She just kept walking...”

‘“What about the door? | told you to keep it locked, didn't 1?7

‘It was locked. The key wasin the lock and she opened it. Christ knows how shedid it, Tom. She's
never been ableto turn the key before. It' s always been too stiff for her.’

* And what happened then?

‘There was nothing | could do. | kept trying to stop her but | couldn’t. | shouted and screamed at her
but she didn’t even hear me. | grabbed hold of her arm but she was too strong for me. | followed her out
of the house and it was the craziest thing I’ ve ever seen. Everyone was out there. Everyone who livesin
the road just walked out of their houses and went down towards the village. And you should have seenit.

They werein perfect fucking formation! Penny just joined the line and marched with them like she’ d been
rehearsing for bloody days.’

‘“When wasthis?

‘ About an hour ago,” shereplied. She was beginning to sound calmer and more lucid. * Did you see
anything while you were out there? Do you know where they went because we might be ableto...?

| shook my head sadly and Clare’ svoicetrailed away.

‘| saw the samething in the village. That’ swherethey dl are, but there' s nothing we can do...’
‘There must be something?

‘There snothing. Beieve me.’

The conversation died, and for awhile the only sound wasthat of Clare’ s constant tears.
‘“What’ swrong with your car? Why did you walk? she suddenly asked.

| shrugged my shoulders.

‘Don’t know. Wouldn't start.’

‘Did you see Siobhan?

‘How could 1?1 couldn’t get to her house without the car. It was all | could do to get back home.’
‘And what about your brother? Was he there?

| nodded but didn’t want to spesk.

‘“Why didn’t you bring him back with you? she pressed.

‘Because he was in the same fucking state as Penny,’ | interrupted. ‘ Hewas just afucking shell. And
now he' s stood there in the middle of Thatcham with the rest of them and they’ re dl fucking comatose.’



Slence.

‘What' s happening? Clare asked minutes|ater, finaly plucking up the courage to ask the ultimate
obvious question of the morning.

‘Don’t know,’ | answered awkwardly. Much as| didn’t likelying to Clare, | couldn’t see that any
good would come of her knowing the truth. She was terrified and heartbroken aready and there didn’t
seem to be any point in adding to her pain and confusion. In many ways | wished that | hadn’t spoken to
the alien and that | was il ignorant to the hopelessness of our Stuation. It reminded me of something |
remembered reading at school that said animas don’t fear death because they don’t know it's coming. |
wished | knew lessthan | did.

‘I want to go and look for her,” she said suddenly. ‘I want to go and find Penny and bring her back
here.’

‘Ther€ sno point,” | replied.
‘But | can't just leave her out there, can 1? She' sjust achild, for God' s sake. She’ son her own.’
| shook my head and held her tight.

‘Believeme, Clare,’ | Sighed, ‘there sno point. If wefind her wewon’t be able to do anything. You
won't be able to bring her home, she won’t come. Y ou' ve got to accept it, Penny’ s gone.’

‘But she' s ill out there...” she sobbed.

‘Penny’ slong gone, Rob’s gone, Siobhan’ s gone, they’ re dl gone. We re just about the only two
left.

| knew that | would have to explain everything to her at some point, but my ingtinctstold meto delay
the inevitable for aslong as possible. | wrapped my arms around her astightly as| could and stood there
with her while shetried to make some sense of our nightmare. My losswas il raw and painful. |
couldn’t even begin to imagine the level of torment and anguish that Clare was suffering. She had been
Penny’ s sole guardian and the care of that little girl had been the prime focus of her life from the moment
she' d been born. Now, through no fault of her own, her precious daughter was|ost forever.

For along time we held each other and silently remembered al that we had lost.

We did nothing for amost three hours. Just under one hundred and eighty minutes of sllence which felt
like one hundred and eighty years. | felt like aconvict sitting on death row, waiting for the execution
order to come through. And there was nothing | could do. And there was no point in doing anything.

Clareand | sat together in acorner of the spare room. From our position we were able to look out of
the window but it was impossible to see very much of what was happening to the world outside. | could
see the tops of trees being blown around in the breeze and, occasionally, birdswould fly in and out of
view. With increasing regularity | aso watched countless slent dien shipsbusly drifting to and fro
through the swirling clouds.

Shortly after three o' clock an unexpected noise came from outside the house. Clare was thefirst to
react.

‘What wasthat? she asked, jumping up anxioudly.



‘Don't know,” | answered truthfully.

‘Sounded like agunshot,” she whispered. She walked away and | followed as she crept through the
slent house towards one of the front bedrooms. Taking care to hide behind the curtain at the Sde of the
window, she peered down onto the street below.

‘Bloody hdll,” she hissed. * Come here and look at this, will you?

| stood behind her and looked down over her shoulder. A single figure was sumbling breathlessly
down the dotted white line which stretched aong the middle of the road bel ow. It was aragged man,
perhapsin hislate-thirties, and as he moved helooked congtantly from sideto side. Inhisarmsheheld a
heavy rifle. It was obviousthat, like Clare and |, here was another human who had refused to succumb to
the sublimind aien reprogramming that had systematicaly destroyed the rest of mankind. | wondered
how much he knew.

A dlver shuttle craft flew overhead. The man lifted hisrifleto the sky and fired off asingle
badly-aimed shot.

‘Comeonyou fuckers,” he shouted, hisvoice dry and hoarse. * Show yourselves. Fucking show
yourselves!’

‘| know him,” Clare mumbled.
‘“What? Where from?

‘I’ ve seen him before. He' shere every Saturday afternoon with hisfamily. | think he vidits his parents
over theroad.’

Shejumped with surprise as he fired another shot. As | watched the man picked up his pace dightly
and jogged towards a house afew doors up from Clare’ s. Still looking around nervoudly, he pushed the
door open and disappeared inside. For aminute or two there was silence and, occasiondly, | could see
his shadowy figure moving from room to room, obvioudy searching for missng rlatives. Surely he knew
aswell asClareand | did that they wouldn’t be there.

‘Should we cdl him over,” shewondered. ‘ The houseis empty. Hisfamily will have gone wherever
Penny went to...’

| watched with mounting unease as the man ran from upstairs to downstairs and back again,
eventudly stopping in the front bedroom corresponding to the room in Clare' s house where we were
standing. He staggered back and leant against awall, holding his head in his hands. Aswe watched he
loaded therifle, put the barrel into his mouth and fired.

Clare did down thewall next to mein dishdief and sat on the floor with her head held in her hands. It
seemed to take forever for the sound of that final gunshot to fade away.

Shewascrying again.
‘What'sgoing on?

| sat down next to her and held her tightly. It was against my better judgement but | felt that | had to
say something. It wasn't fair to keep her in the dark any longer. Another ship passed overhead, casting
an ominous shadow over the house. | waited until it had disappeared before speaking.

‘1 know what’ s happening,” | whispered.



‘Sowhy didn’t you tell me? she sighed, looking up a me with red, stinging eyes.
| shook my head and shrugged my shoulders.

‘Didn’t want to,’ | answered. ‘ Ther€ snothing either of uscan do so | didn’t think it would do any
good to...’

“Y ou should have told me,” she sobbed. *Y ou should have fucking told me.’
| nodded, closed my eyes and cleared my throat before starting to explain.

“When | got back to my house this morning, that alien was there. Remember, the one that Rob hung
around with?

‘| remember. Why?

‘Said hewasrecording.’

‘Recording what?

‘My home, the way we lived. For their history books | think.’

‘But we haven't seen another one of them dl day...’

‘1 know. Makes me wonder whether it was more than coincidence.’
‘Sowhat did hetell you?

‘He told me everything.’

‘And...7

‘And it’ stoo far-fetched to believe. I’ ve been thinking about it for hoursand | still can’t get my head
arounditadl...

‘Will you just tell mewhat the hdll is happening? she demanded.

‘Okay. Since they found us, they’ ve been reprogramming the entire population of the planet.’
‘Reprogramming? shelaughed. ‘What are you talking about?

‘Sounds stupid | know, but it’strue.’

‘Sound fucking ridiculous...’

‘The dien told me that they’ ve been using television, radio and just about every other medium you can
think of to brainwash the whole bloody human race. He told me weeks ago that their technology was so
advanced they can do virtudly anything. The diensthemsdvesdidn’t know why they were here a firgt.’

“Y ou mean the story about the damaged ship was bullshit?
‘That’ swhat hetold me.’
‘But what about us? What about you and me? How come we're so different?

‘He said that it didn’'t work on everyone!’



‘So how many are|eft?

‘Don’t know.’

‘Well isit ahundred or athousand or...’

‘Hesaid hdf amillion.’

Shelooked up to the celling and rubbed her eyes.

‘| always knew you and | were different. | never trusted those bastards and neither did you. | dways
thought something wasn't right.”

She stopped speaking and asking questions for a couple of seconds to take stock of al that | had told
her. Once she had taken it all in and made as much sense of it as she could, she began to ask more.

‘So why have they done this?
‘That’sthekiller, isn'tit?
‘What do you mean?

‘They want the planet. Their population istoo much for their own planet, so they’re moving on. And it
lookslike our planet isjust what they were looking for.’

‘And how are they going to takeit? she asked, an expression of utter dishelief fixed on her face.
‘What are they going to do with the billions of people here? Use them for davesor...?

| knew full well what was going to happen but | couldn’t bring mysdif to tell her and | answered with a
dumb shrug of the shoulders. She was an intelligent woman. She’ d work it out for herself eventually.

‘So what are we going to do?

‘I'mnot sure,’ | Sghed. ‘Don’'t know if it'sworth doing anything. The alien told me that we' re not a
threat so they’ ve got no interest in us. He told me we could watch.’

‘Watch what?

‘Watch them take the planet.’

‘But we can't just St here and wait. There must be something we can do?
‘“What? Where can we go? They’re everywhere.’

Clare remained surprisingly calm. Maybe she had picked up on the hopelessnessthat | felt and which
I’d obvioudly failed to hide from her. She cuddled up closeto me and buried her frightened facein my
chest. | gently kissed the top of her head and wrapped my arms around her.

Our options were limited. We could stay where we were and wait or we could run and run until it was
over. The end result would inevitably be the same. But it wasn't like ether of usto just Sit still and wait.



By eight o’ clock the autumn light had gone and the world had been smothered by the cold, inky
blackness of early evening. | had watched the last minutes of the day disappear from the bedroom
window. Now the only lights to be seen anywhere came from the powerful engines of the countlessaien
machinesthat continued to busily twist and glide slently through the skies overhead.

Through thelong hours just passed both Clare and | had finally accepted that whatever we choseto
do next didn’t matter. The ultimate fate of our friends, families and, most probably, our own lives had
been predetermined and there was nothing that either of us could do to dter the course of events. It was
now just aquestion of finding somewhere safe and remote to hide for aslong as possible. The dien had
warned that if we kept out of the way we might till have sometime. And the more | thought about it, the
more | realised that could be longer than I’ d dared to imagine at first. We could have ten minutes left, but
then again we could evade the dien hordes and livein hiding for the next seventy years. With the
redisation that al might not be logt after dl, something of my desire to go on dowly began to return.
Clare remained unconvinced but asfar as| was concerned therewas till afaint glimmer of achance, and
no matter how dight, it was a chance that | was more than ready to take.

My confidence wasincreasing. | went outside when, without warning, the overpowering and
al-consuming silence had been shattered by the dull sound of hundreds of marching feet. Ingtantly
recognisable as the same sound I’ d heard in Thatcham earlier that morning, | stood at theend of Clare's
road and watched as yet another orderly file of emotionlessfigurestrooped by. But thistime they were
walking away from the village and out towards the coast. They were gonein minutesand | ran back to
the house, concerned and unnerved.

“We should move,’ | said breathlessly as | let myself back in. ‘I think we need to get out of here’
‘Why? she asked.

‘“The people| saw earlier areleaving the village’

‘So?

‘So | don't fed safe here. What if the diens are about to start work on the village? They might be
about to demolish the whole fucking place and | don’t want to be sat herewhen they...’

‘Where are we going to go? sheinterrupted.

‘Don’'t know. Thedien told methat we d be safeif we kept out of theway. They’renot interested in
usll

‘And where exactly isout of the way? Bloody hell, those ships are everywhere. There' s nowhere they
can'tgetto.’

‘I know,” | snapped, frightened and trying hard to think.

‘What we need,’ Clare said quietly, ‘is somewhere remote. We need a bloody idand in the middle of
the ocean. Somewhere where there' s nothing they could want. Nothing there for them to destroy.’



Her train of thought waslogical and it led meto an answer.

“What about the Devil’ s Peek? | said, remembering the small collection of water-worn rocks just off
the coadt. ‘ If we could get out there we should be safe for awhile. Joe Porter told me there sacove
round the back where you can moor a boat. Told me he used to go there when hewasalad.’

‘But isthere any point?
‘Probably not. It' sworth atry though.’
‘ Suppose, but how are we going to get there?

‘I can think of at least three places down the coastal path where there are usually boats moored at this
timeof year.

‘Canyou sail?

‘No but | can row. Come on, we' ve got to try, haven't we? Bloody hdll, if wejust end up floating
miles out to seait couldn’t be any worse than sitting here and waiting for something to happen, could it?
And if those bastards redlly do have plansfor this place then...’

‘Okay,” she mumbled, sounding far from sure.

‘We'll get afew things together and get moving. The quicker we get out of here, the better our
chancesare’

We were ready to leave in minutes. We slently worked together in the shadowy gloom of the kitchen,
packing al thefood and supplies we could find into two light and waterproof rucksacks and a battered
sports holdall. | was distracted by the sound of sudden rain clattering againgt the window. | looked up
and watched the clouds rush by with an ominous speed. A swirling, racing darkness only interrupted by
the dien ships burning their way through the sky.

“You dl right? Clare asked, her voice little more than a tired whisper. She had noticed that I’ d
stopped. | nodded ingtinctively.

‘I'mokay,’ | lied. “What about you? Y ou about ready?

‘Just about,” she mumbled as she struggled with one of the straps on her rucksack. | stared into her
face. Shewasamillion milesaway and | guessed that she was thinking about Penny and everything else
that she had lost. The thought of her pain reminded me of my own. It dl felt as cold, empty and hopeless
asthe day Mum and Dad died.

Without warning the room wasfilled with brilliant blue-white light. | lifted my hand to shild my eyes
and turned away from asudden wave of hedt. It faded away to dmost nothing again in secondsand |
stepped out into the back garden to see the disappearing engine-light of alow flying silver shuttle. The
aliens seemed to be getting lower. Perhaps they were about to put in along-overdue persona
appearance on the land that they had taken from us.

Clare came out to me. She was struggling with both the rucksacks. She handed one over.
‘Let’sget moving, she said, managing afleeting smile.

My legs suddenly felt wesk and heavy. | didn’t want to leave the house but | knew we had little



choice.
‘It'll bedl right, shewhispered. ‘“Well that’ swhat you keep telling me, anyway.’

I nodded, fastened my coat and pulled the rucksack onto my shoulders. | stepped back into the
house momentarily to collect the holdall and then returned to stand by Clare sside. It was bitterly cold
and dready | could seethat her teeth were chattering.

*So which way do we go? she whispered.

| wiped spitting rain from my face and looked around. The world suddenly seemed uncomfortably
huge.

‘Straight acrossthefields | think,’ | replied, pointing beyond the low stone wall at the bottom of the
garden. ‘ If we keep heading that way we should hit the main coast road before long.’

* And then what?

‘Don’'t know. Depends where we pick it up. We'll just head up or down the coast until we find a
boat.’

‘Sure? Y ou don't sound it?
‘I'mnot,” | answered honestly. ‘But | don’t think that...’

| stopped talking when another shuttle appeared. It flew directly across our line of vison fromright to
left, hugging the ground and dipping and rising with the troughs and pesaks of theland. It wasgonein
seconds.

‘Let’'smove,’ Claresaid quietly.

I hitched the rucksack up into amore comfortable position on my back and began to walk down the
garden path. We clambered over the stone wall and then, holding one of the holddl’ s handles each, we
began to make our way nervoudly through the fields behind the house and down towards the ocean.

We moved a an uncomfortably relaxed pace. Our world had been invaded and taken from us and yet
wedidn’'t seem to bein any immediate danger. | felt asif we should have been sprinting and running for
our lives but there wasn't any gpparent point or, bizarrely, anything much to run from. The dienswere
il very visblein the skies over our heads for sure but, fortunately, that was where they seemed to be
staying for the time being. Ingtinctively we still took care to keep oursdves hidden as much as possible.
Wewalked in the shadows of hedges and fences as often as we could, hoping that we would soon find



the winding coast road.

The day now moving towards its end had been so long and painful that it felt as though weeks, not
hours had passed by. All that had happened today seemed so ludicrous, far-fetched and unreal and yet,
in apeculiar way, thelost normdity of thelifel’d lost seemed even stranger than the twisted present. |
guessit was because | knew there was no going back. Everything | had classed as normal before was
now goneforever.

| was conscious that Clare was beginning to tire and lag behind.

‘“Youdl right? | asked, turning round to face her. | struggled to keep my voice at avolume that was
aufficiently low and yet which could sill be heard over the howling wind. She nodded.

‘Fine,’ she grunted.

Y et another enormous ship powered overhead. We both stopped moving instantly and pressed our
bodiestight against the brittle hedgerow which ran alongside us. No matter what we had been told,
ingtinct forced us both to try and get out of sight when the dienswere close. The massive machineswere
S0 quick, powerful and quiet that we had no way of knowing when one was nearby until we saw it like
this, vast and impervious. Onceit had gone | gently pushed Clare forward again.

“We must be close to the road now,” | whispered. My breath condensed in cool clouds around my
mouth. My face felt battered and raw in the cold autumn air.

“Y ou’ ve been saying that for thelast haf-hour,” Clare hissed.  Still think we' re heading in the right
direction?

| shrugged my shoulders and swapped the heavy holddl from my left to right hand.
‘Don’'t know,” | replied truthfully.

‘Still think we re doing the right thing?

‘Don’'t know,’ | said again. ‘Do you?

‘Not sure.’

‘Got to have been better than just Sitting there and waiting for something to happen though? |
suggested. Who was | fooling? At that moment | would have given anything to have been sitting back in
Clare' sdark house again. It seemed the easiest option but | knew there was no going back.

It began to pour with rain. It had been spitting since we' d set out but this was much worse. A cold,
hard downpour. Icy, relentless and showing no sgns of stopping. There were low, heavy clouds al
around us.

‘Fucking hell,” Clare cursed. She stopped walking.
‘What' s the matter?

‘What do you think’ s the matter? she sngpped. ‘ Fucking hell, Tom, I’m cold, I'm frightened and now
I”’m fucking wet. What in God' s name are we doing out here?

She wiped dribbles of water from her face and stood and stared at me. | stared back. Her body was
haunched forward, and it seemed as though everything required more effort than she could muster.



‘Comeon,” | ingsted, trying to calm and reassure her. * The road’ s not far ahead now. All we need to
dois...

‘Iswhat? What' s the point? What are we going to achieve?

| couldn’'t argue and | couldn’t answer. | felt as dgected, empty and frightened as she obvioudy was.
| turned my back on her and walked away. It was easier than trying to reason with her.

‘Just keep moving,” | shouted. ‘ Thediensaren't interested in us. WE Il be dl right.’

‘But what about the others? she yelled back at me angrily. ‘What about Penny? | don’'t know where
my littlegirl is. I’'m out here with you, walking through the countryside in the middle of the fucking night,
and my daughter’ s out there somewhere on her own. | should be with her.’

| shook my head and kept going.

‘Ther€ sno point.’

‘“Why not?

‘Just trust me, will you?

‘But | want to see her, Tom. | want to go back to the village and seeiif | canfind...
| stopped walking and turned around to face her again.

‘There sno point,” | repeated.

‘But why?

‘Because...’

At thelast second | stopped mysdlf from telling her about the cull. | couldn’t bring myself to break the
newsto her. She il believed that Penny was dive and | didn’t want to be the one to shatter her illusion.
| was sure she knew in her heart that shewouldn't see her little girl again, but if she admitted to herself
that Penny was gone she wouldn’t have any reason to keep moving.

Likeacoward | just kept waking. | turned my back on her again and kept walking.
‘“Tom!” she screamed after me. * Tom! Come back you bastard!’

I ignored her and walked, hoping that she would follow. Almost a minute had passed before | heard
her footsteps at my side again.

‘Just trust me, Clare,” | whispered, wiping drops of rain and tears of frustration from my eyes. ‘ Please
just stay with me.’

Clare said nothing.

The hedgerow we were following gradually grew taler and taller. | stopped for a second when
something caught my eye. Dense and tangled for the most part, there were other parts where the hedge
seemed thinner and almost passable. Crouching down on my hands and kneesin the mud, | pushed my
head and shoulders through at one of the thinnest points.



‘What isit? Clare asked from behind me.
‘Theroad,” | grinned, standing up again.
“Which road?

“Haven't got afucking clue. But it' saroad, and that’ sdl that matters. I'm surewe' |l recogniseit if we
follow it for awhile’

Y ou're completely sure?
‘Not completely sure, no. But...’
‘Chrigt, Tom,” she moaned. ‘I’'m sick and tired of ...’

‘Ligten,” | said quickly, covering her mouth with amuddy hand and silencing her. ‘1t doesn’'t matter
what fucking road thisis, the point iswe vefound it. We ve been traveling in theright direction and
we vefound aroad. If thisisn't theroad | wasthinking of, then there' sabloody good chance that thisis
the road that will take usto it. Understand?

| dropped my hand away to give her achance to respond.
‘I just want to stop walking,” shewhined. ‘I’'m cold and I’'mtired and I’ m scared. I...
‘Shh..." | soothed, pulling her closer to me. ‘Let’ sjust get down there and see where we end up.’

| did the holdall over to the gap in the hedgerow and kicked it through, listening out for the heavy
thump asit hit the tarmac. It sounded asif there was adrop of afew feet from the bank down to the
road. | took Clare' s rucksack from her and pushed that through before doing the same with my own.

Crouching down on my hands and knees, | shuffled backwards until my feet were through the hedge.
| felt my way down the bank.

‘Comeon,” | whispered, looking up at Clare who stood watching me. ‘ Follow me and keep close.
There' sabit of adrop from the field to theroad but I'll help you down once you' re through.’

She nodded. Once | was sure that she was ready to push her way through the hedgerow after me|
scrambled down onto the road. Seconds later the soles of Clare’' s muddy boots followed me through. |
grabbed her legs and guided her down.

‘Got you, | said quietly.

| looked up and down the narrow, twisting lane.

‘Well,;" she asked, ‘know where we are?

‘Not sure,’ | answered truthfully.

‘Brilliant,” shesighed.

We picked up our rucksacks and the sports bag and walked on.



Footsteps.

Not ordinary footsteps —footsteps that were synchronised and regimentd in their pace. Footsteps
that were programmed, planned and controlled. Thousands of involuntary footsteps directed with acold,
emotionless precision. Footsteps that were getting closer by the second.

The ominous marching sound could clearly be heard through the churning, blustery ar and | knew
immediately what was coming towards us. Clare looked confused. She' d heard me talk about the vast
columns of people |’ d seen but she hadn’t seen much of them yet for herself. It waswhat couldn’t be
heard that unnerved me. Other than the muffled sound of countless pairs of feet dragging themselves over
the hard ground there was nothing else. Not even a single whimper or moan of protestation could be
heard.

Just ahead of usthe road curved round tight to the right.

‘Wait here,’ | whispered and | gestured for Clare to press herself against the hedgerow and
camouflage hersdlf as best she could.

‘“Whereyou going? she asked nervoudly, her face suddenly filled with fear and uncertainty. ‘What's
the matter?

| shook my head.

‘It snothing,” | lied. *Look, | just want to check round the corner. I’ ll be back in a couple of
seconds.’

| was gone before she had chance to protest. | sprinted a short way further up the road. There was
nothing there—the road straightened again and seemed to run on for another half mileor so—and |
quickly turned back. | ran past Clare, doubling-back on myself, and carried on back down the road until
| could see the heads of the first few approaching figures. The hedge waslow at that point and | was able
to seeafar way into the distance. A seemingly unending line of figures were moving towards us
relentlesdy, still marching in their unnaturaly precise formation. | had seen al that | needed to seeand |
ran back to Clare.

‘What? she demanded. She was standing in the middle of the road with her hands on her hips.
‘What' sgoing on?

‘It'slike | saw earlier,” | replied. * Bloody hundreds of people heading our way.’
‘“What are they doing out here?
‘No idea. There’ snothing round herefor miles’

Shewas't ligtening. | glanced back over my shoulder and saw that the beginning of the vast column
of people had come into view. Four figureswith their faces fixed dead ahead, followed by four more,



then four more and then more after that... | could tell from the expression on Clare' sface that she knew
something waswrong.

‘Just keep out of theway,” | whispered. ‘ They won't even notice us. Just get back against the
hedge.’

Thistime she did just as| asked and she shuffled back into the undergrowth. | stood in front of her,
trying to block and protect her from the advancing people. They began to pass us.

‘Can you stop one of them? she asked from behind me.

‘Not worthit. | tried earlier. Pull one out of line and they’ll just merge back into formation as soon as
you let go.

‘Isthiswhat you saw in the village thismorning?
‘Similar. Same formation.’

‘But why?

She knew | couldn’t answer.

‘Don’'t know.’

‘So where are these people from?

‘Don’'t know.’

‘Where are they going?

‘Don’'t know,” | snapped, now not bothered if any of the bodies heard me. ‘ Fucking hell, how am |
supposed to know the answer to that?

‘I'm sorry,” shemumbled. ‘I just needed to ask. I’ ve got athousand and one questionsin my head
and | just needed to...’

‘Forget it,’ | interrupted, turning round to face her. * Just forget all your questions because there’ sno
point. There’ s nothing we can do about any of this’

‘But why arethey out here? There must be areason...?
‘What does it matter?

| turned back to look at the bodies walking down the middle of the road. By now thefirst few were
following the tight curve of the road perfectly.

‘But what about Penny? she asked. | could hear her sniffing back more tears. * What about Rob and
Sobhan and...

‘Gone,’ | replied, trying desperately to hide my emotion and disguise my pain. ‘My guessisthey'redl
in one of these queues somewhere. Might even be here for al we know.’

‘Do you think s0? she said, suddenly more dert. | ingtantly regretted my words.

‘Forget it,’ | said again asthe vast procession continued past us.



‘There must be something we can do.’
‘Like what? What are we going to do to help the millions of poor bastards like these?
‘| just can’t believe that there’ s nothing we can do.’

‘Get it through your head, Clare,’ | Sghed, ‘it' stoo late. The time to act was months ago when those
fucking diensfirst arrived here’

Another wave of brilliant light distracted me. An dien ship appeared overheed. 1t was flying ominoudy
low.

‘Shit,’ | hissed.
‘What?
‘That thing,’ | said, glancing up at the massive black machine.

‘We ve seen ahundred of them. What' s different about thisone...” She was silenced when her
guestion was unexpectedly answered. The ship suddenly stopped dead. It hovered low in the ky just a
short distance away.

‘| think we should get out of here,” | mumbled nervoudy.
‘“Which way?
‘Back.’

Weturned and ran in the opposite direction, retracing the route of the bodiesin reverse. We sprinted
for dl we were worth until we couldn’t go any further and then stopped. The road had climbed dightly
and from our eevated position the dien ship didn’t seem to be any further away.

Clare wasfighting to catch her bregth. She retched with exhaustion, fear and mounting panic.
Doubled-up with pain, she dropped to her knees.

“You okay? | asked, crouching down next to her.
‘Sorry,” shewheezed. * Can’'t go any further.’

| stood and turned back to look towards the ship. | could see the part of the road we' d just run aong
and, further in the distance, | could see the tight corner and the stretch of straight road beyond that. |
could also see the bodies. Clare dragged hersalf back onto her feet and stood next to me.

‘What the bloody hell is happening now? | heard her ask dthough | did not answer.

Aswe watched the crowd of figures|eft the road and entered alarge square field through asingle
narrow gate. Bizarrdly, they then formed themsdlvesinto perfectly siraight lines across the width of the
fiedd. With equa distance between the bodies on al sides, the people stood motionless. Many of them
were half dressed, and dl of them were soaked to the skin. But till they didn’t move. Each individual
remained upright and impassive. In just acouple of minutesthe field wasfull. | quickly counted thirty-two
rows of thirty-two people.

The dien ship was hovering directly above the centre of thefield. A single opening appeared towards
the front of the vessel and from it emerged along, dark stem. This ship wasidentica to the onel’d seen
in the skies over Thatcham hours earlier.



‘What'sthat? Clare asked nervoudly, grabbing hold of my arm.

| was about to tell her that I’ d seen something similar when it happened. In afraction of a second the
fidd (and just thefidd — not any of the surrounding countryside) wasfilled with a precise square of
intense blue-white light. Far brighter than the light from the engines of any of the dlien machines; it
scorched our skin. We turned away ingtinctively. Another fraction of a second and it was over. The
world was suddenly drenched in a deeper darkness than before.

Almost too afraid to look, | cautioudy stared into the field again. The alien ship was already on its
way, soaring effortlesdy above the countryside.

The field was empty.

Clare and | waked back down the road and cautioudy approached the entrance to thefield. Aswe
walked | tried to explain to her thelittle | understood of what had just happened.

‘Itsacull, | said smply.
‘What?

We stood at the edge of the field and stared at the empty space where just over athousand people
had been standing minutes earlier.

‘I saidit’'sacull,’ | repested. ‘| found out about it thismorning. | didn’t bother telling you...”

“You didn't think you should tell me that those bloody things up there are planning to get rid of usal?
You didn't think that | might have needed to know what’ s going to happen to...’

‘I didn’t tell you because there' sfuck al you or me or anyone can do about it. The dliens need the
planet but they don’t need us. It'sassmple asthat.’

‘But they can't. They just can't...’

‘They aready have.’

Too tired to argue | dropped the heavy sports bag and leant against ametal gatepost.
‘But those people were...’

‘Save your breath,’ | sighed. | pointed up into the sky. ‘ Go and tell them how pissed off you are
about the whole thing if you want to, but it won't do you any good. Y ou do well if you manageto find
one of those cowardly bastards.’

| picked up the bag and started to walk again.
‘We'll be okay if we keep out of their way. WEe |l keep our heads down and keep out of their way.’

| took one last look at the field as we carried on down the road. It looked perfectly normal -
untouched and unspailt asif no-one had ever been there. One thing was certain, there were no hidden
escape routes and no dternative explanations.

Over athousand people had been destroyed in seconds.



Part V
CULL
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Thedriving rain and bitter, swirling wind continued with an increased ferocity. The desperate conditions
only served to add to the confusion and disorientation of the night. Despite knowing full well that every
step we took was pointless, Clare and | continued to press on. More than anything it was the only
sensible option - we could keep moving or we could sit and wait for the gpparently inevitable. Asthe
world around us began to change and be adapted by the diensfor their own use, | was thankful that |
was finaly able to recognise the stretch of road that we followed. | knew that it would only be a short
while before we reached the ocean.

We eventudly |eft the relative certainty of the road and began to walk dong amuddy, uneven and
well-used public footpath. We found oursalves walking across the exposed peak of ahigh hill and,
momentarily, we paused to try and get our bearings. | turned to look back towards Thatcham and could
see the exact point on the coastline where | had stood and witnessed the arriva of the firgt dien ship last
summer. Thevillageitself - normally an obvious bright cluster of street lamps, car headlights and homes -
was hardly visible. Thatcham was as black and lifeless as the rest of the beaten world around it. Save for
the gudting of the wind through the trees, the only visible movement came from the aien ships powering
through the turbulent sky. The only light came from their brightly burning engines.

Chrigt, seeing the shell of the village was painful. | felt the same cold and inescapable fear and
uncertainty then as| had when | had stared into Rob’ s dead eyes earlier that morning. Obvioudy fegling
as battered and hurt as| was, Clare moved closer and gently took hold of my arm.

‘Comeon, she shouted, struggling to make hersalf heard over the drivingwind and rain. *Let’ skeep
moving.’

Ahead of uswasthe ocean. The often still and placid waters were churning and vicious waves



crashed againgt the shore. | could just about make out the shape of the Devil’ s Peak in the near distance.
Although doser than it had been dl night it till seemed amillion milesaway.

‘Not far now,’ | said, trying to keep us both motivated. Clare' sface suddenly froze with fear and |
gpan around to look at whatever it was she had seen. A massive dien ship was drifting over therolling
hills and towards the ocean and, from its vast and deek belly, aphalanx of silent shuttles dropped into the
night sky and tore through the air towards us. We held each other tightly and instinctively braced
oursalvesfor attack. Seventeen ships raced through the sky less than fifty feet above our heads. Within
seconds they were gone. We watched them disappear into the distance.

‘Jesus...” Clare sobbed, shaken by the alien’ s sudden closeness.

For the first time that night the myriad of machines around us seemed to have avisble purpose.
Rather than just ppearing to drift amlesdy to and fro, many now moved with definite and easily
identifiable patterns. The fleet of shuttlesthat had just flown overhead could be seen splitting and either
becoming part of one of countless vast convoys or docking with other colossal motherships.

The point on the hill upon which we were standing was one of the highest and most exposed points
along that particular stretch of coastline. From our elevated position we were able to look back over
miles and miles of undulating countryside. Everywhere we looked we saw the same thing - inky black
skies swarming with dien activity. Like deadly beetles, bugs and ants crawling hungrily over aplate of
sugary food, the silent machines scurried through the darkness, moving like predators from the stripped
carcass of one dead village or town and onto the next. The largest ships - the ones with the rounder,
more bulbous fronts - occasionaly stopped and hung motionlessinthear. Then, just like the machine
that had passed us on the road a short time earlier, asingle searing strip of concentrated incandescent
light and energy would pour down on the defencelessland below. All acrossthe visible landscape this
was happening. At one point | counted fifteen such shipsfiring at the ground at the sametime and, if they
were al destroying crowds of asimilar size to the one we' d seen, then | estimated that | had just
witnessed the death of well over fifteen thousand innocent people. And that was only what | could see
from where | stood. This relentless cull would surely be happening al around the world. If that many
people were being destroyed in a matter of seconds, then how many would be killed in an hour? How
long would it take for our entire race to be eradicated?

| grabbed hold of Clare’ shand and tried to move. She stood her ground, transfixed by all that she
could see. Her face wasfull of cold pain and utter disbelief and | could seethat she felt as empty and
betrayed as| did. Was she wondering which one of the mighty machines had killed her daughter? Was it
the same maachine that had taken Robert and Siobhan from me?

‘Comeon,” | hissed, yanking her towards me. Hanging onto Clare with one hand and the heavy
gports bag with the other, | tried to sprint away. The grass was waterlogged and | dlipped, sending both
of us careering down the treacherous, greasy hillside. | couldn’t stop, and | didn’t dare let go of Clare.
Out of control wetripped and fell until we reached the bottom of the dope where the ground finaly
levelled off and we were able to dow ourselves down again.

‘“Youdl right? | wheezed breathlesdy as| caught Clarein my arms. | looked her up and down to
check that she was okay. She nodded and pushed past me and walked down towards where the sea met
the land. The grass beneath our feet gradually began to thin and to become more sparse. Soon it had
given way completely to the crunching pebbles of the shingle shore.

‘Madeit,” Clare gasped.

‘Toldyou,” | smiled. ‘I knew we'd doiit.’



She looked around anxioudy.
‘So where are we? Where are these boats?

| looked up and down the length of the dark and desolate beach, shielding my face from the driving
ran and seaspray. | didn’'t know exactly where | was, but | felt confident that we were closeto abay a
short distance up the coast where one or two boats were always moored.

‘Thisway,” | answered, pointing up the shingle shore.
‘Areyou sure...? she began.
‘Just move,” | snapped, sensing that we were wasting precioustime.

Together we tripped through the shale and cold waves as we made our way towards adark and
shadowy headland which jutted out into the ocean. Aswe neared | knew that there was no way we
could climb over the massive obstruction. We had little option but to work our way around the side,
staying as close to the water’ s edge aswe dared. | dropped the sports bag and clambered up onto the
rocks. Turning back, | hauled Clare up after me. She clung onto the dimy, mossy-covered rocks for dear
lifeand followed me as | began to shuffle around the headland. A momentary distraction and | was
knocked off my feet by a sudden icy wave that crashed over me, soaking me to the skin and forcing the
ar from my lungs with shock. In afraction of asecond | was under.

“Tom!’ | heard Clare scream. Ingtinctively | reached up towards where | thought she was and she
grabbed hold of my arm. Asthe water washed away | managed to scramble back onto my feet, frozen,
shocked and with sdt stinging my tired eyes. Clare pushed me on.

With my hands numb with cold | carefully felt my way aong the precarious rock face. In daylight it
might have been easy but tonight, with the wind and the rain and the fear to distract me, every shuffling
step took red effort and determination. | could seeit in Clare’ sface too. When | dared to look back at
her | saw that she was struggling to keep moving forward just as| was.

We dowly rounded the most exposed part of the headland. The dark had exaggerated the size of the
rocks.

‘Over therel” Clareyelled. | looked back again and saw that she was pointing past me. ‘A boat!’

Shewasright. There, just afew hundred yards away, was asmal rowing boat. Hardly the fishing
boat that | had hoped to see, but | knew that it would do. It didn’t have an engine or acabin for shelter
but it would be enough. With arenewed energy and determination | forced myself dong the last few feet
of the rock face and then jumped down onto the sandy beach below. Clare wasn't far behind.

‘Nearly doneit!” | yelled, virtualy dragging her dong the sand. ‘ Onelast push!’

Together we ran on, fighting againgt the bitter gae and icy, spiteful rain. But then it stopped. Like
someone had flicked a switch, the wind and the rain just stopped. Dumbfounded, we stood motionless
and looked at each other. Bizarre asit seemed, it dso began to get lighter. It was ill dark, but | was
surethat it wasn't asdark asit had been afew minutes earlier. 1t wasn't even midnight. How could it be

getting lighter?
‘What the fucking hell isgoing on? Clare mumbled.

‘Noidea, | replied quickly. ‘Come on!’



Grabbing her hand again | ran with her to the boat. We threw our bagsinto the little vessel and began
to push it down the beach towards the sea. Now that the wind had died it was quieter. In fact it wastoo
quiet. | looked up and saw that the ocean had suddenly become asflat and cam as aboating lakein
summer.

We ran through the still water until it was degp enough for the boat to float. Clare jumped insideand |
continued to push for alittle longer until | was sure that we wouldn’t be grounded. | dragged mysdlf up
and in and steadied myself asthe boat lurched and rocked from side to side.

The biggest dien ship | had ever seen suddenly appeared on the horizon. Easily ten times the size of
mogt of the other ships, this one was moving dowly and methodicaly acrossthe water. Asit moved a
Steady stream of light trickled down from itsimmense blly - like abrilliant curtain of energy - and |
guessed that it was cleansing the land. The machine seemed to be acting like a cleaner of sorts, burning
away every last trace of mankind from the surface of the planet. Although dl | could do was guess that
thiswasits purpose, | didn’'t want to take any chances. The ship was moving towards us with an ominous

speed.

Therewas asingle oar on the floor of the boat. | grabbed it and began to dig into the water, on one
sde and then the next, one side then the next. The ship and the curtain of burning light was getting closer
by the second. Clare lay dumped at my feet, her head buried in her hands, waiting. | looked up again and
dived over to theright. | shoved the oar down and pulled hard againgt the still water, forcing the little boat
to turn and lurch over to the sde. Again and again | dragged the oar through the water, watching over my
shoulder congtantly as the aien ship gpproached. The curtain of light was now painfully close. For al |
knew it would just wash over us but | couldn’t take the chance. With the musclesin my arms screaming
for meto stop | rowed further and further away. Thelight passed us by, just missing the end of our little
boat by inches.

‘It sgone,” | spat, gasping for breath as | collapsed down next to Clare. She looked up but her face
was expressionless, drained of al emotion. | watched the aien craft continue on itsway towards the
shore.

A little victory was mine.

It wasn't much - it wasn't anything in the scheme of things - but | had managed to avoid the diensand
get off the mainland.

For thefirst timethat day | felt dmost dive again. It didn’t matter how long we had left, we were il
ourselves and we till had some contral. It was getting hotter by the minute. | stood up and took off my
jacket. A single dien shuttle swooped down over the water just a short distance ahead of us.

‘Tom!" Clare screamed. ‘ Get down!’

| didn’t move. A singlelittle act of defiance which meant everything now that | had nothing. | stood
there and stared at the ship which turned and began to fly right towards me. It ducked and bobbed and
flew over mejust afew feet above my head but ill | didn’t flinch. | wanted the alien bastards to know
that | wasn't afraid. They didn’'t care about meand | didn’t care about them. | wanted them to know that
they’ d never be able to control me or frighten me or reprogram me or twist or manipulate me.

| am Thomas Winter. | will dways be Thomas Winter.

Batter me and beat me and wear me down for a hundred fucking yearsand I’ [l never give up. I'll
never givein.
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The Devil’ s Peak had aways seemed to be a short distance avay when | had looked at them from the
mainland but, out here on the water, the jagged rocks didn’t seem to be getting any closer. Thelight
continued to improve and the temperature continued to rise. By half-past oneit felt lesslike awinter night
and more like a gentle summer morning.

Clarewas adeep. With no other distractions | divided my attention between getting to the rocky
outcrop and keeping a close watch on the skies overhead. There was sill an incredible amount of activity
taking place above the countryside that we had |eft behind. | wondered how many people wereleft dive
there. An hour or so ago | had stood and watched thousands upon thousands of innocent lives being
ended in seconds. It seemed possible - no, it seemed probable - to think that the land we were running
from might now bedevoid of al human life.

Asif to reinforce their complete and unarguable domination of the planet, as | watched the heavens
above me| saw countless new ships arrive. Different in shape and sze to those | had seen before but
somehow still familiar, | guessed that each one would have a specific part to play in the dien’ swork to
change, modify and mutate the land which | had once cdled home.

Clare began to gtir. She sat up and rubbed her eyes.
‘Okay? | asked. She shrugged her shoulders.
‘Suppose,” she grunted.

| stopped rowing and sat and watched her.
‘Sureyou're okay?

She nodded, looked a me, and then looked away again.
‘I'mfine...” she began.

‘But...7

She took adeep breath and sighed.

‘What are we doing, Tom?

‘Making the most of what' sleft,’ | quickly replied.
‘But why?What good isit going to do?

| didn’'t answer. We both knew that we were just delaying the inevitable.



‘“Where are we going to shelter on these rocks?
‘Joe Porter said that...” | started to say.

‘I know what Joe Porter said,” she interrupted, ‘ you’ ve dready told me. But what are we going to do
long term? What are we going to do for food? Where are we going to deep? There s nothing there.’

‘We' ve got suppliesin the rucksacks, that should be enough for afew days at least.’

‘Okay so we can eat for aday or two. What next? What if we're il alive and dl the food' s used
up? Then what are we going to do?

‘Wecould fish,” | said, indinctively and foolishly.

“Y ou going to make yourself abloody rod and st on top of the rocks fishing are you?
‘If | haveto, yes’

‘Oh, comeon...

‘What' sthe matter with you?

‘What are you going to make thisrod from?

‘“What?

‘There’ s no fucking wood on the rocks. What are you going to make the rod from?
‘Don’'t know. I'll usethispaddieif | haveto.’

‘And if you catch any, how are you going to cook the fish?

‘We ve got matches, we could...’

‘1 know that,” she snapped, ‘ but what are you going to do? Burn the fucking boat?

Shewasright but | couldn’t bring myself to respond. | picked up the paddle and began to dig deep
into the water again. We d find away to survive. We had managed so far.

Joe Porter had beenright.

We eventually reached the rocks and, just as he’ d told me, on the farthest side of the largest rock we
found asmall shingle shore, no more than fifteen feet square. | dragged the boat asfar up the shore as|
could and wedged the hull between two large boulders.

Clareand | found alittle sheltered area where we could st and wait together and watch.

After we had been sitting together for a short while | asked her how she was feeling. She shook her
head but didn’t answer.

By three 0’ clock that morning it was aslight as day. | watched hundreds of dien ships crawling high
through the perfect clear blue sky like ants. Hundreds more were working tirelesdy close to the surface
of the planet.



| saw more shipslike the one that had flown close to us while we had been in the boat. Even though it
waslight | could clearly seethat they were each dragging behind them a brilliant curtain of energy. | saw
severd of them flying together in dow unison. Their purpose was clear. They were cleansing the face of
the planet. Burning away the last traces of man. Sterilising the land.

Epilogue

Epilogue

Over the next nine days Thomas Winter watched the world around him change.

The morning after reaching the rocks, Clare and Tom watched the sky change colour. The
familiar icy blue slowly became tinged with purples and pinks. The atmosphere gradually thinned.
By midday on the third day thousands of stars were visible. As the day wore on the sun too
changed colour from deep orange to light yellow, to white and finally monochrome grey.

Over the next three days the tide went further and further out until the water had completely
disappeared. Where once there had been cold ocean there was now nothing - just a vast and silent
tundra.

The temperature increased.
The air became drier and started to taste and smell different.

On the sixth day every alien ship drifted upwards into the sky and hovered silently at an
unimaginable height.

On the eighth day Tom left the rocks in search of food. He ran across the dry sea bed from the
island to the shore. Tired and weak, his fear kept him moving forward.

Once | wasrunning | wasfine.

The nervousness, the trepidation and apprehension all disappeared in seconds. | just kept putting one



foot down in front of the other.

I knew that they were watching me but | didn’'t care and | knew that they didn’t care either. | was of
no interest to them.

| ran back towards Thatcham but | couldn’t find it. The whole village had just disappeared, as had
every road, building, animal, car, tree and person. Inits place | found an unending blue-green blanket of
what looked like grass. It was finer though, and shorter - amost amoss of sorts.

| wastherefor just over an hour but | couldn’t find anything to eat or drink. | knew it was pointlessto
keep searching and so turned to head back to Clare.

| stopped for awhile when | was up high on the hills again. | looked down over where the ocean had
once been and watched the moss which had covered the land dowly spreading out over the drying
seabed. It was moving as | watched - creeping out towards Clare.

| rested for aminute or two.

Looking up above me | could see thousands of aien shipsjust stting and waiting. | didn’t dare think
about what they might be waiting for.

| ran back to Clare and sat with her.

We held each other and talked about all that had happened and all that had gone. She went to deep
that afternoon and didn’t wake up again.

No matter what they had done to the rest of the human race, they hadn’t beaten me. | hadn’t falenin
line with their program. | had kept control. | knew that it wouldn’t be long before | died, but | would die
knowing who | was and why.

For another seven hours Thomas Winter was the last man alive.
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