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The guy opposite was making a charade out of folding his Times, it was as big as a sheet of wallpaper but he mastered it, then he placed it facing me so that I couldn’t miss the headline dominating an inner page. Somehow he knew me, for some reason he had sought me out. He had a hard elegance, a pin-your-arm-behind-your-back, close cropped, greying-haired charisma. I had hair like I was Ronnie Wood’s nephew.

He was blatantly studying me. I watched him and ignored the newspaper. He looked as if he was a black belt, he looked as if he was a black belt in many things. There was a strange curiosity within the confidence of his gaze, I hoped he didn’t want to be my friend, I hoped he wasn’t going to follow me home. If this was what is was like to play chess they could keep it. But it was my move.

“Excuse me, do you think I could glance at your newspaper?”

“Yes, you do, you have a quick shufti.” The guy pushed the paper across the table between us like it was a million franc chip, emphasising that I had absolutely no choice, him sitting with his back to the engine and coolly eyeing both me and the well heeled earrings and the thinning crowns packing the rest of the carriage.

I picked it up, then immediately flipped it over and peered at the dud side, eagerly moving my head like a glove puppet, my nose an inch off the print as I pretended to read, dead leery, like I was the glue sniffer kid from school who burnt the pavilion down. This guy might be hard but I was ridiculous. It was a paper wraps stone situation. I’d wrong footed him.

He nodded, with a little smile, but people were watching, he’d misjudged me and it annoyed him.

“Been abroad?”

“Thank you. Err,” I chose the first country that entered my head that would have given me a tan. “Yes, come to think of it, I have. Australia.”

The train gave an unsophisticated lurch. Maybe we’d crushed a hobo and left a severed hand and a harmonica. Were we still threading our way out of Kings Cross? I’d no idea, it was a February evening and all I could see in the window was my confused reflection sat in the garish light of the carriage. How disappointing. In the Gents I’d wanted to stand in front of one of those stone Victorian urinals as big as an upright bath that every station once had, should still have, and pee and pee for twenty or thirty minutes because it was something calming, something thought inducing, something that only rarely ended in disaster. I’d had the notion I’d get a dimly lit seat in the carriage and I’d slump against the window and perhaps glimpse in the darkness a single light from a farmstead or the glare from a filling station, perhaps the fluorescent glow from the rear windows of houses that backed on to the railway and that stood like bare bottomed people hiding behind towels and there’d be crap precincts and dingy waiting taxis and we’d pass trains that shrieked and there’d be men in the lighted windows of signal boxes pulling at levers as we clomped into the station and everyone would stand up and then crouch slightly and peer out as if they expected to see two porters copulating.

His face was tanned too; it had seen a lot of sun. Who was this idiot? A quick shufti? Not a butcher’s, not a dekko, not a gander but a shufti. Obviously a lyricist. If he was in a wheelchair he might be Cole Porter. Or Tim Rice with a broken leg. I reversed the huge paper to the side that he was determined I should read.

Aliens worship before the altar of monetarism. UFOs sighted over Grantham.

I was uneasy and didn’t pick up on the headline immediately. The Times wasn’t my mindset. Aliens? Right, so was this guy one of them? Aliens. Well, they could fill up with petrol and motor straight back across the galaxy. I closed my left eye in pretend thought. The guy was still watching me, as if I was a child and he was a distant relative I’d never met who was teasing me. I’d put him down as ex military or police, in the higher echelons of security, maybe a classy minder, the sort the music and film industries used. I knew their type well, I hid behind them but I didn’t like them.

Following Monday morning’s mysterious events thousands of believers in little green men plus hundreds of Government scientists and RAF personnel have descended on the quiet village of Hoseby west of Grantham. At 1:37am the area was rocked by an explosion that was heard in three counties. Roofs were damaged and five thousand panes of glass broken in greenhouses at the farm closest to the blast. A huge shadow was cast between the moon and the village and a sound was felt rather than heard. When people rushed out of their houses they were confronted with the sight of strange hues in the sky with effects that mimicked the Northern lights. Several residents reported a cluster of very bright lights that hovered for a while and then sped off at a tremendous speed-

Hoseby. My home. Our village. Bright lights. So, they’d seen an airliner suddenly disappear behind a cloud. But hundreds of personnel? Hundreds? Surely not. There was a hint in the style of the article that suggested the Times was baffled too, as if initially they had dismissed the story in their sophisticated way, but now they had to admit it was rather bizarre. The farm would be Cyril Burton’s. He had derelict glass houses from a mad scheme he’d had in the Sixties to grow tomatoes. And the explosion was heard in three counties only because Hoseby was close to the meeting point of Lincolnshire, Leicestershire and Nottinghamshire.

Significant amounts of radioactivity have been found by a footpath and in a local wood-

This I didn’t like. This was real. This was quantifiable. What innocent explanation could there be? A couple of chunks of caesium-137 from Chernobyl? Some poor cancer patient with a pulsating glow from their urethra dribbling in the hedge? Pray God it was radon escaping from a fault in the limestone.

I hadn’t taken in the large photo placed on the right of the page. It was skilfully shot, but then, it was The Times. Dominating the left foreground was a faceless man in a white hazard suit stooping to poke amongst some grey hogweed stalks on a broad verge and behind him to the right before a thicket of blackthorn stood in a circle that her horse had grazed and with her black kettle on its bricks on the edge of the fire was Brenda Johnson, swaddled in her heavy winter clothes like the peasant women in the war time newsreels of the Eastern Front. She was stood by the steps of her bowtop, Barney her Alsatian was throwing himself against his chain hard enough to tipple the caravan on to its side, sliced loaf, baked hedgehog and all. They were by the edge of The Street, the stony by-road that people said was a track as old as England and that originated far to the south and began again by Manor Farm Cottage. Mrs Johnson only needed a broken stemmed clay pipe in her mouth to have been lifted from the eighteenth century. She was staring defiantly into the lens, bewildered and uneasy.

“Taken a quarter of a mile from your own front doorstep?”

“Yeah, I was just trying to see if the dustbin men had been.” So he knew me. I was as bewildered as Mrs Johnson. Brenda Johnson, once a hippy, married to a gypsy. I couldn’t remember a time when I hadn’t been aware of her existence. “And the lady in the photo’s name?”

“Brenda Johnson.”

There had been no discernible gap between the end of my question and his answer. Pity, really. He had that cold, humourless Bond charm. I’d only seen one Bond film, on a plane when I was twenty. From Russia with Love. It was totally ancient, but set in a train as I always wanted a train to be. Wooden, smoky, swaying and with a constant rattle for a soundtrack. James Bond hadn’t impressed me; he was a stilted, Johnnie-no-mates psychopath in a turf accountant’s hat. A monkey’s head on a long body. But there were some Bulgarians driving around in a Citroen traction avant. Now that I did fancy. But I wanted to ask this guy where he’d got his jacket. It was a well cut type of Jermyn Street Barbour with a patch on the right shoulder. He looked like a man who shot. Pheasants and peasants. I’d had enough of hard men with guns, I was sick of men with guns. But I did like his jacket. Paul Weller would think it looked neat.

I skimmed through the article. I didn’t recognise half of the names they’d interviewed. My parents were predictably absent.

-personnel from the RAF and the American Air Force are said to be in the area together with government advisers and are controlling the upwards of three thousand sight seers in events reminiscent of those at Rendlesham Wood adjacent to the American air force base at -

What the hell happened at Rendlesham Wood? I closed my left eye again. It was hot in the train but there was a hint in the air that it must have rained in London this morning. There was a smell of cheese and onion crisps amongst the perfumes of the female executives. How strange. This was first class; these blue chequered seats beneath the ugly operating theatre type lights were the posh seats. Surely no one would send their servants for cheese and onion crisps? I glanced towards the window and looked into the multiple reflections of the carriage. Beyond it in the darkness were a thousand orange dots seemingly as scattered as the stars in the sky. Unless it was a reflection of the view from the opposite window of the carriage. For a few seconds we appeared to slip alongside a well lit dual carriageway. There was no sense of movement in the train, no clatter-ty clack, merely an almost silent whiss and the tap of the wheels going over the well spaced expansion joints. I was disappointed, I’d wanted it to rock and fittings to drop off. What inspiration was this to a musician, what symphony was it for an engineer?

Who was this guy interested in, me or the aliens? I decided to probe, to take the fight to him.

“Which would you consider the most random, the position of the stars or the distribution of the street lights?”

He frowned, I’d wrong footed him again. “And you think the answer is?”

“The stars would take a lifetime to predict but neither is random.”

“Because the stars are grouped in constellations?”

I felt slightly more confident. He couldn’t be ex RAF or Navy. Or a graduate. He might look as if he was licensed to kill but he was a bit of an idiot. He should have answered the question within the crack of a snare drum. But I was a tosser too, I should have asked him: which is the more predictable? And he should have replied: so, does randomness come in degrees?

-a ministry spokesman said that theories at the moment are centred on the idea that a meteorite had exploded or that it was a type of ball lightning-

As I read I whistled some possibly Bacharach thing that perhaps Dusty had sung in the Sixties. I pitched it in D, I’d be an eighth of a tone flat, I always was, my father wouldn’t let me whistle near him. Then as I read I began to reshape it as a rather cute bossa nova. The guy didn’t notice, he wasn’t in the business.

“Thanks.” I passed the paper back to him

He studied me. “And what do you think about these UFOs, Steven?”

Steven? That annoyed me, I was Mr Ellis, Gent. I allowed myself no more than a tiny frown. “That the aliens have a tremendous sense of theatre.”

He considered this. He hadn’t quite grasped my meaning. “I suppose a clever lad like you understands ball lightning.”

“Yeah, it’s when you ejaculate and it takes the weight off your scrotum.”

He wasn’t totally annoyed, but he found me tiresome. “Was that the sort of comment that got you your finger ends chopped off?”

I shrugged. “Err, fundamentally, yes. Okay, ball lightning seems to consist of implausibly stable balls of plasma. It’s an explanation often put forward to answer these unexplained phenomena. But the last day in January doesn’t sound like a night for thunder, does it? Which is a pity, because ball lightning is associated with massive currents. Of many thousand amps. So I suspect these aliens are a mystery Benjamin Franklin couldn’t explain but Miss Marple could.”

“And what does that mean?”

“It’s a village thing, like the flower rota and the plough jags.”

I was annoying him again but he smiled. “You never let up, do you Steven? You take a lot of risks for a lad with a contract out on him.”

He was scaring me, but I fought back. “It’s only for a summer season with Max Jaffa. Hey, Max’s not died, has he? I’ve been using that gag since I was thirteen. Listen, I doubt there’s a contract. I went to school with David Hogg. I’ve been away a year now. He’s a right git, but he’s not that crazy. Err, at least he wasn’t?”

He looked at me sadly and tried another tack. “You don’t seem surprised that I recognised you.”

“There’s only three musicians in Hoseby. My father, my sister, and me. And I’m the only one with two fingers missing.”

He actually laughed. He looked at me carefully. “Yes. You’re Steven. You’ve got an S on your jacket.”

Was this a joke, or was he an idiot? I was wearing a leather Suzuki jacket, naturally it was in blue and white, and it had the Suzuki S at the top of each arm. I might have just returned from a ninety date tour with a rock band but I didn’t wear black leather. Black leather was for stealing dinner money, black cloth was for priests, black was plainsong, colours were Mahler, colours were Africa. I was Ravel, or on a good day, Johnny Marr. But was this guy a half wit? Surely all the world knew the Suzuki logo. Perhaps he wasn’t naturally comedic.

He began to speak as if reading a wanted poster. “Top joint missing little finger right hand, top joint ring finger. Talks like an idiot.”

I stared him out with the stare you get from walking out in front of ten thousand people. I spoke carefully, pretending to be intelligent. “Five thousand panes of glass. Service personnel present. These seem unusually important aliens don’t you think?” But I laughed out of nervousness.

“What’s so funny?”

“I was imagining Cyril Burton encouraging his grandkids to smash every pane in those greenhouses before the insurance man got there.”

“You know Cyril Burton?”

“Nodding terms. My mother owns his farm.”

“Your mother’s very concerned about you, Steven.”

So, he wasn’t here to kill me. I probed my way forward. “My mother? My mother’s concerned about me? You don’t know my mother.”

He couldn’t stop himself. “She has your photograph by her bedside.”

“You’ve shagged my mother?” I shrugged, cold and sick. “You’re just a face in the crowd, pal. Lots of men fuck her but they don’t know her.”

People didn’t paw my mother. Perhaps people touched her forearm but they never slobbered over her, it was never more than a cold peck on her cheek. My mother had clever eyes, her body language said I’m Mrs Ellis, I buy and sell land. My mother was the Empress of Lincolnshire. A huge room would know when she entered, but they knew not to touch her.

We were staring at each other. Me and this guy, fighting over my mother. I’d appalled him. Good. So, after twenty three and a half years one of my mother’s lovers had stepped out of the shadows. I felt a sadness bordering on panic. It doesn’t matter how old you are, it’s sickening to think your mother needs a lover, wants some stud to give her a good shagging. Totally destroying. Foolish old cow, silly, stupid old cow. And she’d chosen badly. I thought of his feeble quip about the S on my jacket. She better not let me see them together or I would be very hurt and not know what to say. Really quite distressed. The stupid, stupid cow.

I stared, almost leered at him. I could imagine him grabbing a man by his hair and jamming the muzzle of his weapon against his skull. Two months ago, when we were in Texas, I was sat backstage with headphones on, listening and scribbling parts down when there was the tremendous bang from a gun. One of the security guards had shot this pillock of a guy who’d been arsing about right next to me, but the round had torn through his paunch and hit a girl called Penny Haslam stood in his shadow and she was dying. There was blood everywhere. It had tumbled through her bowels from her left to her right side and then exited and flown on and gone through the elbow of the second sound guy. I suppose Penny was a groupie. She followed bands around and cadged food and hotel rooms and a purpose in life in return for sex. There’s nothing wrong with that so long as you keep your National Insurance payments up. She took seven or eight minutes to die. Everyone else was off their heads well before this happened, so it was up to me. I knelt by her, her eyes seemed to be everywhere. Sometimes when she’d got tired of the hipsters in the crew we’d talked a bit about home and things and gossip. She was two school years below me, she was from Salford and talked in that are y’not? rhetorical way. I loved hearing her voice. She was incredibly fuckable, the living had been easy for her. After she’d died the police insisted we went on or else there’d be a riot but when we’d calmed things down they arrested us as we came off stage. After a week they told us never to return to Texas. And that was that. But I was sick of hard men with guns.

I stopped leering and merely watched the guy opposite me. I felt as if my veins were full of broken glass. I didn’t want to know his name, he didn’t merit it. But deep down inside I’m a nobody, I don’t deserve to wear black leather, and I compromised.

“Oh well, good job my father doesn’t have my photos everywhere. I’d be saying hello to blondes with crow’s feet and dreamy hair all day long.”

I’d have to decide between my mother and my father. For all his faults my father wasn’t completely intolerable. If he’d earnt eighty million pounds in the last twenty years he’d have given my mother seventy seven million of them and not asked one question. I stared again at the stranger. Where had my mother met him?

The guy had spotted a way out of the situation more quickly than I had. Probably that was what he was paid for. “Have you got a first class ticket, Steven?”

“No? Do I need one? Can’t I simply pay the excess?”

He gave me a tiny smile. “Steven, if only it was that easy.”

“Those bloody Marx Brothers films. I’ve been cruelly misled.”

“Your girlfriend is on the train. She was looking a little frantic. Why don’t you go look for her?”

He was telling me what to do. And he knew Feb too. And he managed to pronounce girlfriend as in goofy and gruesome. Perhaps it was just part of his charm. I grabbed my kit bag containing my bass pedals wrapped up in my clothes. This was the end of me and my mother; this was the end of me and the Empress of Lincolnshire.

He stopped me for a moment. “You’re far too cheeky, Steven. You’ve nothing to back it up.”

I was straight in at him, screwing up my nose like a pug. “Naff off, pal. And get your hair cut, you old git.”

He smiled, and then laughed. He was looking at me in a strange way. People said I was very like my mother. It must be odd, staring at me and seeing a face he saw framed between his forearms.

“You know Steven, I’ve been dealing with one Saddam. If you have trouble with David Hogg I should ask for help.”

The man was everything I wasn’t. He stood for everything I was against. Like sex with my mother. I wouldn’t so much as ask him for a tourniquet if I was spurting blood over the carriage.

“And perhaps your Little February can explain the aliens, Steven.”

“The aliens? Yes, if she’s not busy. But I expect I’ll get a lecture on randomness.”

As I stood he spoke. “The constellations are simply patterns of stars that the eye picks out, aren’t they, Steven? They bear no other relationship to each other. And perhaps you could consider this. One of the best documented ball lightning incidents occurred in the first week of February 1809 when three struck a warship at anchor at Portsmouth. But you’re right, it took place during a violent thunderstorm.”

He was a very well briefed pillock. Perhaps my mother had chosen wisely after all.


CHAPTER 2
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I struggled towards the rear of the train looking like a sailor home from the wars, my huge canvas bag as big and heavy as a sheep. It was chocker; there could be four or five hundred clinging to the roof. Feb was in what had to be the very last carriage.

“Febbie!” And I grinned, plonking myself down next to her.

“There you are,” she said, bluntly, blankly, gawkily, all taut and tense and wound up like an eel around a wrist. “Where were you? I thought A’d missed you!”

I just grinned.

Then confidence came to her. She clambered on to her knees on the seat, her little paws were on my shoulders and she was kissing me all over my face and bashing me with her glasses. “Slept with any girls?” she said, loud enough for the entire carriage to hear. Which it must have.

“No! Course not.” I wasn’t blushing; because being on stage gives you a nightmarishly thick skin.

“Huh, good.” She shook her little fist at me then kissed me again, then sank back against me. “Steven? You okay?”

“No! Never farther from it. Have I come home to some sort of crisis? I’ve just had an outlandish conversation with a bloke in first class about my mother. But no matter, I’ll mull it over in the wee hours.” I looked into her face. I decided she knew of his existence but not that he was on the train. I left it at that. “What the hell is this UFOs over Hoseby stuff about?”

“Oh, it’s fantastic, stupid but fantastic. I missed it; I only got back to the village yesterday. I had a long chat with this RAF man. The air-force is everywhere. They found a hot spot of radiation in this hedge bottom by the path behind the gardens. This idiot was stoopidly indiscreet; he told us all about it, for some reason.” She whistled a nonsense tune and showed me plenty of thigh and fluttered her tiny eyelashes behind the magnifying effect of the powerful lenses of her glasses. She was goofy, intelligent but goofy. “He let me handle his device, he’d never had a girl interested in it before. It was detecting beta and gamma of various energies. A very impure source. I explained it to him but I think he’d cottoned on that it was- That it was? That it was?” She was waiting for me to realise what the object would be.

“Erm, uranium ore in an old wristwatch somebody had lost?”

“That’s 5/10. It’s actually impure radium. It’s engraved Lt. Phillip Marson, no one remembers him but he’s on the War Memorial. There would be alpha emitters too, trapped inside the glass. And it will leak radon. So, it’s from our first forays into nuclear technology and obviously not part of a modern bomb-”

“And far, far too primitive for aliens.”

“Exactly. I watched them dig the watch up. From a great distance. I’ve got to consider my exposure working with isotopes. It was a silver wrist watch, from the time of the first war. Roy took them to where that bomber crashed in the second war, the Halifax, and the spectrum was identical. The readings went off the scale.”

“So they turned the sensitivity down? Has the village been evacuated?” I’d lowered my voice and Feb had copied me but people were trying to listen. We stood out like the Pistols at a John Denver gig. Feb was wearing a tiny leopard skin print skirt that covered less than a dowager duchess’s handkerchief, fabulous black tights and worn out cow girl boots with rhinestones I’d bought her when we were in Kansas City. She was usually pretty garish yet she never wore makeup or heels.

We were sat against a cafeteria type table and opposite, half hidden behind my bag and Feb’s coat, a man in his fifties was reading a copy of Today and appeared oblivious of us. But against the window there was a blonde woman with russet tinted lenses in her glasses and with her hair in a bit of a Veronica Lake. She had been reading something behind our bags and hers. But now she seemed to be scribbling away. She looked shrewd, businesslike and manipulative. And she thought she was intriguing.

Feb was sticking her tongue out at me for no particular reason. “Yes, a state of emergency was declared. Or something. A state of mild panic. Is it a chemical threat? Biological? Or some weapons’ secret? People with children have left the village; people were saying everyone was to be evacuated as far as Nottingham. No one knows the truth. Apparently it’s the first time people have bothered listening to Radio Nottingham and Radio Lincolnshire. But your Mum was going to seek a judicial review or something, plus lose her temper and the police backed down. Chrissie won’t leave, Agnes is too aged, so Chrissie’s preparing to die, she says she finds it soothing. But what is the danger? No one will say. After all, what’s so magical about an explosion in the sky with strange lights? That’s never happened before, has it? And you know the idiot who blew his parents’ farm to pieces with the fertiliser bomb? He’s been arrested and remanded in custody.”

“Terry Plumtree? Huh, that’s a ploy on the part of the police to appear to be doing something. Ha! That was freaky, featherless turkeys with arms and legs missing landed over a square mile like massive raindrops. But Feb, Feb-”

Feb was racing on. “People are taking this very seriously. There’s helicopters and survey planes overhead and search parties in long lines over the fields. And Americans everywhere. It might be a hoax, but it’s a very cleverly done hoax. How could you fool the military? Isn’t every part of the UK covered by radar? I’ve been asking around Science City but this radio ham who was in the RAF who knew lots of classified stuff has sort of disappeared, well, got a job somewhere else and there’s some blokes and a woman who work on armaments contracts but that’s supposed to be secret anyway, so…Unless someone’s lost a missile. There’s always military aircraft in the sky over Lincolnshire, aren’t there? Perhaps the Russians have lost something.”

“Feb, the Russians have imploded. They couldn’t send up a biplane.” I only had a third in mechanical engineering, sometimes I felt very inferior to her.

“Yes. But a satellite may have come down. There may be bits everywhere. It could be one of ours. Did you know the first British satellite from the Fifties is still up there sending out a signal?”

“Err, perhaps it was.”

We were both laughing.

“Well,” she said, “there’s the Black Projects and the Skunk Works.”

“The what?”

“Did you never spend whole days in Science City coffee bar?”

“If bloody only. Feb, I had to see the Vice Chancellor five times to apologise for our band.”

“But someone actually met the aliens! You know old Irish Mick Power?”

“Spud Yakker? Or no!”

“It’s sad. Everybody’s shouting beam us up Scotty at him. Well, the village people are. He said he saw two aliens and spoke to them. On the seat by the oak tree. Listen, he says he knew they were intelligent because they spoke with Derbyshire accents. Ha! It was in the Sun and the Mirror, there’s a photo of him. It’s lucky he’s a bit nuts or he’d die of shame, wun’t he? What happened was, the explosion woke him, and he saw the lights in the sky and ran across the village with just his coat over his pyjamas. I asked him, did you notice anything else? Well, apparently his heart was really thumping and the next day there were these black rings around his eyes from where the exhaust from the space ship had burnt him. Dark rings? That made me wonder, because he’s had one heart attack and he’d hurried across the village in a state of excitement, could he have been suffering from anoxia? He’s a staunch Catholic. I said to him, Mick, do you suppose that if it was the 1800s you’d have thought you saw an angel? He says, I know you don’t believe me but at least you’ve talked sensibly to me, not like everybody else shouting at us. Poor Mick. Most of the stuff in the tabloids is from people that no one would call credible witnesses.”

“And what’s Chrissie think?”

Chrissie was a writer, Feb’s mother and my father’s mistress. Chrissie was almost as great a plotter as my mother. I hadn’t seen my mum in a year, her eyes could have glazed over with cataracts, her hair turned white and her teeth become black stumps. The guy in the first class carriage was evidence of her hidden worlds. The police, Ministry of Defence and USAF would have to realise Hoseby was a world of hidden doors and tax avoidance.

“Chrissie’s totally enthused. She’s going nuts sketching out this novel that oscillates between 1992 and 1805.”

“Ha! So, every coloured light in the sky has a silver lining.”

“Derrr! No, it’s exhausting. She pokes questions at us like with a knitting needle. I only understand the basic physics of space; I’m lost on the technology. Except exobiology, that’s brilliant. So, except for spending three years kicking a football about with a load of Elec Eng pratts and physicists I- And who said these lights were coloured? Because not everyone saw coloured lights. The most reliable witnesses are those who say least. And those who know the most thermodynamics.” She pulled an ankh type thing with a lapis stone inset out from under her top and pretended to hypnotise me with it. People stared. I’d told her I’d bought it because she was good in bed and she’d done one of her loony dances and pretended to kick me like some psychotic ballerina. Feb was all right.

We were speaking quietly. Across the table Veronica Lake’s ears were almost out on stalks.

“Steven? Steven? Your mum asked my advice on whether to leave the district. Well, it would have been sensible. No one entirely understands the situation. Is there something subtle going on? If there was an immediate danger from something pretty toxic there’d be birds and mammals laid dead everywhere. It’s mainly arable so apparently they’re taking samples from pigeons and rabbits.”

“But why not grass? Oh, but it doesn’t grow below seven degrees or something, so it wouldn’t take up much.”

“Grass too, it would be on the surface of the leaves. They’ll have done a general sweep. Because there could very easily be a biological hazard. Possibly an incredibly subtle long term hazard. Suppose it could be initially overlooked? They’re searching for the corpses of things. Apparently the Burtons have had to give blood samples. Suppose, for example, someone had developed an incredibly dangerous form of E coli and sprayed it on the grass.”

“Or like anthrax? Like some renegade Ruskie has disposed of his stockpile in one of his few remaining missiles?”

“Mmm…” She tugged at my sleeve like she was rescuing me from a deep ditch. “Except that he’d bring it over in a suitcase and release it in an air conditioning unit at the airport. There’s a burnt out car been found in one of the Burton’s fields-”

“You are kidding. That’s odds of ten million to one.”

“Shuddup, pratt. We don’t know. Suppose somebody in some lab in this country has gone totally delusional and released something obnoxious to save us from ourselves? Like in all the films? The number of religious people in biological sciences is just ridiculous. They pray in the coffee breaks, really, they do. Do the military suspect a nutcase? They must monitor their staff fairly closely, knowing what’s available in the world, so- Your mum introduced us to them as Dr Callendar, her scientific adviser.”

“So you advised Mum to leave?”

“Yes. The Americans are wearing lightweight biohazard suits. But it’s too late now.”

I hesitated. “Feb, surely they know what they’re doing?”

“Haven’t forty percent of all military decisions throughout history been wrong?”

“Ha, no, sixty.” She was scaring me. No wonder people believed in aliens. It was a softer, almost cozy option. Yes, let it be aliens. Or benevolent gods. And the easiest way to get a weapon from the remnants of the Soviet Union over English airspace would be by air freight. Like the Iraqis would.

“Feb? Will we be able to get home to Manor Farm Cottage?”

“Well, oh, you’re going to go nuts. Your mother’s had to rent it out.”

“Had to? Had to? That’s my home, she gave it to me. I’ve got the deeds. Somewhere. Had to rent it to who? Or whom? Some Yank air marshal?”

“Kevin Ayres.”

“Kevin Ayres? Hey, I got one of the words right. Kevin Ayres? She’s letting my father have Kevin Ayres round to play? I’m speechless.”

She knelt up on the seat again, resting her chin on my head.

We were attracting attention again. I pulled her down and into me. I’d had a year of people staring at me. A year was enough for a lifetime. She really was quite hyper. “Right, Feb, I’m jet lagged, we’ll go to the Angel and get jet shagged. I want a good bath, and erm, the honeymoon suite. What do you say? Feb?”

“Roy’s waiting for us at Grantham. Your mother’s got something planned.”

“What like, she’s got us lodgings with Morrissey? Like we’re touring Britain with Ozzie, stopping at every war memorial to urinate on ex servicemen?”

“You know you once told me about a family who’d lived in an isolated farmhouse for five or six generations?”

“Yes? For two hundred years? The Herricks?” This was beginning to sound worse than Ozzie but just preferable to Morrissey. “You mean they’ve died out and my mother’s bought the farm?”

“Yes, Mr Herrick’s died and they’ve sold up. Your mum thinks we’ll be safe there.”

Yes, of course we’d be safe. There’d be eight generations of Herrick ancestors in their own graveyard watching over us. “Feb, my mother always has a plan.”

Feb was sort of biting the outside of her top lip. After a moment she said, “She’s had her London lawyers on to the Chief Constable over this state of emergency thing.”

“Tulkinghorns?”

“She went so far as to try to phone the Home Secretary. He was out or something but she spoke to someone. ”

“John Major?” I clasped my hand to my forehead. “How embarrassing.”

“Chrissie said she phoned the DTI too. She said your father mustn’t be disturbed, that his work has generated perhaps a billion dollars of economic activity worldwide.”

“Really? That’s bollocks. Isn’t it?” Except my mother didn’t talk bollocks. “Wait, if he’s been the force involved in the success of over a hundred and fifty million album sales, so times ten dollars for concerts, plus, mmm- Febbie, we don’t have to go to this farm.”

“Your Mum will go spare. She doesn’t like me.”

“Feb, she does a bit.”

Feb was looking away.

“Feb? What’s happened?”

“Nothing, ’cept, she’s started going shopping with your Jenni.”

I sighed. “Well, that’s bloody disloyal to you. And me. Jenni dumps me but my alpha female mother creeps back to her. Feb, Jenni’s like the daughter she never had. You should overhear the conversations they have. There’s no end to the depths they’ll plumb. Manicures. Defoliants. They shopped like demons. Feb, forget it; there’ll be some sort of master plan in all this Herrick’s business.”

“Well, I got two lighters and some matches from the village shop.”

I stared into space. “You’re hinting there’s no electricity at the Herricks’ place? No running water? Tub toilets? Mosquitoes in the marshy bits? Feb, you don’t have to go to this dump, we’ll-”

“No, your Mum’u’ll go nuts. Besides, it’ll be an adventure. You might get bored with us otherwise.”

The woman opposite’s hand was hesitating mid-word behind her bag. Feb was staring at her too.

The woman realised she was rumbled, lent forwards and rather skillfully took the initiative. “Excuse me, you’re Steven Ellis and February Callendar, aren’t you?”

I groaned. “Yes, and you must be a flaming journalist.”

Feb was shrinking away.

“I’m sorry, yes. I do apologise, I’m here to cover this silly UFO excitement. I couldn’t help overhearing parts of your conversation.”

Which she’d use. God, what had I revealed? I’d been so pleased to see Feb I’d lost the plot. “Wait a minute! I recognise you; you were in the Red Lion. You were, January last year. I buy a round of drinks that come to five hundred quid and you think I won’t remember every face? Strewth.” The press had destroyed us, absolutely destroyed us. I’d had to do a year’s tour with a rock band to escape.

She was laughing, but in a very phony way. “Is your mother one of the richest women in Britain?”

“Huh? Good Lord no! But she just might be the richest self made woman in what was the old county of Lincolnshire.” What a bloody stupid question. And yet I’d replied to it. I was going to have to be more careful. I’d no real idea of my mother’s wealth, my father wouldn’t have. Besides, it was about land and position, not money, with the Empress of Lincolnshire. It was about having the Lord Lieutenant look up to her.

“Do you think, I know this is an incredible cheek, but do you think your mother would do an interview? A serious interview? There’s lots of women would love to read about her life. And she’s beautiful. Sorry, but it makes a huge difference. I was in the same room as her once and she just said Hello, David, to David Bowie, like she was-”

“What did he say? Who the hell are you? Yeah, she’ll know him from ’67, ’68 or something. You must ask her yourself but I expect she’ll say, darling, if you let people see you urinate you’ll never sell another nappy. Anyway, this interview is terminated. Me and Feb have been destroyed by you once before.”

“I know, and you’re such darlings. I’m sorry, I was part of it too, I’m truly sorry. But we destroy lots of other people too? Listen, couldn’t you give me a lift to Hoseby, you could introduce me to your mother, I’d so like to interview her. Please, I’m sorry, pretty please.”

I made a pantomime scowl. “No! You’ve been earwigging as it is.”

“Oh, your mother’s so interesting. It’s rumoured she’ll enter politics.”

“Well, that’s news to me. But with Hitler being dead there is a gap on the world stage.” This female Jimmy Olsen was mistaken in wanting to interview her, perhaps every eye in a room would be glued to my mother but she was far too guarded to be interesting. And politics? My mother was never a team player. The woman was fishing. But I knew to be silent.

We managed to move to other seats. Feb lay against me with her head almost tucked in my jacket. Feb was an odd girl. I suspected that when she turned up in France the whole road crew had thought, is this what he saves himself for? This goofy scrubber? Then when they called out an engineer she totally spooked them by explaining what he meant by power factor and the effect of inductance and capacitance in an AC circuit. It spooked me too. She was a biologist but she’d have been tops in my engineering year. And it had terrified me that our gaffer had looked so blank at the mention of the cosine of an angle. Me and Feb spent an afternoon in the technology section of a library getting up to speed on earthing procedures. Okay, it’s boring but that’s what a tiny talent has to do to survive in the world of rock. That’s what allowed me to earn £45,000 in the year. That was a perfect day, just me and Feb bathed in sunshine filtering into a French library. I didn’t know where I was heading with Feb but it scared me that she’d been offered work in the States. Maybe I ought to propose while I had the chance and at least get a girl of some sort. But if only she hadn’t mentioned Jenni.

“What are you thinking?” She whispered.

“That the best bit about From Russia with Love is the theme tune.”

“What? It’s crap, some stupid old git sings it.”

“Matt Munro? Trust me, it’s gorgeous. What are you thinking?”

“Meteors. Early February’s a good time for decent sized meteors; they’re up to thirty per cent more likely.”

There was a certainty in her voice. I bet the 007 face I’d met in first class was well aware of this fact too.

“Ah, I see. So, any other ideas?”

“Well, suppose there was a decent sized radio controlled plane and somehow it drew attention to itself, say, like, some known identification signal or snippets of Russian or Farsi in code.”

“Mmm. Anything else?”

“Sure you didn’t sleep with any girls?”

“157.”

Feb was okay. You knew at first glance she was a friendly girl. And that she was brought up in a rough district and went to a rough school. You realised she was intelligent and a bit submissive and eager to please. She wasn’t beautiful and she never took her glasses with the thick lenses off unless it was dark because it was still somehow obvious that she wore them. And her hair was in one of those centre parting styles and a bit bushy and gave the impression she wanted, as much as she dare, to be accepted for what she was.

But there was something different about her. And it wasn’t her period or the crazy time of the month.

A couple of seats away Veronica Lake seemed quiescent. She’d taken our rebuff very professionally. Interview my mother? My mother was a million things but she didn’t always sparkle. She adored walking into a pub in a village where she owned land and have the conversation falter; she adored going to a big music business bash and having the faces fawn over her. But like me she knew that although she owned the land the land owned her, that she’d see some barm-pot of a labourer dressed in hand-me-downs tied up with binder twine and know that she might own him but he owned a little bit of her too. She’d look out over a hundred acre field and by the far distant ditch there’d be a scrap of hawthorn hedge and she’d know that like the empty space in the Chinese picture it meant something. And like me she wasn’t promiscuous. And that made the existence of the guy in first class a lot more serious.


CHAPTER 3
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We got off at Grantham. Our station had lost its Victorian charm; modern times had grown like a white PVC eczema over it. I stood for a moment looking past the flood lights of the railway down to the blue and orange lights of the town below. It didn’t appear to have rained for some hours but the air had that cool English dampness and it smelt of nothing much and yet somehow it smelt like Lincolnshire on the edge of the East Midlands. It didn’t smell like Berlin or Turin or Denver or Tokyo, it smelt like home. I wasn’t in a hurry to leave Lincolnshire again. Grantham was a hick town but Memphis was a hick city and Hibbing, Minnesota would be an American version of Scunthorpe. I wouldn’t be driven away from Hoseby again; not by the press, not by David Hogg. After all, I had eight digits left to gamble with. We waved enthusiastically to the journalist as she got into a taxi. She was smiling. Perhaps she was twenty per cent human. There was no sign of the face from first class. Perhaps he’d kept sidling in and out of carriages looking for someone to accost, Bond, travelling as… I loved the way Bond regenerated like Dr Who. So inventive. He’d have dealt with the Daleks. Those he didn’t kill he’d insert his penis and seminal fluid would gush out of the vent holes at the top.

The stranger on the train worried me. My mother belonged to me, to our family. I knew that at twenty three this was an utterly childish attitude, I knew of course that after I left for uni our home had become less important both to me and my mother. I could almost understand that my mother had an existence apart from me and Ellie’s childhood, that perhaps she always had. Ellie wasn’t even hers. I realised I was a huge disappointment to her, I always had been. My father was a genius, he’d written his first symphony when he was twelve or something. He was a late starter because he’d been busy with his chamber music. I’d got a Third at uni, a third in Mechanical Engineering. I was the lowliest creature on the campus. I’d managed to date Jenni for three years, me and Jenni, the most beautiful girl in our year, that was the achievement my mother was most proud of. Did my mother want me at Herricks’ place because she’d installed the guy in the Jermyn Street Barbour in our home? Where was my father? I couldn’t quite believe the crap about Kevin Ayres. Jeez, what a nightmare. And these bloody aliens too. If my mother got hold of one of them she’d wrench the television aerial straight out of its head.

Roy was beneath a streetlight, leant against the boot of a car. It appeared that his waxed coat had finally disintegrated though it was hard to tell, it was absorbing every photon that fell on it. I grinned back at him.

“Steve! So, the wanderer returns.”

“Eh up Roy! Yeah, that’s me. The tramp creeps silently in on the flood tide. But what’s this?” I pointed at the car. It was vaguely like a smaller, muted version of a Seventies American car, it was an early Avenger with the hockey stick rear light clusters. “Where’s the old Gazelle?”

He looked at me oddly, then said, “Hi Feb, come on, gerrin’ you two.”

Feb clambered in the back along with my Leicester long horn sized bag, I sat in the front. “But where’s the pretty little Gazelle? That’s me and Feb’s car.”

We were trundling through Grantham. The town was dark and empty and drop dead gorgeous compared with St Louis. Or L.A. Or Kansas City. There was the Black Dog, Dave Willett got us thrown out of there for singing hymns when we were at school. I loved that pub.

Roy was hesitating. “Gazelle? It was destroyed in an accident months ago. No one mentioned the fact?”

“Destroyed? Who was driving, who was hurt?”

Roy was silent.

Feb said quietly: “It was your mother. She’s fine. She’d borrowed it because of some emergency.”

“Mum?” My mother was a brilliant driver.

Roy leapt in. “She didn’t get far. It ran out of fuel on the main road through Croxton Kerrial, she’d just got out when an artic going full pelt whacked it through a hedge and into the porch of a house.”

“Shit.” My father always had twenty cars on the road at any one time. Trust her to borrow the Gazelle. But neither of them wanted to talk about it. I couldn’t fathom why Roy was embarrassed. Ex Detective Chief Inspector Roy Atkinson embarrassed? It was all a bit ominous. I closed my eyes. I was about to ask Roy about Herricks’ Farm, to bitch on about having to kip there but it was rather pointless because now that we’d actually stepped into a car sent for us with its boot probably full of supplies we’d made a tacit acceptance of the situation. In fact, merely speaking to my mother was an acceptance of her world view. I was probably the only person who argued with her. Well, apart from my sister. Should I ask Roy whether the face from the train had got off with us? Grantham had become close enough to London for people to commute. Roy would have clocked him, he never missed a trick, but it was a too personal a thing to ask. Perhaps the guy was nothing, perhaps the guy was kidding, maybe I’d never see him again. We were on the Nottingham Road heading towards the A1, I was too jet lagged, too confused, too full of anticipation of what I wanted to do to Feb after three months apart to be able to think clearly. But I couldn’t help noticing that with every irregularity in the road surface there was a knock from the front suspension on my side. I listened to it for another quarter of a mile as we climbed the hill.

“Hear that, Roy? That is well loud. Almost a clank.”

He pulled over. I got out and pushed against the top of the front nearside wheel with my foot. There was definite play. And lots of it. I got him to apply the brakes and tried again. No improvement.

“What’s the problem, Steve?”

Being called Steve, that was the problem. “It could be the insert’s a bit loose in the strut. But I think the track control arm ball joint’s knackered. That’s potentially catastrophic. We’d have to walk home. Shift places, I’ll drive. We’ll keep off the A1 and take the scenic route. If the suspension splits into two it’ud be best on a quiet road.”

“That bad?” Roy was a bit crestfallen. He didn’t like being told, he always liked to look down on me. On everybody. He was a copper’s copper.

“This is a proper old heap, what’s my father thinking of?”

“That’ll be Gary.”

“And who the hell is Gary?”

“Son of the bloke who has the garage on New Street. Your mother’s somehow got the government to pay for him to work for your father.”

“Typical. So he decides to kill me. He’s really got his feet under the table.”

Roy was laughing, genuinely laughing. I’d spent my teenage years with session men who’d started off in the days of the old time Northern comics and I’d picked up their phrasing and intonation. The Mary Whitehouse Experience I was unfortunately not. My mother was the same, she was elegant but she was from ScuNthorpe, not Scanthorpe. I listened to Roy’s gossip but I thought: was my mother divorcing my father? And the knock from the suspension was diabolical; a double pothole could collapse that side of the car. Fancy, stripped of my job as my father’s mechanic by some cack handed heap of acne. And I was disappointing Feb by agreeing to go to this farm. A mediaeval hovel did not sound like a love nest. We’d probably have to snuggle down on a grimy four poster, abandoned since Miss Haversham’s aborted wedding night.

“What’s the plan for tonight, Roy?”

“About 350 yards from Herricks’ place there’s the track across the fields back to Hoseby. I’ve got me torch, I’ve got me stick. I fancy a walk through the dark. I doubt it’s two miles on the farm road. Do me the world of good.”

Suddenly something hurtled towards us, its lights on main beam. Then it was level with us and gone.

Roy had grasped his seatbelt. “See that? Outside broadcast van.”

“Bloody great,” I said, “now the BBC are trying to kill us. Is this UFO thing really this big?”

“Oh yeah. There’s kids and loonies wandering everywhere over the fields like it’s midsummer at Stonehenge. There’s homemade campervans and benders up every lane.”

He began to question Feb. I ran my fingers through my hair with my left hand. With five full fingers it made a better comb. I wasn’t only anxious, I was exhausted. Perhaps it had been an even longer year than I had realised. I stared forwards. Here the land was particularly heavy and the verges were choked with tough grass and meadow sweet. Codlins and cream had crept out of the ditches, its tattered stalks and feathered tops still recognisable in this early February. What was hiding in that hedgerow? An injured humanoid dragging itself to an isolated cottage to parasitise the occupant? A mechanical beetle the size of a vole? Or a badger with a hacking cough spitting blood into its handkerchief?

Then, as we approached the Y junction turn to Laughton, pronounced Lawton, our headlights picked out an RAF Landrover parked up in the angle of the Y and stood by it were two girls with sub machine guns. They weren’t girls; they’d be something in the RAF regiment.

“Bloody hell! Look at those girls! At Hoseby. They’re younger than me.” It was beyond belief. Girls with machine guns? This was taking equality way too far. I slowed down so that we didn’t get riddled with bullets, then took the right fork along the hill top.

Roy was laughing at me. “Yeah, young girls with sub machine guns. You know, if a show like this UFO thing is an opportunity for senior officers to shine then we’ve lost the next Battle of Britain. Can’t even keep a load of unwashed no-goods out of the area. And the police pushed to one side. It’s well out of order.”

Feb was looking back out of the rear window at the side lights of the Landrover

I breathed out through my teeth. “All right, so, what’s this Herricks’ place like then, Roy?”

“Mmm. Well, me and Matt have left you a load of stuff, snap and the like. Matt’s left a fire in. We’ve made a bed out of bales and there’s a couple of sleeping bags on top of them. You’ll be snug as bugs in rugs. Anyway, I want to hear about the aliens from our Feb.”

A bed out of straw bales? “Hold on, hold on. Let’s not gloss over this farm we’re being marooned on. What the hell is my mother playing at?”

“It’s simple. She’s bought the place lock, stock and barrel. The house is almost empty but the barns are full of stuff.”

“What stuff? Nazi gold? The remnants of Bonny Prince Charlie’s army?”

“Well, crap. Thirty tons of rubbish collected over un ’undred and fifty years. She simply doesn’t want three geezers in a white Transit spotting the place. Feb, what do you think of these UFOs?”

How wonderful, how absolutely marvellous. If once it had taken four anarchists three minutes to put me in hospital, how long would it take three pikeys in a Transit to kill me? Thirty seconds? I was muttering, “Or, for Gawd’s sake, it’s not fair on Feb! Suppose there’s no toilets? How many girlfriends would put up with-” But I was wasting my time. “Hey, perhaps the aliens are after some relic hidden within these thirty tons of cobwebs. Like Jane Austen’s drawers.”

Neither of them answered. I didn’t blame them. Perhaps the aliens were searching for the arm Nelson lost, just like me and my father had searched for my finger tips.

Roy was shuffling round in his seat. “Feb, cheer up, what do you think of these space ships?”

But Feb rounded on him too. “Roy, Steven also means, what about Bully Pig? Wouldn’t we be safer in Grantham?”

“He’s been promoted. It’s Sergeant Pig now.”

“What? Seriously?” How had the criminal lunatic managed that?

“Steve, that’s working in your favour. He’s making a success of the police. Very soon Hoggy’ll join the Met, somehow end up with half a million in an off shore account, retire with the rank of superintendent and eventually at the age of ninety two dies in his bed surrounded by his family and is buried in Westminster Abbey. I spoke to him last week. Socially, that is. I told him he’s an idiot if he’s still mad at you. Okay, you’re a mouthy git but it’s a big world. Know what he said? This same Bully who chopped Quiet David’s hand off and two fingers of yourn? He sez, you know, I don’t sue you for slander cos you’re an old cop, because I’m sorry for you. But keep it clean. And he grabbed hold of my nose and gave it a tweak. Me! Ex Detective Chief Inspector! He’s a twat. He’s how old? Twenty four? In all my time in the police I never met a more potentially dangerous officer. And yet, I’ll tell you something, I’d have liked having him on my team in Nottingham. He’s hard, he’s brave. Trouble is, he’s distorting the command structure. If there was him and a chief super in a room the lads would look to him for leadership. But Steve, you’ve no worries. He loathes you but it doesn’t rankle him so much.”

Feb said: “I’d feel safe in a town; I’d know what to do if we were attacked. Out here, we don’t stand a chance.”

“Relax, young miss, you’ll be fine. Which reminds me, Steve, your little clay gun is in the boot. Your mother insists you carry it everywhere.”

The irony of it. Me with a gun. Clay pigeon shooting was one of the two hundred things my mother discouraged when I was a kid. And I’d been a natural. I could have been a hero at school, instead of all that crap about having played on ten or twelve million albums. The thought of the 20 bore seemed to be cheering Feb up; I’d be wasting my time pointing out it increased our chances of getting killed by a thousand times.

“Which reminds me, Steve, two police officers, that is Port Authority officers, arrived to see you late this morning. Something about two shipping containers.”

“What? What?” I pulled close into the verge and stopped. “Did they?”

“Yeah, it had me and your mother right puzzled. They’re coming again tomorrow, at eleven. All the way from Liverpool. About these two empty shipping containers.”

“Empty?” My voice was giving way.

“Why? What was in them? Heroin?”

“Tractors. Cars. Motorcycles.”

“Harley Davidsons?”

“No! English motor bikes. Japanese bikes. I was re-importing them. For sale.” I couldn’t believe the scale of the disaster. $22,000 dollars worth gone. I sat staring ahead. Feb and Roy would only vaguely understand. Perhaps it was all a mistake. Perhaps they weren’t my containers. Then I remembered.

“They’re insured! I’ve got photostats in my pocket. And I posted the documents to Manor Farm Cottage. I think. I hope.”

I knew Feb would say nothing, but Roy definitely would.

“Second hand goods? No receipts? That’s not worth the paper it’s printed on. And what the heck do you want with tractors?”

“To sell. This was my nice little earner. There’s a bloke just outside Lincoln mad keen on David Browns. I phoned him up. What he offered me for one would have covered fifty per cent of the total outlay.” Dumbfounded I stared ahead. I was facing ridicule from my mother and financial ruin. And mutilation at the hands of Holland and Kesteven’s finest police sergeant. And this homecoming was supposed to have been some sort of frost fair. “Roy? These coppers are coming again? Tomorrow? What’s behind that?”

“Nothing. They’re probably skiving. When you’re travelling you’re not working. Don’t panic. Bloody Nora, I’ve never known any one like you.”

Roy was saying something. Feb leant over the seat and put her arms around my neck. $22,000. Gone. All my doubts about America’s legal system resurfaced. Were they empty when they were shipped? Surely things couldn’t be this dreadful?

We were alongside an ash wood. We were only three miles by road from Hoseby, but it was an area I didn’t know well. I recognised the spindly wood though, it was full of wild garlic in spring and its scent would spill over on to the road. No one, they said, not even the stoats, could stomach the taste of the rabbits that lived here. The wood was nothing but ash trees growing on the thick clay and even the mature ones were tall and spindly as if they were growing in industrial waste.

Roy was chuckling. “Hey, Feb, he’s Hoseby’s very own Arthur Daley. But look and listen, we’re bloody nearly at this farm and here we are, with our village stuck in some ET film and with bright spark Feb available to explain everything. This UFO business has really intrigued me. I remember in my very early days as a copper, probably I’ve told you before, a car hit a tree up in North Lincolnshire and the three blokes inside, killed of course, turned out to be Russian agents. That’s genuine. Strange things do happen. You know, Steve, sorry, Steven, it was one helluva bang the other night. In fact, and this is top secret-” He was considering whether to take us into his confidence. “The police are being kept in the dark so I’m not getting the gossip but from what I gather there was some radar trace which has got them excited. Unless that’s phoney info they’ve put out. What’s this radar business mean, Feb?”

“Oh, it means that there was something radar opaque there, but even in the war they used that chaff stuff to produce the effect, didn’t they? Aliens wouldn’t do that, they’d have taken control of the military monitoring systems and introduced images into the system. Because compared to us they’ll be god-like.” She made spell casting gestures with her fingers in the gap between me and Roy. “And suppose at this moment they’re in fact actually colonising Australia? Or something. Just like Napoleon would have done, you know, a feint, a sleight of hand.” There was something in her voice. Was it a tiny tease? Feb moved in elevated intellectual circles. She was privy to the thoughts of Fellows of the Royal Society who if they didn’t know the truth would at least understand the questions. Did the secretive little rat know what was happening?

“Well,” I said, wanting to get Roy’s point of view, “why might the military be crawling over everything?”

“Huh, to follow your two’s cleverdick line of reasoning, one reason is that it’s a golden opportunity for an exercise. To test the systems you have in place ready for the real thing. And secondly we’ve got to consider the likely alternative postings for them. Iraq, for instance. Or a tent on a Norwegian glacier. The Falklands. Boredom on a base. This is a cushy number. Old Joe’s sold out of beer six times at the Red Lion. It says in the papers there’s not a metal detector to be had from here to Sheffield. What did I tell you a murder was? A feeding frenzy for overtime. And overtime fiddles. Did I ever tell you what the difference between a thief and a police officer is? A thief makes five grand in a lifetime of thieving. A copper makes seventy grand out of fictitious overtime and still manages to get a pension. So, always consider the organisation you’re dealing with. Any road, enough shilly shallying, come on you two, is this a UFO?”

I leapt in first. “Yes, by definition. And it’s probably the remains of something military. A spy plane, a satellite. Bits of debris have come down reasonably intact before. What if it’s part of the skin of a Blackbird? Not feathers, you know, the spy plane? We touched on that in properties of materials at uni. That would be classified. Probability wise it’s more likely to be one of ours than the Chinese. All we know is that it isn’t the Astra satellite or Sky would have gone off air.”

“Feb, you’re the sensible one, isn’t there any chance this is a real spaceship?”

Roy surprised me. He was so cute, so cynical and knowing about a lot of things. It seemed half the population was inflicted with this belief in aliens. It was like some religion.

“Oh, well, yes, it’s quite likely. But one of ours.” She leant forward again; she was using her most sensible voice. “Roy, why do these alien spacecraft constantly crash into Earth when we landed a man on the moon using not much more than log tables? Isn’t that the most anthropomorphic attitude? Roy, it could be an alien craft but the likelihood of that is a lot less than say, 1 in 10 to the 24 and that’s a number so large it’s beyond comprehension. Lots of scientists are convinced there’s no barrier to our universe having other advanced life forms but most would also agree it’s unlikely. We survived on earth very much against the odds and we’ve now reached a level of numbers and complexity where because of our primitive natures we could suffer a self induced population crash of over ninety five per cent. You know? Sort of? So the chances of aliens are always minute. Even on a planet identical to earth. Suppose the stupid thing didn’t have a moon like ours? The moon’s crucial. So the chance of an intelligent life-form reaching here is really unlikely. If they were here we’d know about it. There would be no need for them to kidnap anyone from a lonely road because they’d have interrupted our data streams as soon as we went digital and know all about us. They’d know our names and addresses, wun’t they?”

“Fucking hell, Feb, slow down, I was a police officer not a bleedin’- Feb, you disappoint me, I was hoping to see these characters like big eyed children that folk meet.”

She leant heavily sideways against the rear seat. Her perfume filled the car. “Roy, sort of, Swedish people see blonde haired, blue eyed aliens. Mexicans see well tanned, brown eyed aliens. That’s suspicious isn’t it? Isn’t the fact they’re humanoid suspicious? On their home planet the aliens might be like us, in that they’d be bilaterally symmetrical, possibly segmented, carbon based, aerobic, with a cuticle, appendages- Like, sort of, based on the Arthropod or Chordate model, but not the Gastropods or the Echinoderms. And most probably the Chordate model.”

Roy was following one word in seven.

I butted in. “And Roy, they wouldn’t be the real dudes. Like us they’d be heavily into robots. Like the probe Voyager. That’s effectively a totally crap robot. Possibly they’d be machine/organism chimeras.”

“You two have lost me.”

Feb was becoming animated. “No, we haven’t, Roy. Listen, listen-. There’s an explosion in the sky. If we were Anglo Saxons a thousand years ago we might think there were aliens or gods there. Or our normal God, whatever he’s actually called. But if we were Chinese, we would have assumed, oh, fireworks. Why think space travellers? Why leap to the most complex answer possible?” She hesitated; possibly she didn’t want to embarrass him. “Suppose that when you were a cop someone had stolen a bicycle. Say, from a flat on Bentinck Road? You wouldn’t immediately assume baboons had done it, would you?”

“No, but I knew some bobbies who would. But listen to me, they’re searching those fields for bloody something.”

We said nothing, mostly because we were completely in the dark too. I was wondering what the two of them knew about flats on Bentinck Road.

He understood our silence. “I’m being stupid, aren’t I? You think I’m one of those bumpkins who believe swallows hibernate in ponds. Not to worry, I’ll work it out. But you just mark my tip, something’s going on, this is just too big and too secretive. There’s something at the back of this, there’s something very wrong going on and I’m not sure we should be hanging around here.”

“Well,” I said, teasing him, remembering a year ago, “what about a fiver on it?”

“Bollocks to your fiver, fucking students.”

In the hedgerow there were three stumpy, pollarded ashes, two centuries old, limbless, holed, dying, but still crowned with bony, arthritic branches that became tentacles twenty feet long drawn up like the hair of a lunatic. Why were aliens always humanoid or mechanoid, why couldn’t they be the trees that Rackham drew with their knobbly fingers and hidden faces? Trees that waited, endured, and bided their time. When the spaceship crashed why couldn’t it be seeds that were the only survivors? And merely grew and struggled on through the millennia and bothered no one. Why couldn’t aliens be perfect willowy maidens with bare breasts bathing in crystal clear streams or an eighteenth century traveller in rags shaking his staff at a thousand evil faces peering from behind tree roots as he passed through the forest? That was the trouble with sci-fi, a total lack of imagination, it was full of cowboy type films about racial harmony.

Roy was giving Feb the low-down on the Herrick’s place.

As I stared ahead through the windscreen some figures ran across the road about a hundred yards ahead of us between our dipped headlights and the soft, distant light from a window of a house in Laughton.. Mystical figures like deer, barely distinguishable, all raggedy with scarves like Doctor Who, the watchers in the night, waiting for the aliens that would never come. Or would come in daylight because it would be easier for them to see.

“Oi! Steve!” Roy was snapping his fingers at me. “It’s quart’eleven, I want to get home today, not tomorrow.”

“Sorry.” I pulled away and we went through Laughton. There was barely a light; it was only a hamlet, built mostly of two farms on a Z bend that backed on to the road opposite each other like relatives that wouldn’t speak. After Laughton I was in unfamiliar territory and the road narrowed and it was leading to NotMuch before it wandered round to TheWayItWentBefore. Almost immediately Roy guided us to the right down a decent farm track between two fields of cereals and in the headlights a quarter of a mile ahead was a heavy old wood that marked the edge of the hill.

“Have you been to this place before, young Steve?”

“Never. Seen it in the distance. Seen it on the map. I’ve heard it’s the agricultural version of Camelot.”

Roy was laughing.

“What’s funny? What sort of people were they?”

“A race apart. Best way to describe them. As alike as peas in a pod. They were as much farmyard animals as humans- They were part of that tradition where you think it’s a husband and wife living in the cottage but it’s brother and sister.”

“Doesn’t sound like a very long lasting tradition. Did they lay eggs?”

“Probably. Brown eggs.” He was laughing his head off. He was kidding us, because deep down inside he was furious because we’d derided his idea of the aliens. He really didn’t like to be told. “They were villeins. Slept with their animals. Covered with dung ’un straw. Ha, no, I’m just winding you up. But everyone laughed at them because they were odd and eccentric. I was at school with two of the girls. I’ve no idea if they married. But if they’ve sold the farm, what’s happened to them? Sheila, she was in my group in juniors. If I remember rightly.”

Perhaps he knew more. We’d annoyed him and he was being difficult. We were dropping down a steep, bumpy zig-zagging track sunk into the slope of the escarpment. The ruts in the track were as bad as they could be and still remain passable and I wondered if it was Roy’s weight that was holding the suspension together. Behind me Feb seemed to have edged closer.

The headlights caught the roots of old oaks that clawed at the edges of the roadway. There were holes between them big enough to hide a hundred goblin houses, surely if we searched we’d find tiny leaded windows and crooked smoking chimneys. Huge clumps of hazels stood between them, some were twenty feet across, they looked older than churchyard yews. And the headlights gave glimpses of the trunks of heavily pollarded trees that might be taller than the oaks. Could they be the fabled small leaved limes that populated the land after the ice age? Branches met over the road and occasionally they were festooned with straw where a tractor and trailer had passed beneath them. That was good to see, it made the wood less forbidding, less elf ridden. We reached the bottom of the track and before us, shining in a little moonlight or starlight was a field of young rape.

“Right,” Roy was saying, “I get out here and you go on left to the haunted house. It’s about three hundred yards.”

“That field’s glowing.” Feb said.

Roy burst out laughing. “Y’barmy bugger, Feb, it’s shining, it’s the moon and the stars on it.” He was getting out, still laughing in his annoying, arrogant, ex cop way. “Right, sleep tight, don’t let them bed bugs bite. And in the morning have a look round their graveyard. It’s got proper stones. One or two of the graves have burst open and there’s fingers graspin’ out. And don’t forget, about eleven tomorrow morning, them seaside scamps are coming to see where your heroin’s got to.”

“Some bloody police canteen, that’s where. See you tomorrow.”


CHAPTER 4
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And we were alone.

Feb had mumbled something to him. February Callendar BSc, PhD, had had her feathers well and truly ruffled.

“Has he gone? What moon? Fucking old pillock, he can fuck off.” She was hunched down inside her collar, putting on her act of being a street urchin. She was wearing a stylish but sensible blue coat with zips that might have been my mother’s, the sort that she would have worn to buy property off sensible, respectable people. In fact, I was certain it would have been my mother’s.

“Oh dear.” And I was laughing over the pair of them. “I dunno, Feb, it could be glowing.”

“Huh, well, let’s wait till he’s disappeared from view. Unless he’s hiding, waiting to see if we nip off to town. Drive on a bit, until, oh, until we reach the end of the bit that glows and turn the lights off and we can sit until our eyes accommodate.”

“Sure thing, dude. Tell us when.” So I moved on almost to the end of the possibly glowing field and we sat in the darkness. It wasn’t cold in the car, merely wintery in a mild sort of way.

“Steven- Did you really not sleep with anyone? No one except me in the whole year?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because I promised you.” Because I could never hurt her, because I wanted to look after her. And because somehow I couldn’t be bothered with the hassle of a load of bewildering, demanding, overwhelming girls. It was pitiful but I’d runaway from the complexity and the phoniness.

“Does this mean we’re boyfriend and girl friend?”

“Yes, you twit.” It was so easy to say.

“You’ll regret not sleeping with them for the rest of your life.”

Yes, I would. “Well, got given tons of Nintendos, Gameboys. And tapes of their songs. And their guys’ bands.” But she was right, I would. Feb was only my sixth conquest and she could be my last. She said she’d been with 150 blokes. The oldest had been fifty six. She wasn’t sure of the exact numbers. I’d decided thirty six would be closer to the truth. But I supposed it was a good measure of her old life.

“And you’ve not asked us if I’ve been unfaithful.”

“No! Because I trust you.”

“Huh, well, Mister Sexpot, you’re making a very stupid mistake. ’un what about your little writer friend?”

“You’ll never, ever believe this. You know in Philly? I only found her lying naked in my bed. How corny.” I could have pulled my hair out.
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