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the hungry bumpkin

			The man’s gaze – cold, intelligent and utterly concentrated, despite his feverish and fearful state – scanned the boy’s flesh for blemishes, for any lethal rashes or buboes, which must at all costs be avoided. He was hungry, and he was deeply chilled, but caution bade him stay concealed, stay hidden, and observe carefully. He needed to know that the boy was alone – and unmarked.

			The boy, who was alone, would not have come to the river bank on this misty Fenland morning but for an error of timing beyond his control. Nor, synchronistically, would the man be lurking in the dense blackberry patch just ten feet from the boy if he too had not become entangled in an anachronistic accident. He desired to approach the boy but too many conflicting signals paralysed his will. The boy was strange; his hair cut short like a Roundhead. He wore strange clothes – clothes which were perfectly and exquisitely stitched and seamed, in rich and rare colours and textures; clothes which announced great wealth but of a cut and style the man had never before encountered. And there were unsettling rumbling and whining sounds which percolated through the mist that the man could not decipher. Were other villagers working nearby? Did the boy have friends close at hand?

			Also, strangest of all, the trees, the endless forests of trees, which, yesterday, had stretched to the horizon, had all but disappeared.

			The boy sat under a gnarled willow that showed the first signs of spring. He was watching the River Withan, with his back to a bramble-covered ruin. The man’s fierce focus on his face, neck and hands – on all his exposed skin – permeated his consciousness and made his hair prickle. He paused from delving into his bag and listened hard. He heard nothing out of the ordinary, shrugged and shifted his attention back to the food in his bag. He pulled out a box and, from the box, a fat package wrapped in kitchen foil. As the boy unwrapped his peanut-butter sandwiches, the man sniffed the damp air. He could smell food, reminding him he was ravenous, and he could not smell death, reassuring him that it was safe. Though was ‘safe’ a term he could apply to his present confusion?

			His intellect whirled faster and faster in an attempt to process and rationalise the feedback from his senses but could not find sufficiently familiar sensations to anchor the kaleidoscopic information. He was dizzy and disoriented but a sudden flash of light glinting off the kitchen foil, cast aside a few feet away, captured his mind and drove out all other considerations.

			He could see beyond doubt that it was silver-foil. But it was of such quality, consistency and fineness, beaten and finished with such skill by some unimaginable silversmith that the sheet varied not a jot in thinness across its whole area. It shone like Quicksilver and, despite its extreme fineness, it had not broken when the boy had wrinkled and creased it carelessly. It must be worth a King’s ransom, and yet not only had the boy crumpled the fabulous sheet in his hand, but he had unconcernedly tossed it aside like so much flotsam. Was the child deranged? 

			But as soon as these thoughts invaded his mind the boy started to eat – and the man could see and smell bread and fruit – fresh fruit, but how could that be, in early springtime? – which occluded all further thought. He had to risk the boy and he had to eat.

			Sweeping off his wide-brimmed black hat to avoid damage from the thorns, the man, glad of his thick greatcoat, forced his way along the child-sized tunnel through the brambles and undergrowth to emerge immediately behind the boy – who swivelled his head, eyes wide with surprise.

			‘’Ullo,’ said the boy, twitching his shoulders defensively. ‘...I’m allowed here – it’s common land you know.’

			The man had but one thought in his mind. He spoke with a broad local accent, ‘I’m hungry. I need food,’ and his eyes burned into the sandwich the boy was raising to his mouth.

			The boy considered this for a moment in silence. He was ten years old and understood the imperatives of sudden hunger. ‘D’ya want a sandwich?’ he asked, with careless generosity.

			The man stepped forward and reached out a hand. Then he withdrew very slightly and again scanned the boy’s flesh from close quarters for the deadly signs of plague. But he could see none. The boy’s skin looked firm and healthy. He took the proffered sandwich and smelt it curiously.

			‘Is this…food?’ he asked.

			‘It’s peanut butter,’ explained the boy. ‘I’ve only got that – or maybe…’ he offered with careful reserve, ‘…a ChocoRoll if you’d like…’ Then, with sudden hope and inspiration: ‘Or you could have an apple or the orange… They’re dead nice – really nice. I’ll bet you’d like one.’

			The man stood in silence, a peanut-butter sandwich in one hand and his hat in the other. He was touched by the boy’s immediate willingness to share his vittels and he felt it incumbent upon him to observe the niceties. He also had a thousand questions which needed immediate answers.

			‘My name…’ he bowed slightly, ‘…is Isaac. And I live on the farm just over yonder hill, at Woolsthorpe,’ he said, pointing westward. His local brogue was unusually strong.

			The boy had reckoned him for a farmer on first sight.

			‘And I am indebted to you, Master …? For these shared commons.’

			‘Master, er, Archie,’ said Archie, correctly assuming he was being thanked but not grasping all the words. ‘Archie Wilkins.’

			Isaac was munching the wodge of thick-sliced long-life bread and its gooey filling, both of which had adhered to the top of his palate in an alarming manner and silenced him as he wrestled with the sticky concoction. The boy, long-experienced at consuming the mixture, waited patiently for Isaac to master the technique. He shifted slightly to one side of the willow tree, implicitly inviting the man to sit beside him. Isaac sat down, wholly absorbed in chewing and redistributing the alleged food with his tongue. The river flowed quietly northwards, and the mists swirled, thinning a little as the morning wore on.

			‘I missed the bus for the school trip,’ said Archie, explaining how he came to be here and not at school.

			Isaac at last cleared his palate and was examining the sandwich narrowly, preparing for a second bite. ‘The…bus?’ he asked.

			‘Yeah! You know; the bus.’ 

			But Isaac shook his head.

			‘The chara’…’ enunciated Archie, slowly and clearly, ‘for the class outing.’ 

			Isaac gave no sign of recognition.

			Archie was a determined communicator. ‘Er, well, you know, the coach. I missed the coach.’

			Isaac was obviously a man who valued reflection and silences. He gulped some more bread while making signs that he would reply when possible. ‘Ah! Yes! A coach. You were to take the coach with your schoolfriends. To where?’ he asked politely.

			‘Day out,’ answered Archie promptly. ‘To Skegness – you know, the seaside. School trip to the seaside. They’ve got a seal sanctuary at Skegness.’

			Isaac pondered this intelligence for some time. ‘By coach? To Skegness? It’s a long way to Skegness,’ he observed.

			‘’Bout an hour an’ a half,’ volunteered Archie. ‘Not really very far.’

			Isaac glanced critically at the boy. At twenty-three years old and at the height of his mathematical powers, he was unforgiving of loose talk and sloppy thinking. But the boy still had food to share, Isaac was hungry and he was off-balance. Something was very, very wrong. He decided to gather more intelligence.

			‘Where are you at school?’ he asked, giving his intellect time to compute.

			‘Grantham Primary,’ muttered Archie.

			‘I too attended school in Grantham. How many of you would take the coach to Skegness this morning?’

			‘…I dunno really. ’Bout forty I think.’

			‘Forty boys?’ said Isaac sharply. He really couldn’t abide such a degree of error. His irritation broke through. ‘On how many coaches, young man?’

			‘No. No. Not forty boys.’

			‘Aha!’ thought Isaac, pleased to be pinning down the facts of the matter.

			‘Girls an’ boys. Most of Class Four and Class Five are goin’, said Archie. ‘On one bus – coach, that is,’ he added, confounding his companion.

			Isaac looked hard at the boy, who looked straight back at him. There was a certainty in his face which gave Isaac a strange disembodied feeling. He shivered violently.

			‘Forty children? On one Coach? To Skegness? In one day? Fifty miles or more?’

			Archie nodded at each question. Isaac was nonplussed. He gathered his thoughts again. He needed more information.

			‘Surely you mean a wagon, not a coach. A long wagon. How many horses would draw such a load?’ He came at the matter tangentially, seeking to fault the boy.

			It was Archie’s turn for a silence. He looked at the man’s face for signals. ‘You’re joking – ain’t cha?’ But he knew that this was a face and a mind that did not easily lend itself to making jokes.

			Isaac swallowed another mouthful of strangely clinging wadded bread and pursued his search for facts. ‘Don’t you know how many horses? And where would they stop for hostelry and new horses along the way?’

			‘Horses?’ echoed Archie.

			‘Yes. How many?’ demanded Isaac pointedly, feeling he was getting the upper hand at last in this garbled exchange.

			Archie hunkered down into the defensive posture he adopted when tackling unanswerable enquiries from unstoppable adults. He expertly and effortlessly tackled a mouthful of bread, e-numbers, plastic and crunchy peanut butter – with a nonchalant ease which drew Isaac’s tacit admiration – and he thought hard.

			He looked sideways and up at Isaac’s insistent, expectant face. A thought occurred to him.

			‘Are you Care-in-the-Community?’

			‘I beg your pardon. I am not familiar with the phrase.’

			Archie was not entirely happy at introducing the issue – but he pressed on.

			‘Care-in-the-Community. You know. When they shut the loony-bins and put everyone out on the street. Are you one of them?’

			To be fair to Archie, Isaac, displaying long hair and a lugubrious, anxious expression on his long puritanical face, heavily overdressed in layer upon layer of clothes, looked just like the schizophrenics who wandered into Grantham Post Office carrying several plastic bags full of treasured possessions to queue for their weekly allowance. He had also, Archie assumed, been camping out in the crumbled old stable or whatever it was, which Archie and his friends used as den, and whose faint stone outline was now buried beneath fifteen-foot-high blackberry bushes. And he dressed so oddly, with a massively heavy overcoat, high leather boots and a wide-brimmed black hat. He certainly wasn’t normal, thought Archie. Care-in-the-Community fitted the bill.

			Isaac deciphered the child’s prattle. ‘Loony,’ he understood to be a reference to people whose mental state was affected by the Moon – lunar vapours and forces unhinging their grasp on reality. ‘Community,’ and ‘Care,’ he had no difficulty with; and he managed to extract Archie’s meaning. He was careful not to react. One of them was clearly off-beam – and, after his recent experience, he wasn’t at all sure that it was the boy.

			He still needed more intelligence.

			‘Master Archie,’ he tried another tack. ‘Where did you get that silver-foil?’ and he reached behind Archie to collect the glittering prize.

			‘From me Mum,’ Archie said. ‘We’re a single-parent family, me and me Mum.’

			‘Your father has been taken by the plague?’

			‘No! Worse than that. I think he’s working in Manchester. But he’s never lived with us.’

			Isaac decided it was ill-mannered to pursue further intelligence of the father. He ran his fingers over the foil, smoothing out the creases. 

			‘Your mother gave this to you?’ he asked incredulously. Close to, it looked more than ever like Mercury. He had never seen silver so thin or so evenly polished. His mind raced with the possibilities for his Optiks.

			‘Well, she wrapped me sandwiches in it.’

			‘And you would throw it away?’

			‘I’m not a litter lout,’ Archie protested. ‘I’d have put it in me bag and taken it home.’

			‘Oh! So, you would have retrieved it? You appreciate its value?’

			Archie couldn’t find a response to the assumption Isaac was making; he again ran the phrase ‘Care-in-the-Community,’ through his mind then thought he ought to say something.

			‘We’ve lots of it at home – in the kitchen. We use it all the time.’

			‘To preserve food and other precious things?’

			‘Er, yeah. Yeah. I suppose so.’ Archie lapsed into silence.

			The silence lasted a few minutes. Archie could just hear the distant roar of the A1 motorway, about a mile distant, which had found its way through the thinning mist. The sky was growing brighter.

			Isaac was examining the extraordinary craftsmanship in Archie’s clothes and backpack and, with the silver, or could it be Quicksilver, as added evidence, he put two and two together. ‘You must come from a truly princely family. Of fabulous wealth.’

			‘Not really,’ said Archie, wondering how to extricate himself from the ever-deepening misunderstandings.

			Nature came to his rescue. The mist cleared, drawn upwards by the sun, and the air grew warmer. They could now see the old bridge, a hundred yards or so upstream, and a stretch of the winding country road leading to it. Isaac narrowed his eyes, and was peering hard at the smooth surface of the road when the Grantham bus, an elderly red single-decker, came trundling into view on its way to the bridge. Isaac’s eyes were, at that moment, like the eyes of a madman. ‘Loony,’ would have been appropriate. Archie saw him staring at the bus.

			‘See – that’s a bus. A coach,’ he said dismissively, as if no one could possibly be interested. ‘See, it’s got ’bout forty seats. Takes two classes easily.’ He felt vindicated by this solid, undeniable evidence.

			The bus ambled up the road, rumbling and snorting with effort. It slowed for a tight corner and then rose up to surmount the bridge, its top far higher than the bridge wall. They could clearly see the driver at the wheel and a handful of blank-faced passengers, staring ahead, urging it on to Grantham market.

			Isaac’s mouth fell open. He gripped his head tightly with both hands. His breathing became laboured. 

			‘Oh God, help me,’ he cried loudly. ‘God help me!’
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particular panic

			Isaac sat by the river, rocking and holding his head in confusion bordering on despair, closely observed by a very alarmed Archie. 

			The day before, in Isaac’s old, stone, college laboratory at Trinity College – now linked via a very high-tech, precisely level, 5.05-kilometre-long cyclotron pipeline to the Cavendish Laboratory, next to The Isaac Newton Institute for Mathematical Sciences in Cambridge, eighty miles south-south-east of where Archie and Isaac met – two equally alarmed particle physicists were rapidly punching the keys of a very sophisticated computer. It translated signals bounced from atoms held in the focus of an extraordinary microscope into visual images and displayed them on a screen, for all the world as if they were real. 

			It wasn’t the image that alarmed them; to their practised eyes it looked perfectly normal. They were bombarding the observed atoms – atoms of Caesium cooled to near absolute-zero – with very high-energy hydrogen nuclei fed in to the target zone from a cyclotron or atom-smasher. What evoked a sheen of pale-faced, controlled panic in both men was an uncountable swarm of the electrons ‘liberated’, or perhaps created, by the impacts. According to the instruments and automated mathematics, these electrons were either travelling backwards through time or – equally weird and potentially explosive – coming from the past in large numbers and with gigavolts of energy. If the computers were to be believed, the physicists were wrestling with a temporal anomaly, which in turn was playing around with split-second energy bursts sufficient to power the whole of London.

			They knew that in the Standard Model, in Quantum Electromagnetic Dynamics and as illustrated in Feynman diagrams, time reversal at the level of the mathematics of quantum physics was (theoretically) permitted without distorting or disturbing the essential logic of the (theoretical) algorithms. With a cheery ‘Hey-Nonny-Nonny-Hey!’ particles could travel backwards or forwards through time without (theoretically) having the least effect on the integrity of the experiment in the present. That was the theory.

			But when the theory suddenly manifested streams of real rogue electrons – torrents of rogue electrons – racing through time, in the wrong direction, or pouring in from the past in a seemingly unstoppable stream, the physicists had to consider two things. First, that they may be the first experimenters on Earth to inarguably witness time-reversal – which would mean at least one Nobel Prize and possibly a whole slew of awards, celebrity and wealth. Second, that they, their laboratory and most of Cambridge might be blown – or sucked – to smithereens in a quantum instant; perhaps into a single minuscule unit of Planck-Time, with the whole shebang collapsing into a pinhead-sized black hole. The black hole would exist inside an inescapable event horizon, in which – they had no evidence to counter the theory – there would be little or nothing to enjoy spending the prize money on, even if they could take it with them.

			As both were in their early thirties, in the prime of life, their sense of urgency was fired by the need to avoid this premature, implosive termination of their current existences. Along with those of tens of thousands of bright, hopeful, eager students, dozens of dedicated, brilliant tutors and a handful of patient domestic bursars. They bashed away at the computer terminal, desperately trying to shut down the power and disengage the cyclotron from the caesium target.

			The two men, intent on saving their reputations, did not immediately call for assistance. They were supposed to know what they were doing. They were the experts whom lesser mortals called upon when their experiments went off track. Outside, the light faded from the sky. They sent a lowly lab technician for take-away food and hunkered down for a long battle. As the night wore on, the wave – or particle – front grew ever stronger, pouring itself into the supposedly switched-off cyclotron and bombarding the caesium target in its near-absolute-zero cloud chamber. Both machines were immovable. They dared not try to de-construct any part of the system while it played incoherently and inconceivably with energies which could fry the whole of Cambridgeshire. The men worked through the night. Dawn broke and the lab technician was deployed to raid other’s fridges and food stores. Outside, the world awoke, birds sang and shift workers yawned, all blissfully unconscious of the threat of imminent oblivion.

			‘It’s as if…,’ conjectured a distinctly haggard-looking Professor Robert Hooke, Head of Research into Inertial and Field Energies, ‘…the effing machine has been programmed by Microsoft. I’ve unplugged the cyclotron, but it simply will not shut down.’

			‘We have got to disengage the damn thing,’ hissed his white-coated, hollow-eyed companion. ‘Do you think it could blow?’

			Having fought determinedly, and relatively confidently – as world-class physicists and the top men in their field – through the darkest hours of the night, and having tried everything they knew to stop the experiment, they now panicked. 

			In the few moments since they had started to panic they had had no time to reflect on what might have been happening exactly three hundred and fifty-two years earlier (adjusting for leap years), in the exact spot where the magnificently complex electron-tunnelling-microscope and the self-energising cyclotron were now sucking in power. But on that spot in that minute, in Cambridge in 1665, before the second wave of bubonic plague returned to halve the population of London and most other urban centres over again, a young Isaac Newton had stood, with his complicated equipment dedicated to experiments on alchemy, light and gravity. 

			And in the course of these prismatic, chemical and mathematical adventures, he had, all unknowing, split paired photons and electrons and other even more obscure particles, which were then ever after entangled – whatever Einstein might have thought about action at a distance – and in relationship with each other, eternally and infinitely. And they remained related, according to quantum electromagnetic dynamics, regardless of the direction of the arrow of time. Furthermore, such particle entanglement had occurred with a direct impact on the atoms in the walls of this laboratory and in Isaac’s body. 

			In the summer of the following year, to avoid the bubonic plague, he had gone back home to Woolsthorpe, near Grantham, Lincolnshire, to sit out the pestilence and the Fire of London before returning, complete with entangled particles, to Cambridge University. While at Woolsthorpe, Isaac had also, with more than a modicum of deep thought, watched an apple drop from a tree. 

			These very same entangled particles, oblivious of which geographic frame they were occupying, and transcending all limitations of time and space, were now, in their billions and trillions, streaming from Isaac to Cambridge (or vice-versa, depending on one’s relative temporal frame of reference). And as they streamed they were pouring energy into the tiny focal field at the end of the electron-tunnelling-microscope where the super-cooled caesium atoms were under bombardment from the cyclotron.

			The two particle physicists continued – with good reason – to panic, as bells, klaxons and red warning lights bellowed and flashed from every console.

			Paralysed on the banks of the River Withan, Isaac felt a great flux of energy swirl around him as he peered in terror through his fingers. He was no longer terrified of the lumbering red bus, which he had quickly discerned as a horseless carriage – a concept proposed by Leonardo da Vinci hundreds of years earlier. But, on the evidence of the bus, the boy, his clothes and the magical silver-foil, he was terrified of the implications for Time and Space, and of his place, or displacement, in the Universe. His exchanges with the lad had, so far, occupied precisely twenty-two minutes and eight seconds.

			Yesterday, before he had fainted, he was safely ensconced in his well-appointed study by the river, the ruins of which were now buried under the mountain of brambles behind him. In under twenty-four hours, the stone building had disintegrated, the forest had vanished, and he was engaged in conversation with an alien child.

			As the Grantham bus receded into the distance and as Isaac perceived no threat to life or limb, his fear was edged out by curiosity. He recognised the river; he had often fished at this spot himself, but everything else – the fields, the trees, the road – had changed. He relaxed just a little, lifted his head and turned to Archie.

			‘What Time is this?’ he asked.

			Archie glanced at a coin-sized device strapped to his wrist. ‘It’s ten twenty-seven,’ he announced.

			Isaac’s reputation as one of the greatest mathematicians and scientists ever was well-founded. He instantly realised what Archie was saying.

			‘You mean, er, that it is after ten o’clock in the morning?’

			Archie nodded.

			‘And that your timepiece tells you it is precisely twenty-seven minutes…’ – Archie nodded his agreement about the ‘minutes’ – ‘…minutes, then…after ten of the clock?’

			‘Yeah,’ said Archie, flourishing his wrist and a black digital watch in Isaac’s face. It’s a Casio me mum bought at the market. And it’s waterproof down to thirty metres,’ he added proudly.

			‘Casio’, ‘metres’, such a priceless device on a child’s wrist all overwhelmed Isaac. He sat in silence, slowly shaking his head. Eventually his mind calmed a little.

			‘I meant to ask not what time of day it is; but what year is this?’

			Archie gave the man another of his ‘Care-in-the-community’ looks, but he got the point and answered without side.

			‘It’s two thousand and eighteen,’ he said with assurance, then glancing again at his watch, ‘and it’s March the fourteenth.’

			Another long pause followed.

			‘Then it is three hundred and fifty-two years after my time,’ Isaac murmured, almost to himself. ‘My time is the Year of Our Lord, sixteen hundred and sixty-six.’ 

			So shocking were the implications that Isaac could barely breathe the words. But Archie got the drift.

			‘So you’re a Time Traveller,’ he said matter-of-factly and with relish. This could prove to be better than going to Skegness. 

			Isaac absorbed the implications and answered slowly with another question.

			‘Such, Time Travellers are known in these days?’ he asked.

			It was Archie’s turn to consider carefully before answering. ‘Well, in books and films and things. But I don’t know of any real people. I’ve never heard of anything happening in real life like that.’

			‘Films?’ queried Isaac.

			Archie was a good teacher and he was getting the man’s measure: ‘Yeah! Stories in pictures. Moving pictures. Ya know?’

			It was enough for Isaac to interpret that time travellers were only found in children’s stories. The rest of the intriguing information, of moving pictures, he would leave to another time. He considered all that he had learned since dawn – and thought long and hard.

			*

			In Cambridge, Robert Hooke and the now large number of his desperately self-controlled colleagues, all about to be annihilated by an explosion of the electron-tunnelling-microscope and the rogue cyclotron, had an idea.

			‘This anomalous energy is coming in from one direction,’ Professor Hooke shouted above the hubbub. ‘We should be able to track it back to source. Shouldn’t we?’

			There was a desperate rush of desperately self-controlled, possibly doomed physicists to find compasses, antennae, radar dishes, radios, Geiger counters, maps and all manner of equipment that might help to track the relentless particles. The red lights flashed and the alarm bells rang as forces built to dangerous levels in the laboratory equipment. People yelling into mobile phones rushed to different parts of the building, clambered onto the roof and ran into the streets to get whatever triangulation they could.

			‘It’s nor-nor-west. Definitely nor-nor-west,’ jabbered a white-coated lab technician who sailed a dinghy in his spare time.

			‘How Far? How Far?’ hollered his fellow condemned colleagues.

			‘Difficult to say – not far. Less than a hundred miles. Get a car. Get a car. Who’s got a car? Quickly!’

			A tall order when Cambridge City Council’s constant war on motorists not only made it impossible to penetrate the heart of the city in a car in under five hours but also made it illegal to park within a three-mile radius of just about anywhere. Nonetheless, a privileged don’s elderly, faded blue Volvo estate was discovered tucked discreetly behind the Climate Change Study Unit offices – and hot-wired in a trice by the combined intellects and anti-social criminal tendencies of the physicists. Within a few minutes, packed with seven assorted scientists, it was charging out of Cambridge, the wrong way up a one-way street, heading nor-nor-west.

			With both courage and reluctance the remaining physicists returned to the overly energised laboratory and the self-propelling cyclotron to carry on panicking. Also to do what they could to stop it exploding, or imploding, in a cataclysmic, if academically fascinating event.

			The faded blue Volvo was now racing straight towards Archie and his troubled and puzzled companion.
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Archie the expert

			Archie was beginning to enjoy himself. For the first time in his short life he was an expert on everything. In fact, he was THE expert, as Isaac had none other to explain the marvels of the modern world to him. Archie explained how a zip worked as Isaac ran the precise mechanism up and down, opening and closing a long pocket on Archie’s nylon backpack.

			‘But the precision,’ marvelled Isaac. ‘All those small pieces of bone cut to such exact dimensions and fitting so wondrously together. ‘It’s simply not possible.’

			‘’S not bone,’ said Archie authoritatively, recalling a How it is Made, early-morning TV programme. ‘It’s plastic.’

			Archie had already grown used to Isaac’s thoughtful, long silences as he processed new information.

			Isaac fingered the white zipper material and examined it closely. ‘Plastic, you say?’

			‘Yep. Plastic.’

			‘And what is…plastic made from?’

			Archie knew this too. ‘It’s made from oil – mostly. I think. Yeah – from oil.’

			‘Lamp oil? Whale oil? Walnut oil? Beeswax? Fish oil?’

			Archie needed to interrupt while he could still hold the litany in mind. ‘Nah! None of them. Engine oil.’

			Isaac looked at him steadily, clearly not understanding, and waiting for amplification.

			‘You know. Oil for cars and lawn mowers and the like – engine oil.’

			Isaac did not know, though he thought he understood ‘engine’. He waited in silence while Archie searched for more information.

			‘Ya know,’ he challenged Isaac, ‘oil from an oil well. Oil you drill down into the ground for.’

			Isaac showed some spark of understanding but said nothing. Archie pressed on.

			‘Ya know,’ Archie insisted, ‘oil they get from drilling down into the rocks – in foreign countries. I think – mostly.’

			Isaac was following with unswerving concentration. ‘Rock Oil?’ he proposed. And without needing an answer. ‘Petra-oil?’

			‘Yeah. That’s it,’ encouraged Archie, ‘petrol. They get petrol from the oil as well. From underground. And it comes whooshing up in a great spout. A great black fountain – really messy – when they first find it. And it can catch on fire too. Huge fires that are really dangerous to put out.’

			Isaac was a rewarding pupil as he listened, analysed, remembered and slotted new facts into some kind of logical order. Archie was finding that his tutoring skills improved with each sentence. Nevertheless, his pupil was a bit unreadable.

			‘D’ya get it?’ he inquired solicitously.

			‘I think I understand. They dig into the ground…’

			‘Drill,’ corrected Archie. ‘Drill with drills as big as that tree.’

			Isaac estimated the young black poplar at about thirty feet high – and looked at Archie for confirmation.

			‘Yeah!’ said Archie. ‘Easily as high as that tree. And then they keep adding more and more pieces. And it goes deeper and deeper and deeper…’

			‘Like digging a well?’

			‘Yep – like I said, it’s an oil-well. Until they hit the oil – then whoooosh! Up it comes. Black gold they call it.’

			‘And where does the oil come from? How does it get underground?’

			‘Old jungles. You know – forests; trees and ferns and things. All rotting away. For millions and millions of years. Since the dinosaurs.’

			Isaac quizzed Archie and unravelled ‘millions,’ and eventually understood ‘dinosaurs,’ but this new data horrified him. ‘Is this seemingly innocent child a Godless demon?’ he wondered. For Isaac knew for a fact that learned and revered professors and philosophers had fathomed the age of the World from rigorous Bible studies, counting the ages of Kings, Prophets and Pharaohs to conclude that God made the Universe some six thousand years ago. The child was, as Isaac had thought earlier, either deranged – or perhaps he simply had trouble, as even the most advanced mathematicians had difficulty, with manipulating zeros. He was confusing his hundreds, thousands and millions… Or he was committing foul heresies for which he should be severely punished.

			Isaac put it aside.

			‘And from this black oil this, er, plastic substance is drawn, or cooked, reduced, or, rendered?’ asked Isaac, peering at the white zipper and running his fingers up and down it.

			‘Yeah! I think so. I saw it on the telly.’

			‘Telly?’ mused Isaac. Archie, at first, felt on solid ground.

			‘It’s a box – ’bout this big,’ he explained, opening his arms. ‘With a glass front. An’ it shows moving pictures – and voices – and music and stuff. Its real name is television. And everyone’s got one.’

			‘“Tele” – in Greek means “at a distance”. “Vision” – means to see… It sees at a distance; things far away. Like my Optiks?’

			‘You mean like a tele-scope?’ said Archie.

			‘Yes – of course. Tele-scope,’ repeated Isaac, seizing triumphantly on the word – which he understood.

			‘Nah!’ drawled Archie. ‘No – not at all like a telescope.’

			‘Then why “at a distance”? Where do the pictures, these moving pictures, come from?’

			Archie considered. This was a question to ponder. ‘They come mostly from London, I guess. And there’s a lot of American stuff shown; that might come from America,’ he added uncertainly.

			Isaac could make neither head nor tail of how the primitive American colony figured, so he fixed on London. ‘London! That’s two or three-days’ travel. How do the pictures get to this machine – this tele-vision?’ He was growing impatient with the gaps in the boy’s knowledge and with his own inability to patch the information together into a construct which made any sense.

			Archie quailed a little. Isaac Newton, in sternly critical mood, was very obviously not a person to upset further. But Archie thought he knew the answer.

			‘The pictures…,’ he told the genius slowly – to ensure he would understand, ‘…come from a big aerial in London, through the air, to all the little aerials on people’s roofs. Then down a wire from the aerial,’ he paused until he was sure that Isaac was still with him – though he wasn’t, ‘through a hole in the windowsill. To a little plug on the wall.’ Isaac’s face was reflecting blank panic. ‘And then you plug the telly in there – and it shows the pictures. Oh! And the sound, of course.’ He wrapped up his explanation with a showman’s flourish.

			‘This is madness,’ groaned Isaac, burying his face in his hands again.

			‘It’s right though!’ protested Archie. ‘It’s how it works. Look! Look will ya?’ Look over there at the cottage by the bridge.’

			The familiar words ‘cottage’ and ‘bridge’ comforted Isaac, and he obliged Archie by lowering his hands and looking where he was told to.

			‘Look! On the roof. On the chimney.’ Archie waited to check his companion was peering in the right direction. ‘That little stick, gate-like thing? That’s the aerial. That’s where the pictures come in. See?’

			Isaac saw not at all. But he was as dogged in his search for knowledge as Archie was in his determination to inform Isaac with explanations. His mind, hot and very bothered as it was, still managed to process what Archie had said – and the clearly visible aerial on the chimney stack. He fought for a rationalisation. 

			‘Is it,’ he ventured painfully, ‘is it like a prism, a glass, which captures the invisible light, and converts it into colours – colours like those we observe in the rainbow?’

			Archie wasn’t at all sure about this. But he wanted to encourage such a brave attempt. ‘Yeah – sort of. And it is in colour,’ he assured Isaac. Then he became inspired. ‘I think it’s more like electricity than light – you know – like lightning. And it runs down that rod,’ he pointed at the cottage, ‘and down the wire.’

			Isaac was sitting up again – he knew of lightning and of static electricity.

			‘Only you can’t see it – like lightning. And there’s no thunder. It’s really radio waves that come.’

			Isaac tried one more rationalisation before letting his jaw and mind go slack. ‘Does this...tele-vision…only come during daylight?’

			‘No, no. It comes at any time. All the time. There’s always something on.’

			Archie, sensing they had encountered an event horizon in his knowledge and reached an impasse in mutual understanding, and seeing that Isaac needed to rest his intellect, gave him a plasticised, brightly printed, oblong, cardboard carton of Ribena to drink, complete with plastic straw. He also showed him how to pierce the little silver tab, insert the tube and suck the juice. This basic exercise in modern living enabled Isaac to focus only on what was immediately in his hands – deeply and mystifyingly alien though it was – to reel at the taste of sugars, packaging, preservatives and fruit, and to close his mind to everything beyond two-feet distant. 

			‘That’s plastic as well,’ observed Archie, tapping lightly on the side of Isaac’s carton, dislodging the straw and causing him to dribble purple juice from the corner of his mouth.

			The great man remained slumped silently over his drink, in a profound state of shock.

		

	
		
			4

physicists in the field 

			A dispensable junior researcher wearing antique motorcycle goggles stood up through the Volvo’s sun roof pointing a large radar dish in the general direction of Woolsthorpe. In the front passenger seat Professor Hooke hunched over a screen wired to the dish and shouted instructions at the windswept observer, whose feet, fighting for balance, threatened to deny the opportunity for future offspring to driver and professor alike. He shouted at the harassed driver, who misheard and mixed the orders he received due to the rush of wind, visiting a myriad of near-death experiences on the whole enterprise. But the blue Volvo charged indestructibly on – on a west-north-westerly bearing.

			It swept through Grantham, triggering every speed and traffic camera en route, and collecting a fistful of fines and penalties for the innocent, careful Volvo owner, which would guarantee him bankruptcy and several years in Grantham Gaol. It frightened the elderly, amused the young at heart, alarmed the daydreamers and even woke a police patrol-car driver – who thought he must have dreamt that an elderly Volvo estate was passing at sixty miles an hour, and so plunged back into sleep.

			The driver flashed the headlights, blared the horn and bellowed scholarly imprecations in classical dead languages at any who dared to use the roads, crossings and pavements ahead of them, as the car hurtled and swayed through the town.

			‘The beam is very strong here!’ shouted Hooke. ‘And it’s increasing exponentially. The source must be within a mile or two. Damn! Damn BT – there’s no bloody signal! It’s buggered my mobile phone. I can’t raise the labs over the static.’

			From one of the scrum of four scientists crammed into the back seat with all types of sensors and navigation aids came a warning shout: ‘Take that B-road up on the left,’ she urged. So preoccupied was she by the imminent destruction of Cambridge – and their collective scientific reputations – that she was not even aware, still less able to comment on the fact, that one of her many male admirers, a small unprepossessing Russian, was enjoying being pressed against her far more than he should, if his brilliant mind was ever to become engaged in contributing to the task of saving the planet.

			The driver, obligingly and with a cavalier flourish, to the delight of the aroused Russian, swung the car to the left, then sharply to the right as the back road sneaked and snaked out of Grantham towards Woolsthorpe. A tractor pulling a muck-spreader dripping with interesting nutrients to be spattered generously on the nation’s crops of cereals and vegetables, crept churlishly out of a farm gate. It showed no reaction to the squeal of brakes, horns, lights and educated insults hurled at it, and trundled sullenly – and very slowly – ahead of them.

			The standing Volvo pilot was bent double by the inertial forces over the sill of the open roof as the car ground to a halt. Without pause the windows were wound down and a crop of white-coated scientists sprouted from every opening, urgently, helpfully and energetically advising the tractor driver as to how he might better direct his machine. The language deteriorated into distinctly non-classical phrases mixed with incomprehensible deep-throated Russian ejaculations as the small, dandruff-speckled man experienced an incontinent response to all the excitement.

			Archie glimpsed the tractor, the trailer and a faded Cambridge-blue Volvo jigging from one side of the road to the other and rocking violently, with white-coated protestors hanging from its windows, crest a hill about half a mile from the bridge before the convoy disappeared in a dip in the road. It was getting on for twelve o’clock, the mist had all but cleared and the sun was just visible through the low cloud – warming them as they huddled on the river bank. Archie wasn’t hungry or thirsty just yet, as they had brunched from his lunch box. But his autonomic systems were monitoring the falling energy levels and stored fats and sugars, and they directed his gaze towards the unpromising pub by the bridge – which did at least sport a tempting ice-cream sign by its front door. But before Archie could weigh the chances of talking Isaac into a bar snack, the Volvo juddered to a halt near the bridge and a gang of young men and women, carrying what Archie took to be metal detectors, forced a way through the hedge and tiptoed towards them, their eyes glued to their instruments.

			Isaac still had his head in his hands, so Archie jogged his elbow. ‘Don’t know who this lot is,’ he warned his friend.

			Isaac watched warily as the seven assorted adults picked their way across the fields and started along the path by the river towards them. He straightened up and regarded the newcomers attentively; as the group drew nearer Isaac stood up and faced them quietly.

			‘We’re very close. Very, very close,’ called one of the scientists.

			Exchanging data and measurements, and with the fate of the world hanging in the balance, the group pressed on past Isaac and Archie, with no recognition that they were there at all.

			‘It’s altered. The signal has shifted,’ exclaimed one of them from ten yards or so up the path. ‘It’s behind us now. It’s coming from that ruin in the brambles!’

			They turned and hurried back, again shoving past Archie and Isaac, and started to fight their way into the blackberry pile, snagging their white coats and getting cut by the thorns. The blackberry tendrils won the battle and all the scientists stopped moving forward and struggled to back out of the bushes.

			‘I think ye will find,’ said Isaac quietly, his deep country brogue carrying over the curses and imprecations, ‘that it is to my person your instruments have brought you.’
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