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7.00 a.m. CARDBOARD CUT-OUT PARENTS
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Smith fought against consciousness as the sound of bird song pierced his dreams.

"Shut up! Shut up, stupid birds!" he moaned, burying his head in the sheep-shaped pillow, and tugging his Superman duvet tight beneath his chin. Bright light shone in from the window above and sprung around the room like a bouncy ball as he did his best to smother it: hair, pillow and chin.

"Smith, sweetie, breakfast is ready!" twittered his mother's voice from below.

It was soooooooooooooooooo embarrassing being the only twenty-nine year old in town who still lived with his parents. Technically he didn’t, they lived with him. When Grandad died two years ago and left Smith the house at number 4, SeaRoad Hill, he moved in straight away eager to escape his parents. For approximately a week and a half Smith experienced a blissful state of freedom. No one to tell him 'Don't eat deep-fried Mars bars for breakfast', 'Don't clip your toenails in the sink', 'Don't leave your bike in the living room', 'Don't wash the dishes with your socks', ‘Don't, don't, don't!’. Then his parents' house burnt down.

The biggest mistake of Smith's life was agreeing that his parents could stay with him until they found the money to rebuild the family home. Two years later, the family home was still the plot of burnt brick beside the pizza place. They didn't seem to be finding anywhere else in a hurry. In fact Father was building a palestra in the garage, and Mother kept redecorating the living room without asking for permission.

The living room, once grandad's cosy, comic-filled space, had undergone more changes than a chameleon over the past twelve months. First she wanted beige, then blue, but that turned out to be too dark so Mother tried yellow (too bright), kiwi green (Father ordered a red suite), pink (too pink), amber sunset (the dog ran away), aqua blue (Smith had quite liked that one because his Mother had stencilled fish on the ceiling), and now she had settled on terracotta with cacti placed in precarious positions.

In order to solve his parent problem Smith had tried several increasingly dramatic measures in the hope that they would take the hint and go: such as hiding paintbrushes and padlocking the garage door. But Mother bought new paintbrushes, and Father got a book on padlock-picking techniques from Lachlan’s hardware store and appeared to enjoy the challenge.

Smith redirected their mail; ordered embarrassing sex videos to be sent in their name to the neighbour’s house; took them to visit Nursing Homes every weekend for six months. 'Nice to spend a bit of time with you, son,' said Father. ARRRGHHHHH!

One of his more elaborate schemes had been to change the house number from 4 to 8 SeaRoad Hill in the hope that they wouldn‘t be able to find it. His parents had gone on holiday last May, and after giving Father's gnomes to the Post Office charity auction Smith re-landscaped grandpa’s garden. He uprooted the weedy hedge and cobbled together a rickety green fence decorated with Japanese stencils from a box of Cornflakes. A meandering wooden walkway led past a Koi Carp pond, a bubbling Buddha, a bird table shaped like a pagoda, and a rock garden in the shape of a canoe, to the front door.

Smith had to admit that things had gotten a little out of hand when he found himself doing Tai Chi on the oriental-style lawn and the mayor had plodded up the hill to award him first prize in Durably's Cultural Identities of the World Garden Show.

Had he even entered?

When had he learnt Tai Chi?

What was Tai Chi?

Despite all the effort, and the fact that the trampoline he’d ordered was delivered across the road to 8 SeaRoad Hill, now renamed 4 since he‘d swapped the numbers around, his parents walked up the garden path the way they always did.

Well, not quite. Mother said, 'Nice to see you've found a hobby, sweetie', and Father was very happy, as he now had a spot for the gnome Ninjas he had bought from a shopping centre in Cornwall.

Smith gritted his teeth, donated all the Japanese stuff he had bought to the Post Office charity auction, and allowed the garden to gradually re-grow its scrubby lawn and hedge.


Sanctuary. Of all the rooms in the house, the attic was Smith's personal space. To ensure privacy Smith had paid Lachlan to install a well-lubricated electric ladder, and an intercom system. Unfortunately his mother had figured out the buttons.

"Smith, darling, don't make me use the buzzer. I know how you hate that."

He ripped the covers away from his chin and fumbled for the reply button, "I'm up. I'm up."

Smith thunked down the attic ladder and attempted not to fall down the hall stairs. He made a diversion to the bathroom, then negotiated the paint tins in the hallway to the kitchen beyond.

He scraped his seat back and collapsed in front of his frog-shaped place mat.

"Morning son," Father said, through the pages of Extra-terrestrial Weekly. The main headline this month read 'Cows from Space?'.

Smith took a moment to take in the cosy domestic scene. It was 7 a.m. and his parents were fully groomed: though his father wore the lavender dressing gown mother had bought him for his birthday as a sort of bib.

Were his parents normal? They were more like part of a cardboard cut-out family: Mrs Smith with her perfectly curled grey hair, yellow cardigan, fake pearls; Mr Smith with his pipe, silver rimmed glasses, and comfy brown slippers; Mr and Mrs Ordinary.

Mother slapped down two perfectly fried eggs, crisp bacon, sausages, and French toast dripping with fat. Okay, so there were some advantages to still living with your parents.

"Redecorating the living room again?" Smith said, as Mother poured Sunny Delight from a silver teapot into a green, plastic, safety mug. The mug had been passed down through all of Mr and Mrs Smith's five children until it had stuck with him.

"Lavender," she said.

Smith eyed up the colour of Father's dressing gown.

"How was your game last night, sweetie?" Mother asked. 

For a horrifying moment Smith thought she was referring to his love life and almost speared his eye with a sausage. 

"Your snooker game?"

"Oh, that. Ralph was cheating again."

"I don't like that boy. I think he's a bad influence on our Smithy."

Smith cringed. Why did she insist on adding a 'Y' on the end of his name? As if that made up for the fact that she and Dad had forgotten his first name the day he was born.

His mother wandered out of the kitchen and came back in carrying a blue watering can.

"Mother?"

"Yes, dear?"

"Why do you call me that? Why can't you call me by my first name?"

"Er... erm..." Both parents shared an anxious glance. "Perhaps your father...?"

"Nope," Father said. He put down April’s issue of Extra-terrestrial Weekly and looked about for his slippers which were already on his feet.

"You do know my name, don't you?"

"Well... of course." Mother put the watering can under the sink and got out a book on the history of feta cheese. "More bacon, dear?"

"What is it then?"

"What's what, dear?"

"What is my name?"

"Erm... It was 1976... the year that bloke-"  

"Son," Father interceded. "What matters is that, you know, the love of a family..."

"All our documents were burnt in that fire you see," Mother said. "All gone - pouf! Like that." She wandered out of the room and came back in carrying a blue watering can.

Smith could have sworn she'd already done that.

Father shook his fist. "I never did get my hands on the son of a b-"

"Mike! Oh dear, look at the time. I must go do the shopping. We've absolutely nothing in the cupboards." She went to put the watering can under the kitchen sink then drew it back. "I... yes. Absolutely nothing in the cupboards."

"The lawnmower also needs more fuel," Father said.

Smith finished his breakfast. Had his father gone into town wearing his slippers, with a dressing gown stuffed into his shirt? Smith opened a few cupboards. They were well stocked up; he couldn't help noticing that the lawn didn't need cutting either, and a full can of fuel sat by the garage door.

“Typical.”

Smith took his vengeance out on Extra-terrestrial Weekly, then threw its twisted pages in the bin. Mr Smith hadn’t yet reached the supplement on page eleven.


To make sense of all of this we have to go back a while.




THE BEGINNING 


In the beginning, not of everything just this book, Devlin and Godfrey had a bet. Godfrey was always borrowing things off Devlin and keeping them: the barbeque set, the lawn mower, a plate (or six). These and many more of Devlin’s possessions slipped into the Omnipotent's hands and were held on to, tightly. And it wasn’t even as if He needed to steal things, being God after all.

With his cupboards almost bare, except for a few jumping spiders he’d bought to scare off visitors, Devlin decided it was time to re-write the scriptures. 

For example, ‘Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart’ he’d keep that bit in, to remind God that sin was applicable on both sides. Only he would use simpler words to encourage more people to read it. The Gospel of Devlin would also be a lot thinner and bound in blood-red with fancy lettering, he’d choose the font nearer the time.

Before Devlin’s rewritings could be submitted he had to trick God into giving his stuff back—which was a bit more tricky, Him being fairly clever and all. Months of provocation, whinging, and painful rugby tackles to the ankles later, Godfrey gave Devlin the opportunity he had been waiting for: the bet.

Godfrey wagered that Devlin couldn't find a way to get back any of the garden and household equipment He’d pilfered over the years and Devlin said he could get back all of the garden and household equipment He’d pilfered over the years. For each item Godfrey refused to return he would hold a soul to ransom.

Not only brilliant, it’s sheer genius, Devlin thought to himself. And an interesting way to pass time in that space between worlds where, face it, not much ever happened.

So it came to pass that the devil made quick progress over the next thousand years until only one household appliance stood in the way of self-satisfaction and a celebration party. 

It had a complicated set of buttons, a neat A4 manual, and came in its original packaging. It was an ice cream maker.




THURSDAY NIGHT
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7.00 p.m. THOUSANDS OF YEARS LATER, AD 
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Devlin drew a line through the word 'lawnmower' in his little black book and tapped his pen on the page. 

"One more soul, to get back my ice cream maker, and win the bet," he said, in a little-bit-Arabic-a-little-bit-Irish accent, thick and well-rehearsed. There had been various setbacks along the centuries but now he was almost there. 

He shimmied his fingers through the air and yanked The Atlas of Earth from an invisible-book shelf (the shelves were visible but the books weren’t).

The pages became solid as Devlin thumbed through them. 

"Let me see. I need a place with a low IQ, and plenty of sunshine."

Devlin’s shades slid forward on his pointy nose. "Durably... Is that a place?" 

He reached towards the bookcase, another book solidified in his hand. It was called, Facts-About-Places-You've-Never-Heard-Of-And-Will-Probably-Never-Need-To-Go-To. Quite a thin book considering.

Devlin speared a finger on a well-turned page. "Interesting facts about Durably. It was established after the Great Plague by the survivors of a monastery—is that interesting?” Devlin thought about it for a while. “No, not really.” 

He continued to read, rubbing his pointy chin with its pointy goatee.

“After living on salted sheep meat for several days, five men crawled from the rubble and were joined by seven women from the rubble of a nearby nunnery. A half-dead shrub planted at that time still survives in the Abbey ruins, a miracle of ancient science. Two hundred years and five grandmothers later, the village was officially named Durable. Over a thousand years the last syllable became corrupted and the town was henceforth known as Durably." 

Devlin flicked to the next page. "Lesser known facts about Durably. It has the highest case of Loch Ness monster sightings after Loch Ness. Drinking the tap water may be hazardous."

Devlin pushed the books through the air until they vanished. He sighed and stared out the sun-filled window of his cottage. Not the kind of place you’d expect the ambassador of all evil to live. 

Godfrey had chosen it.

Time has no meaning in the space between worlds. All times are accessible from the first, ‘I could use some light, oh, there it is’, to the latest in home entertainment systems. The place where Devlin lived had a 1960’s quality to it that remained unchanged through the years, at least on the outside, because Godfrey liked 1960’s qualities.

Devlin’s home was a small rustic building with sweetbrier twining up its trellises, and a smiley red gnome on the front step clasping a gingerbread scythe.

Inside the floors were covered with a self-sweeping white carpet. The kitchen had quaint cedar cupboards, and a clock shaped like a tequila glass; the floor of the kitchen was a diverted waterfall; and in the lounge a black bear snored in front of the fire.

His name was Boran.

Devlin slouched in his chair and shook a murky black ball for inspiration.

Two words etched across its surface.

PISS OFF

"Excellent. Time for a much needed vacation I think." 

He shook it again.

GET LOST

Devlin smiled, painfully; his black eyes fixed on the green fence which marked the border between his and his neighbour’s feuding properties. A white head could be seen jerking backwards and forwards over the lawn either break-dancing or having problems with the lawnmower (Devlin’s lawnmower). He had a soul for the return of the machine and it was frantically trying to return to its rightful side of the fence while Godfrey was trying to use it. 

"A little rest from His-ever-irritating presence will do me good." 

"Co-ey!" Godfrey danced to a halt, and waved. The mower took its chance and leapt over onto one of Devlin’s gnomes where it began spitting out plaster with glee.

"How droll." 

With a click of his fingers Devlin was packed and on his way to Durably. 


Now it’s a well-known fact that Superman flies, Batman has a cool car, and Spiderman can shoot sticky threads from beneath his digitally altered bodysuit. Only Devlin, as the epiphany of all evil (which rightly deserves a cool car by the way), gets a boring interdimensional passport in a black leather cover, with the last page missing. 

Of course God can bend such petty rules to His will so it was unsurprising that He got a chance to check out Durably before Devlin even scrambled on the bus. 

And yet how did the Omnipotent know about Devlin’s plans?

Shhhhh! The bookshelf is bugged.
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10.15 p.m. GOD INVENTED THE SNOOKER CLUB
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It had been a long trip for Rachel and her truck Rover. The roads were so windy up north that they had started off from Glasgow before lunchtime and it was now a quarter past ten. Five hours ago Rachel would have sold her soul for a triple Maltese Espresso-express; now her eyes felt as if they were coated heavily in lead mascara and she had yet to see any sign of a coffee place.

The radio had been Rachel's grudging companion across however many miles and ten hours of confusing dirt-back roads. She had suffered through Lunchtime Loving, Jim’s Jazzpop, and Sexy @ Six. But when Club-Mix-Countdown came on at ten fifteen with a re-mix of the Birdie song by DJ Kick-ass, she quickly turned the radio off.

Rachel kept her brain active by imagining what she would rather be doing at this moment:

A) Sleeping.

B) Snoozing in a hot bath.

C) Snoozing in a warm bed.

D) Snug in a warm king-size bed between four bronzed Greek youths from that mystical time when they ran the hundred meters without clothing. And, of course, they would be eager to fetch her vast quantities of hot espresso-choc and massage her aching legs.

By the time Rachel reached Durably she was so wrapped within her fantasy that she almost missed the village entirely. She saw a brief flicker of light, some scattered buildings, and a misplaced traffic cone before a bend threw its curves at the bumper forcing a quick stop or a high-speed turn.

Rachel ground down her heels and brought Rover to an abrupt halt on the dark, dusty road. The traffic cone collapsed under Rover’s tires. She reversed six paces and a cab length to see where she was. The headlights caught a few buildings skirting the road on either side, hastily drawing the shadows around them like a secret spy convention. The village was in darkness except for one glass window shaped like a duck, and a rusty movement above it in the breeze—a pub sign?

Rachel forced Rover to one side of the narrow track and checked her pockets for change. Fuck the coffee, there was just about enough for a pint. She jumped down from the cab, heels digging into the gravel, and looked up. Yes, there was a pub sign: it clung to the wall by its hinges like a mountaineer wishing he had taken the escalator. On its surface, beside a bad pencil outline of a pint, were the words,


ThE PUb


Rachel rolled her eyes. What kind of village would call their local ThE PUb?

She rammed what looked to be an unyielding door and fell inside, blinded by a blue cloud of smoke until her eyes adjusted to the dark interior. The room was crowded, partly because of the heads in it, and partly because of its size. Some unspoken summons, other than the alcohol, had lured them together under the plastic-beamed roof while the rest of the town lay abandoned. A typical village pub then.

The next thing she noticed were the posters.

Notes were tacked to every available space on the walls advertising various knickknacks and bric-a-brac for sale. A few caught her attention as being rather odd: 'Willing to swap. Half a jar of green buttons for half a jar of sour cream jam, see Jack.' 'Two volumes of Throat Cures for Pet Snakes, going cheap, never been opened.' and 'Iron mask wanted, preferably used'.

The bar was shaped like a teardrop and lay at the furthest end adjoining the left wall. Rachel squeezed her way towards it like a tube of toothpaste. The barman leaned on the counter, turning the pages of a murky magazine. He was a short man, mostly composed of a sponge-like beard with patches of leathery skin rising to the surface. Despite the untended look of this leathery man, the bar was spotless. Fifty-three identical brown bottles sat in an orderly manner on three supermarket-looking shelves behind him. Their well-dusted labels all displayed the same faded letters: B-E-E-R.

Rachel coughed to get the barman's attention. "I'll have a Murphy, please."

He turned, and surveyed the shelves one bottle at a time. "Don't have no Murphy."

"What do you have?"

He looked back at the shelves, scanned their labels, and frowned. "Beer."

"I guess that will do, then," Rachel said, and clunked her change on the bar.

The barman placed bottle number fifty-three in front of her, plucked a few random coins from the heap of change, and dropped them into a slot on the counter. There was a whirring noise and a receipt popped out.

"I've never seen one of those before," Rachel said, scooping up her change. 

The barman looked unfazed.

"Do you have a glass for this beer?"

"Yep." 

The magazine pages turned once more.

"Don't trouble yourself. I'll do without one."

She waited, then shrugged. The service may not be much, but at least the beer was cheap.

She stood by the bar, sipped her drink, then winced and looked in vain for the label that said 'armpit flavour'. Good grief, these local beers should carry warning labels.

The bar had slightly subdued since Rachel had arrived. Customers stumbled out the doors, nodding as their friends yelled, 'Be sure to drive home!', and, 'Don't use your one phone call on me!'.

From a side room a petulant protest caught Rachel's attention and spun it one hundred and eighty degrees. "Ralph, that isn't the white."

"Of course it is."

"It's the black. I know it's the black because I saw you pocket it last game."

"The delusions of a bad loser. Just jam the red balls into the triangular thingy, and leave the rest to me."

"I want to break this time."

"Smith, let's just play. Hey, Whisky! Three more, would you?"

The barman opened three beers, poured them into three glasses, and carried them through the arched doorway.

Rachel, transfixed by the appearance of the glasses, moved further along the bar to get a look at the speakers.

"Smith, stop fiddling with your triangle."

Rachel could just about see a lanky youth with an amazing mushroom of hair remove a black triangle from his head. "Just making sure none of the balls are stuck." 

That must be Smith, she thought.

"I'm breaking," the other guy said.

Smith flapped his arms like a penguin. "Go ahead."

So the one with the cue must be Ralph. His face reminded her of a fox. No, more like a ferret: the same pointed jaw, sly beaded eyes, and a limp, lazy look like a magician down on his luck.

As he moved the cue between his paw-like hands its tip disappeared behind the rim of the table. The balls moved against one another with a thud and a clatter.

Whoever heard of a ferret doing a magic trick?

"One point for me," Ralph said. He potted another, "and six for the pink." He palmed the ball from its pocket back on to the table.

Smith placed a hand on Ralph's arm. "That was the green. And it's worth three points, not six."

"Angus?" Ralph turned to an ageless-looking man in the corner with an etched-on frown. "What say you?"

"The green's worth three."

"Then I get two penalty shots," Smith grinned, reaching for Ralph's cue.

The ferret held the cue out of reach. "That's not in the rules."

"Fine then, I'm not bothered. Just give me my shot already." 

Smith snatched the cue from Ralph's paws. He paced once around the table testing the air-currents with a finger, then pulled a long black device from a rack on the wall. It was a rake-like pole with a cross on the end where the fork should have been. 

Leaning across the table Smith gracefully adjusted his arms a dozen times. All he needed was a tiara, a pink tutu, and a pair of ballet slippers for Degas to run in and do a quick sketch (possibly in pastels but may be in charcoal).

Ralph's voice drew Rachel's attention back to the table, "You nudged the brown with your elbow."

"I did not nudge the brown."

"It's moved."

"So has the yellow—into your pocket," Smith said as he continued to line up his shot.

"The yellow is by the left centre pocket in clear view. Unlike the brown you are nudging away with your elbow." Ralph flicked one of Smith's ears with his finger.

"Ouch! Ralph, I have not touched the damn brown."

"Stop trying to put him off, Ralph. It's not fair," said a red-haired youth, emerging from the loo like a jack-in-the-box.

Ralph flicked Smith's ear again. "Butt out, Martin." 

"Just trying to help."

"Well, don't. Go get yourself a beer."

"If you do that to my ear again, I shall-" began Smith.

Rachel stuck out her chest as the tall, broad, shoulders of Martin moved towards her. He wasn't Greek-looking, but he wasn't built like a beanpole either.

"A pint please, Whisky," he said.

Rachel edged a centimetre closer, "What are you playing?"

"Snooker." 

The barman placed his pint on the bar.

"I've always wondered about the rules of snooker. I play pool, but it can't be all that different."

Martin glanced back towards the snooker table. "Don't let Ralph hear you say that. Anyone can play pool, see, but snooker... Well, snooker is a game of rules. It's a whole other ball game."

"A table, a cue, some balls... I don't see how they could be that different."

Martin sipped his beer. "I'll try to explain. Each colour on the table is worth points, see."

"Martin's got a girlfriend!" Smith called across the room. Ralph and Smith burst into fits of laugher, and gave each other a high-five.

Martin glared in their direction, gave an apologetic shrug and continued, "The green, for example, is worth three. Each player pots a red ball, and then any coloured ball on the table. Once the reds are gone the colours are potted in order of point value, lowest first; yellow, green, brown, blue, pink, black. Got it?"

"Yes," Rachel said. "I think so.” He’d rattled those figures off pretty quick, but she had a good head for figures. “If green is worth three, that means the brown is worth... four points?"

"You got it," Martin said. He walked back to the snooker table with his pint. 

Rachel trailed after him. "Can anybody play?"

"Sorry, Snooker Club members only."

"And girlfriends don't count as members," Ralph added.

"Silence please, guys. I'm trying to concentrate," Smith said, pirouetting round the table.

He tapped his fingers, aligned the cue, and drew back an arm with an intense look of concentration.

There was a tut from the corner.

Smith froze with his elbow stuck out like a chicken wing. "What? You think I can't take the shot?"

Angus sipped his beer.

"Just watch this. Red, top corner pocket." He greased up his elbow with a few practice moves.

Rachel wondered what he was swinging at. 

Smith swung the cue forward with a solid crack and she followed everyone's eyes as they moved a fraction of a second behind each thud. 

"Unlucky!" Ralph chortled. "Nice triangle pattern though."

"Excuse me?" she said. "Where-?"

Smith ground his teeth like an athlete bouncing up a hill on a pogo stick, and began to mutter under his breath, "One... two..."

Ralph and Martin took a few steps back and joined Angus at the corner table. Rachel edged a little closer to Smith's clenched fists. She still couldn't see the balls.

"Three... four... six..."

But that was because there weren't any balls on the table.

"Seven, eight, ten!" Smith said in a rush. "Right!" He pointed an accusing finger at Ralph. "You cheated, empty out your pockets!"

Ralph’s nose twitched. “At least I can count.”

"Excuse me," Rachel said.  "Where are the balls?"

Smith pivoted towards her with the look of an impatient tutor. "On-the-ta-ble."

"But I can't see them."

"Of course not, they're invisible," Ralph said.

"Invisible?"

Angus sighed. 

Ralph said, "Haven't you seen anyone play invisible snooker before?"

Rachel stared at them trying to figure this out. She looked at the table once more, then frowned and walked to a nearby seat with her beer. "If that's the way you want to play it," she muttered.

Ralph shrugged. "She obviously hasn't."

"Didn't even know the rules until I explained them to her," Martin said.

Smith looked at the table in confusion. "Where was I?"

Angus scratched his nose. "You were accusing Ralph of cheating."

"Me? A cheat?"

"Yes, you are, don't try to look so innocent you- you-!" 

"Cad, rotter, charlatan, fraud? Choose a good one."

"You- you-!" Smith bit his thumb.

"Is that meant to be an insult?" Ralph said.

"Don't mock me, you overstuffed peacock!"

"I'm hurt, I really am."

"Your mother was shaped like a cereal box, and your father was a- a-"

"He was a lorry driver for Kellogg's," said Ralph. "Aren't you blowing this whole thing way out of proportion?"

Smith crossed his arms and sulked.

"There's no need to act like that you know. I was just trying to make the game more interesting. Look, Smith. Why don't you have another go, eh?"

"Why? So you can cheat again?" Smith said.

He upturned the table. 

Balls thudded off every hard and soft surface while everyone dived for cover. Martin slid to the floor with his hand still in a bag of peanuts. Ralph ducked behind the nearest chair. Angus remained more or less motionless but covered his beer.


Rachel was still fuming at the joke they had made at her expense when something struck her chair with a crack and rolled between her feet. She took hold of it. 

The object was about the size of a snooker ball: circular, smooth, and solid. But there the comparison ended because it was invisible. 

Rachel blinked. 

She still couldn't see it. But she could see her trousers through the mysterious object in her fingers.

This couldn't be happening. Rachel tapped it against the table. Another joke at the traveller’s expense?

Ralph walked over, and took it out of her hand. "Thanks, the brown's always the hardest to find—like it has a mind of its own, or something."

Rachel’s eyes followed his apparently empty hand. It was empty. Wasn’t it? "How do you know it's the brown, if you can't see it?"

"Sure I can see it. It's right here," Ralph held a hand towards her: cupped around nothing because nothing was there.

Rachel got to her feet. She stamped one foot almost snapping off her heel with the impact. "You're all mad, bananas. Up the pole barmy. You're delusional, demented, dotty, loopy, fucking psychotic, unbalanced, and bats-in-the-belfry-eating-cheese mental," she left the remainder of her drink and ran outside, turning before the door closed to yell, "And your beer sucks!"

The bar was silent now, except for one feeble protest from the crowd, “What did she say about our beer?”
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10.45 p.m. CAR MIRRORS AND MACARONI
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On the wall of the snooker room facing the doorway, hung an old car mirror. Smith made a face into it, and ruffled his mushroom of hair. "What on Earth did you say to make her flip out like that?"

"Nothing," Ralph said. "The woman was funny in the head." His nose twitched as he scanned the floor. "Can you see the pink anywhere?"

"It could have rolled out the door along with Miss Psychotic. Hey, where's Martin?" Martin's half-finished pint lay abandoned on the table with a sulky air. "He can't be in the loo again."

"Waste not, want not," Ralph said. He gulped down Martin's beer, wiped his snout with his sleeve and tripped on a pair of sorry-looking sneakers. "Found him! Here he is."

Smith and Ralph folded in half to peer under the sloping table.

Ralph straightened up. "Never could hold his drink."

Smith tapped Martin’s shoe with a finger as if testing a theory. It sank to one side and stayed there. "And he only had a pint and a half."

Ralph sniggered, "Well best cart him home before Grandpa J-"

"Sssh!" Smith hissed. His eyes darted around the room. "Don't say his name. He's probably got the place wired."

Angus drained his pint and stood up. "Ball box," he requested, holding out a wrinkled hand.

"Oh yeah," Ralph started to scan the floor. "I almost forgot about the pink."

"Let's get Martin up first," Smith said. "He can't lie there all night."

As Smith and Ralph pulled back the table, and grabbed hold of Martin's legs something hard clattered to the floor.

"Ow... ahh... ow, ouch!" Ralph rubbed his foot and snatched the responsible ball from the floorboards. "Look at this. He had it all along—the skulk." Ralph slung the ball to Angus, and grabbed hold of a sneaker. "One, two, three, heave!"

Martin slid out from under the rickety table sucking his thumb like a baby. An ugly splodge throbbed on his forehead.

Smith bent down and prodded the purple-green lump. "Do you think he's all right? Perhaps Doctor Steinwinger should have a look at him?"

"The floor cushioned his fall, he'll be fine. Let's get him home." Ralph limped towards his coat.

"Oh no, I'm not taking him home. I did it last week," Smith said. "Grandpa J-" Smith cut, off and glanced around. "He'll be in a preaching mood. Last week I didn't get back until midnight. Mum'll kill me if it happens again."

Ralph pulled his coat on, "Well it's ten past eleven now: all we have to do is drop him off and then-"

Smith tweaked Ralph closer by the lapels of his coat, and hissed, "You know what Gr... – what he's like when he's in a preaching mood, the man goes on for hours."

"It'll be fine," Ralph said. "Look, we'll all go together."

Smith thumped him on the arm. 

"Ow! Mind the arm." Ralph pointed at his toes. "I'm already in danger of losing a foot."

"Ralph, quit being dramatic. Every Thursday, you say 'Let's go together', and then sod off while I fetch my coat." Smith thumped him again. "This time there's no way you're getting out of it. I'm not taking my eyes off you."

"Fine, I'll get your coat shall I?"

"Oh, no you don't!"

"Smith, I said we'll go together, and as soon as we've dropped him off I'll walk you to your damn front door, and open it for you."

"Are you sure you won't run?"

Ralph looked hurt. "Would I do that?"

THUMP.

“Ouch, quit it would you?”

Smith knelt down to remove Martin's thumb from his mouth. "Remember last week? While you sprinted for Britain I had to stand to attention through a detailed description of how he started off his motel business. It lasted three hours, and there were slides. One hundred and fifty of them."

Ralph's nose twitched. "You're exaggerating."

"I'm not, believe me, I'm not."

"Okay, I promise not to run," Ralph said. "And this time Angus will be with us. Won't you Angus? Where’s he got to?"

Angus was handing the box of snooker balls in at the bar. He nodded towards the magazine Whisky was reading. 

"He's heard the rumours," Smith said. "Why would he come?"

Ralph crouched down and riffled through Martin's pockets, "If you hadn't met Grandpa Jack you wouldn't believe the rumours would you?"

"Yes, I jolly well would."

"We'll make him come," said Ralph, pocketing a tenner. "Leave it to me, okay? Angus! Come grab a limb!"

Angus, Smith and Ralph heaved Martin up, and awkwardly shuffled through the crowded bar. On the march to the door Martin's head ricocheted with a crack against a couple of table legs, chair legs, people's legs, the chrome jukebox, the wooden Indian's moccasins, a signpost pointing to Invergarry, and the floor.

The three of them finally emerged from the pub at basement level.

"It would be better to drag... to drag, him by his feet," puffed Ralph letting go of Martin's head. 

Smith didn't move fast enough, his friend’s ginger head bounced off the road. "Ralph, I can't believe you did that!"

The ferret-cum-magician lowered himself to where the pavement would have been if Durably had such things. "You can drag the lug-head the rest of the way, my foot's throbbing."

Smith and Angus rested their arms.

"I wonder if Martin's head is throbbing as much as your foot," said Smith.

"Yeah, that's right, sympathize with the unconscious man."

Martin began to snore.

"See? See?" 

Ralph didn't seem to notice that he was rubbing the wrong foot.

Smith and Angus took hold of Martin's feet, and began to pull him across the road.

"What does he eat? Cannon balls?" Smith wheezed.

"Knowing Grandpa Jack, anything's possible."

"Sssh!"

"What d'ya mean, ssh! He's not going to hear us. He's probably asleep."

"The man never sleeps," Smith said.

Ralph kicked a stone from the road, with his 'injured' foot. "The old boot has to take a nap sometime."

"Old boot, hey?" said Grandpa Jack.

He stood on the top step of the motel in full combat gear, his silver head haloed by the flashing neon of the vacancies sign.

Smith and Ralph fixed their eyes on some indistinct spot, while Angus observed the newcomer openly. He had heard many rumours about Grandpa Jack; surely this wiry man with the peppered lion tamer moustache couldn't be capable of such monstrosities.

He was wearing a saucepan on his head for a start.

"Lower your eyes," whispered Smith. "Don't look directly at him."

Grandpa Jack removed the saucepan from his head, and held it threateningly, underside towards the palm of his hand. Only a certain sort of a man could make a small copper saucepan look like a weapon. "What have you done to my grandson, sonny?

His cobra-like gaze cleaved Angus's head like a meat slicer as he spoke, "Ain't you got no tongue? Cow eat it, ey? Ey?"

Angus glanced at the others.

Smith's hands formed cement-like fists on Ralph's belt. Ralph, who Angus always thought looked like a ferret, was fervently trying to get away like a duck paddling on a treadmill. Smith was whispering some kind of prayer. But he did so as if he couldn't remember the words, or the religion. "Holy...God...help us oh spirit of nature...wise god of salmon and shopping malls... Nintendo creator of the harvest..."

"Hey? I'm waiting for an answer. Say something, you ball of wax."

Angus contemplated the day's events, "Snooker ball."

Smith gave a hamsterish squeal.

Grandpa Jack lowered the saucepan, "Ey?"

Angus raised his voice, "He was hit on the head by a snooker ball."

"You don't need to enunciate every word, sonny. I ain't deaf." Grandpa Jack's gaze tapered to kebab-like skewers where they struck. "Not an invisible snooker ball?" He tapped one fist against the pan.

For the first time Angus understood why a man like Grandpa Jack was suspected of putting earthworms in the sour cream soup he served to his guests.

"In my day we didn't have such new-fangled things. You know what we did for fun?"

"Played regular snooker?" Angus said.

Ralph stopped paddling and went limp with a gasp.

"We kicked around a leather ball full of lead. And you wouldn't want one of those things to hit ya on the noddle, sonny!"

As Angus saw it, there was no real reason to stay and listen to this feeble-looking mad man with a saucepan. "We have to be going, now," he said.

"Go? Go? What's the world coming to? It's gone soft, that's what it is. I knew that after gormless games—like invisible snooker—other useless things would be invented. Take plastic and cyber pets, call them entertainment, do you? Pah! What happened to crime, alcoholic binges, and capital punishment?"

"Er,” Angus said.

"I flew in the war, sonny. No snooker for us: soft ponsy game, the balls would roll about the cockpit denting the machinery. No, we played connect four, a good solid strategic game. It trained the mind for dropping kitchen sinks on those Nazis. I had to live for five years on nothing but canned macaroni cheese. That does something to a fella, psychologically."

"Interesting," Angus said. That would certainly explain his behaviour.

Grandpa Jack crunched his gums together and jutted out his jaw. Did that mean that he was finished?

"Five years of my life wasted on eating stuff that tasted like cow piss. I'd avoid tinned macaroni cheese if I were you."

"Thank you for the tip, sir."

Ralph and Smith slowly started to back away.

Angus took a cautious side step.

"I got medals for my strategic thinking," Grandpa Jack said. "So don't think I don't see your feet moving there. Eyes like a hawk, I have. Could garrote that neck of yours with my moustache if I was in the mood." 

Grandpa Jack thoughtfully rubbed the skin under his moustache. "Heard the rumours about my steel door? Ey?"

Angus lost his patience. As far as he could ascertain, Grandpa Jack was all gabber and not necessarily the worm-catching-super-maniac everyone thought he was. Angus began to walk away. Really, what could the old man do?

Before he had taken two steps a sharp blow caught him in the gut, Angus found himself on the floor with his shoelaces tied. 

What the...?!

He craned his neck towards the motel. Grandpa Jack sat on top of the motel steps on his saucepan. 

Odd. He didn't even look like he had moved.

Angus untied his shoelaces and stood up, noting that his companions had taken the opportunity to make a dash for it. They were nothing but two bobbing figures in the distance.

"I won medals for my wrestling an' all," Grandpa Jack said, flexing his biceps.

Angus backed away, arms slightly raised in case Grandpa Jack tried something funny. The pizza place suddenly seemed like miles instead of three shop fronts away.

Grandpa Jack raised his voice as Angus moved further down the street. "Hear of that WWF thing in America? I invented that. Not the costumes, mind you. I was known as the Scorpion King back then. Used to wear a tiny leather thong, and a spiky tail. S.K. that was me."

Angus reversed cautiously past the front of the pizza place, and around the corner to a side alley between his and the neighbouring property. He mopped his forehead and paused a moment. Had Grandpa Jack moved with alarming speed and agility, or was something more sinister afoot? It was late. Angus couldn't be bothered to think anything through now.

He walked round to the back door and knocked. Hopefully the others would still be awake, because he had left his keys inside.

He knocked again.

A shuffling crunching sound drew gradually closer to the other side of the door followed by the rattle of a safety chain. "Who is it?"

"Me."

The door was flung open by a floppy haired teenager holding a half-eaten apple.

Angus looked down at his fluffy blue slippers and back up again.

"Hiya, Chief."

"Nix," Angus had warned him before about wearing flammable foot wear in the kitchen. "Is that a new top?"

"Yep. What do you think?"

"You think you're alone but ha ha ha you're wrong," Angus read off the back of Nix's black T-shirt.

"Cool huh?"

"Lose the slippers."

"Right boss."

Angus sat down in the kitchen and unfolded his April issue of Extra-terrestrial Weekly, while Nix put the slippers in a cupboard and returned to his multicoloured test tubes. 

In the centre of the room two large steel tables were pressed back to back. On their surfaces stood a row of test tubes, a number of ordinary household vegetables, and a blender.

Angus sat in his usual place by the pizza ovens. From this spot he could see through the trapdoor to the basement and across the way into a storeroom by the fridge. Near it was the office, a compact space about the width of the outside wall; it was a room they never used because it had cable (the lots of dangerous wires kind). 

On the strip of floor leading to the back door was a miniature golf course.

"Nix?"

Nix raised his head and hit the grubby washing that Vince had strung across the pot wrack. No dazzling-white whitener was going to remove the crotch marks from those trousers. At the same time a yellow cloud of smoke exploded in the youth’s face.

"Ee-ee-ee, I can’t see!"

"Wash your face under the tap."

"Oh." Nix felt his way to the sink.

"Any luck with the formula?"

"I may just have it this time, Chief."

"Good, the sooner we refine the fuel, the better. There's only so many jokes about peanuts I can take from Smith."

"Peanuts?" Nix retracted his head from under the hot tap. “Do we have any? I feel a bit peckish.”

"Achoo!" A church-like face supporting a large Italian moustache stuck itself out from the store cupboard with red runny eyes for windows. "Achoo! Oh, drat, no hank-hank-hank-."

Angus threw him a packet of Kleenex. "Got a cold, Vince?"

"It's this damn pizza flour, I'm building up an al-al-allergy." Vince fought to get the wrapper off the packet of Kleenex. "Actcghoo!" Vince relinquished a package to Angus with his other hand and opened the tissues.

Angus held the parcel as if it was a block of Semtex, "What's this?"

Vince blew his nose in short spurts. "More powdered mozzarella for the formula."

"Oh." Angus dropped it on the table. From his experience, mozzarella was harmless until it became fused into one of Nix's concoctions. "Do we really need more mozzarella?"

Nix calculated it out on his fingers. "Yep, we need a lot more mozzarella."

"You've been saying that for two years now, and each time you add more the place just burns to the ground quicker."

"Exactly, it's a progressive thing. You can't mix any old ingredients together at breakfast, and expect to be home before brunch." Nix searched about in a drawer. “Nope, no peanuts.”

"We don't want a repeat of Smith's parents’ house," Angus said.

"Don't sweat it man, we have TED for those kind of things."

"Ted?"

"The Transparent Evolution Device. I got sick of calling it the Transparent Evolution Device TED seems, well, friendly," Nix said, pulling a stick of celery from the fridge.

"Calling a finely tuned molecular machine ‘Ted’ doesn't seem... appropriate somehow."

"I like it," Vince said, depositing his soggy tissues in the bin.

"You're hopeless," Angus sighed. "Forget I said anything, just get the fuel ready. It will be ready this time? I hope."

"Yes, course. And this time it will work. TED can enjoy a bit of peace, and relaxation, while we zip skyward. Wheee! We'll link up with the transport ship before you know it." Nix did an inaccurate impression of a space ship with two hands and a paper plate. "I just need a little more time to calibrate the ratios. And before you ask, it won't happen again, no way man. I recharge the batteries regularly to avoid a repeat of that situation. The Smith‘s house was a slight miscalculation. A blip."

"I wasn't going to ask. How much time will it take?"

"If business stays quiet, we could leave... next Thursday night?"

Angus grimaced, "Great. Wouldn't want to miss the weekly meeting of the snooker club." His fingers paused on page ten of Extra-terrestrial Weekly. "Va ma!"

There in the glossy centrefold lay their old pilot Fred: or at least what had been Fred before they’d dyed him blue and pinned his organs to a cheese board.

Nix keeled over. "I think I may be sick."

At the bottom of the page in small printed letters were the words, 'Government official to track down alien's siblings.'

Angus frowned. "Fred ratted us out."

"He wouldn't," Vince said. "Not on purpose. The torture they must have put him through..."

"How do they know we're his siblings?" Nix said, reading it for himself. "They could just be guessing, right? Or using tarot cards."

Angus’s furrow deepened, "I wouldn't call the supplement on page eleven a lucky guess. And I doubt it’s the result of a nice card trick, either."

On the page, in a nicely illustrated box, lay a detailed family tree. The names of Angus and his three cousins were perfectly spaced out along the bottom line connected by rising lines to the family members above them; Angus, Fred, Nix and Vince.

Nix faltered. "Do you think they-?"

"No one would be that sick," Angus closed the magazine.

"But it's possible?" Nix said. "He could have let slip that he, then, it's too horrid to imagine."

"There, there," Vince said. "The chances of them finding out are very slim."

Nix’s teeth chattered nervously on a carrot. "But what if he had to suffer through continuous playing of... I can't even say it."

"The Tweenies," said Angus putting down the magazine.

Vince and Nix were visibly shaking.

He gazed at them steadily. "Fred was tougher than we give him credit for. He could take it."

Nix shuddered. "They won't know where to find us, will they Angus?"

Vince and Nix looked to Angus. If they were hoping for reassurance there was little he could tell them.

"I doubt they know where we are yet," said Vince. 

Angus massaged his forehead and thought hard. "We may have time. But if they drugged him on freshly squeezed lemonade we're screwed."

Nix looked at his multicoloured test tubes on the table, "I don't want to die!" he howled. "My one hundredth birthday is next week, and Vince promised me a chocolate sponge fudge cake with banana-shaped candles and everything!"

And screwed could be the best outcome, Angus thought. Nix might not reach one hundred after all.
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1.00 a.m. I DON'T WANT TO THINK ABOUT IT
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Angus bolted the door to his shack, and shuttered the windows. It was important to be careful when going in or out of the space ship because the automatic doors could slice a daydreaming alien into four halves. If this was seen it would blow their cover. This aside, there was one particular place in the ship Angus liked to go when life amongst the humans became unbearable—or Nix had glued his ear to the radiator again. Along a sloping green corridor down into the ship, left a little while, up a green corridor... here on level four of the ship was a blue room. His guitar room. His retreat: A place where Angus could be alone to concentrate on his music if he locked the doors behind him.

Guitars were strange creatures. Why design an instrument with six strings that hurt your fingers, when one would be adequate? Why combine that with twenty frets to cripple your left hand, and a number of instruction tapes designed to confuse and bewilder even the most intellectual of individuals? It was a painful instrument, fitting when he thought about his reason for learning to play—human emotion.

Angus didn't understand the laughing, crying, smiling, chuckling, and the moaning Angel Delight of it all. Why? What was the point? Frowning was about the most he could manage. Angus noticed the inhabitants of Durably didn't laugh a lot—just as well. But they did smile.

'Music is a way of expressing emotion,' Smith had said, when confronted about his taste in music. He demonstrated this by tangling up his legs in a poor imitation of Michael Jackson (Smith didn't know that Angus knew about his Janet Jackson poster in the wardrobe).

If music was a way of expressing emotion, it followed that by learning how to play an instrument, he would come to understand the concept of feeling. But playing the guitar was harder than it looked. Angus had taken it up twelve months and two days ago, yet most of the many complexities of guitar playing still eluded him.

Smith said the guitar was the best instrument in the world, ’ 'cos it looks cool’, with drums a not-as-cool second choice. With this advice in mind Angus decided on the guitar and bought a couple of songs. The learning process began. 

First, the chords were impossible, even though, he had given them names to make them come to mind easier. The human tendency to strum was also intrinsically flawed. Angus skipped that part and developed a steady three beat system of his own, which he could build from later on. 

Second, was the tune, “You Look Wonderful Tonight”, by Eric Clapton. Any guy singing about some woman combing her hair showed a serious lack of common sense. Everyone combed their hair. Or shook it upside down and applied gel, as in Nix's case. He still didn't get it.

Who was this woman? Why did she look so wonderful?

In his opinion the best bit of the song was when the man gets a headache and goes to bed. 

Angus pressed his fingers to the frets, George (da da da), Douglas (da da da), Carol (da da da), Douglas (da da da), Dunn (oops, try again).

Through torturous mental connections between Angus's hands and brains, his fingers moved inexpertly to the correct strings on the correct frets. Angus was improving, but surely a sensible instrument would strum itself? 

Angus frowned and strummed his steady beat. It was nice being alone without the continual buzzing of Vince or Nix in his ears. They were so naive and jealous of his 'freedom' to wander from the pizza place. How could they understand that he’d rather stay behind, than do the 'all important research' his position demanded? Someone had to keep them safe. The last time he gave Nix and Vince permission to do some research of their own they went to the last of the travelling circuses which had stopped in Edinburgh. Nix released the animals from their cages and led them back to the village; lions, elephants, and dogs with silk coats and winsome smiles stampeded through Durably, accompanied by a marching brass band of seals. There were still rumours that an alligator had found its way into the murky waters of Winkle's Ditch and had evaded capture ever since. What if it had been traced back to them? They could have been arrested, blood tests taken, then it would be hello FBI, good bye internal organs.

Sometimes Angus wondered if Vince and Nix had any idea of the responsibility he bore. How could they have done something so stupid? One mistake, that’s all it took, and all of them plus the humans that had come into their contact would suffer. 

It wasn't fair, but had he complained? Had he said a word to either of them? No, he hadn't. And he wouldn't. If anyone had given Angus a choice he wouldn't have taken this assignment at all; he would have done a bit more travelling first. Damn his parents, they had put him in this mess. Part of the job had been to clean up Fred's act. It had also been his greatest failure. Angus hadn't been prepared and Fred was dead because of that.

Angus strummed his guitar to forget. After two years on Earth the only emotion he had an inkling of was 'guilt'. It made him feel so helpless, and almost, but not quite, angry. Angus had to focus. He had to get everything back into perspective, and make sure he didn't make anymore mistakes before they got away next Thursday. 

Time to go to the pub.






BACK TO FRIDAY MORNING
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7.20 a.m. ALIEN DILEMMAS
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Angus sleepwalked across the road for breakfast. 

Whisky nodded his head as he entered, and drew a pint, sliding it across the sticky bar. He gave the bar a wipe before returning to his magazine. 

Angus slapped down the correct change, "What's the magazine? Same one from last night?"

Whisky tilted its pages so that Angus could read the drink-smeared cover.

"Beer Monthly: Beer Gardens of the World, Special Edition. Thinking of doing up the garden?"

"Nope."

Angus gave up and took his usual chair in a dimly lit corner. 

It was the perfect place to watch the door. 

His frown eased as he laid four fingers on the glass. Angus took a reassuring sip and tapped his thumb on the rim as he pondered the mess he had to deal with. If the next test run didn't work they only had six months before a reconnaissance shuttle was sent to take them home.

The frontal lobe muscles of both brains bunched up, wrinkling his brow.

"Not good," he muttered. 

If one of the larger ships showed up and started hovering overhead Durably would go crazy pretty quickly. People would start talking about abductions, mutated cows, and the Loch Ness monster thing again. It would spiral out of control, placing him, Vince and Nix in danger. And worst of all they'd have to go back; the whole project would be called off, and he would never learn how to play the guitar properly, or gather enough data to complete his report.

As the crash had also been his fault the trial would be elaborately ritualised, extremely long, and involve Nix and Vince as main witnesses.

He was doomed. 

They were never supposed to be in Scotland. It was all Fred’s fault (Perfect time for a flashback).


The ship moved into position above Australia. Their radar, set to 'threatening objects?' mode, was silent. Far far away, in a distant galaxy, it was a lunar day on the light side of TurgLac, which meant it was a feast day, but here the day was Saturday and the hour was six minutes past midnight (at least in Australia).

Angus spoke in LatLarg, the syllables slipping like gobbledegook off his tongue, "Nix?"

"I've got a 2, 4 on the 500, rising to 7 as we approach orbit. Coming out of tumultuous unbelievable speed now," Nix said.

Angus turned to his second in command, "Vince?"

"Z-beta on the nine. No little missiles heading our way, or any radio threat from down below. Triple okay on dinner. It'll be ready in five."

"Fred, trajectory?"

"That's me!”

“Fred?” 


A large hand wiggled in the air from the furthest console, “I got the blue beepy thing moving towards the red thingy, and, and I can't read the yellow thingy cause it keeps spinning on a different orbitmabob to my eye axis." Fred began to chuckle, "Hello yellow thingamabob, how are you today?"



Angus marched across and pulled an elliptical yellow object from Fred’s grasp, "Where did you get this?"

"It was a present from a very lovely lady.” Fred’s eyes remained unfocused as he squinted down his large nose. “Very lovely. Nice eyes; all six hundred and ten of them."

Angus flung the object into the rubbish shoot. "You had the nerve to smuggle drugs aboard my ship?"

Nix and Vince shared a knowing glance.

Angus lifted Fred out of his chair by his scrawny neck and yelled, "My Ship!" into Fred’s face.

Fred burst out laughing, "Wow, you have big teeth."

Angus released him. "I shouldn't have expected any better."

Fred fell to the floor and tried to scratch his nose with his foot, muttering, "Blah, blah, blah."

Vince left to check on his cooking.

"This is serious, Fred."

"Everything's serious with you, learn proper slang, memorise this, learn that, radishes are red, red is the colour of human blood, blah blah blah. It's enough to make anyone reach for the synthetics."

"You could kill yourself taking that stuff."

"No, I'm high, cuz. Floating like a leaf. It’s reality that killsss."

Vince returned with grilled Wetwif, a TurgLactian delicacy, and began to slice it into sections with a laser knife.

Angus picked Fred off the floor and dropped him in his seat. "That 'high' you're experiencing is an allergic reaction to an illegally synthesised Earth product. How can I trust you once we're down there not to try a real one? A real one would kill you," Angus said.

"Citric acids roller coasting through the blood stream towards a death-dive," Nix said through a mouthful of Wetwif.

"One could kill a planet," added Vince.

"It's not as if we're talking lemonade here. We're talking lemons." Angus pointed down the rubbish shoot. In the distance was the faint rumble of a lemon rolling through the bowels of the ship. “You're putting our lives in danger too."

"Oh, you're no fun.” Fred pulled another lemon and a straw from his station's storage unit. 

Angus snatched it off him.

“Give me back my lemon!" Fred lunged for Angus’s hand knocking a purple switch with his left elbow. Its label read simply 'NEVER TOUCH TWICE'.

"Fabbydooby," sighed Nix. “That’s going to take ages to clean up.”

Fred slurred, "Wait, I'll fix that," flicking it back up.

"Not like that!” Nix screamed. “Never touch twice! Never touch twice!"

"You idiot," Angus yelled over Nix's screaming as the ship began to plummet to Earth.

"How do you put these things on?" Vince said, fiddling with his seat belt. 

Soon they were tumbling about the ship like pancakes spun in a washing machine: elbows found ribs, fingers were squished, and various other soft bits were bruised as the ship spiralled out of control towards a small rugged coastline in the Atlantic Ocean and not the sandy beaches of Australia, as they had hoped.


Angus was glad he didn't have to live through that again. Solid ground beneath his feet was fine by him. But with that luxury came problems.

Durably, what a place. Angus knew that their identities could be ignored for a while in a place like this, possibly overlooked, but soon people would start to say 'Hey, did you realise those guys who run the pizza place are aliens?' 

The inhabitants of Durably were generally stupid, but even they couldn't overlook the presence of aliens forever.

Wendy interrupted his thoughts by dropping some brass rub on his head. She was polishing a brass plaque which hung on the wall. Her late husband, Winkle, had been awarded it for catching a ten-foot trout in the Abbey Park ditch. Some of the locals were a bit suspicious of Winkle's claim, since these days the ditch was nothing but a trickle of polluted water in a can-invested furrow.

Grandpa Jack put them straight, ‘Before the dam was built by the local bolt factory the ditch was a stream. Mighty fine stream too. And before that a river, until the fishery erected a water park in the staff common room.’ Grandpa Jack tapped his nose, ‘Not many people know that. Just goes to show the danger of water parks. Before then, I can't tell you. Likely it was a lake used by the early monastery for water skiing. So if Winkle says that he caught that fish there I believe him. Anyone going to argue with that? Didn't think so.’

No one contradicted Grandpa Jack but many of the locals suspected Winkle of poaching that old trout from the fishery. However, since the next nearest pub was the Sheep & Sock in Ballater none would risk being barred from Old Winkle's Place, fondly renamed The Pub.

"Angus," Wendy said. She stuffed the brass rub back into her bra with four black fingers and a thumb.

"Mrs Winkle."

She leaned on the table. "When ya going to call me Wendy, Angus?"

Angus shrugged and frowned into the waves of his beer.

"You should have seen me as a young thing, Angus. I was the belle of the town. Men flocked round all the time to ask me out."

He couldn't quite imagine Wendy as a young lady. The picture didn't quite fit, like a Van Gogh that clashed with the living room furniture. It was easier to think of her as ageless like he was. In human terms she matched him day to decade (her fifty to his five hundred), well years to decades but who was counting? She didn't act like the other village women in their fifties either: while they tottered about like a granny dress Sellotaped to a Zimmer frame, she was working at the bar arm-wrestling the customers for free pints.

Angus had never met Winkle, who had been dead ten years or so, plenty of time for her to remarry and have more children, but she hadn't. Angus had to respect her for that. The human world was far too over-populated.

"Some still do come round now and then to try their luck," Wendy said, flicking a stray hair from her face. "Why do you come round here so often, Angus?"

He looked at the way her jeans tapered to her platform shoes, then back up to where her grey hair was tugged into a savage bun, "To drink," he responded.

Wendy rubbed the tip of her nose, smudging it black, "Well, see ya around for a different reason some time."

"Thursday."

She paused. "Ya snooker night?"

"Yes."

"That wasn't exactly what I meant." She took a nearby seat. "Ya know, sometimes I think you're from another planet, Angus."

Angus tried to look perfectly normal and felt like he was flunking miserably.

"I can tell you're an out o' towner, for sure. Where do ya come from originally?"

"Santa Cruz."

"Santa Cruz, America?"

"Er..." Angus though back to Nix's assured comments that no one would ever ask that question.

"Santa Cruz, Argentina?"

"No." He tried not to panic.

"There's one in Brazil, an all, isn't there?"

"Santa Cruz, Cabrália." That didn't sound right either.

"You're from there?"

"No. Bolivia," Angus said. "Santa Cruz, Bolivia."

"Ah, you're Bolivian. I thought yer accent sounded South Americanish. How long have you spoken English?"

"Two years."

"Ya speak it well, then!"

"That's over here. I learnt English back home, of course."

"In Bolivia."

"Yes." Angus sipped his beer. Calm. Collected. Confident.

Wendy stood up. "Well I better go sluice the cellar steps. See ya soon, Angus."

"Yes." Thank goodness she was finally going.

"By the way: Angus what?"

"What?"

"I don't know yer last name."

"No."

"So, what is it?"

This part he knew. "Angus Yoghurt."

"Is that Bolivian?"

"My mother came from a long line of boat herders. Goat! I mean goat herders."

"Ah, I see." Wendy trailed off to do her sluicing, shoulders shaking with silent laughter.

Angus tapped his fingers on the beer glass. He must remember to go over his identity file later. If people were tracking them down it changed things: they had to be more careful. Angus’s options weren't looking good, whether he stayed or went back to TurgLac. Stay here, get caught, tortured, and dissected. Go home, be put on trial for Fred's death, disgrace his family, and become a shuttle-to-shuttle chocolate salesman for the next three hundred years. There had to be something more to life.

He let out a long sigh and took a sip of his pint. There was not enough alcohol in the world, and definitely not enough bananas. This was a theory he had been working on for quite some time.

The door of the pub swung inwards. Two amazingly tall people bent their golden heads through with fluid grace. The man made the first move: he took off his shades. 

The woman kept hers on, but removed a red headscarf, and shook out her long white hair. Angus had never seen hair so smooth.

"Well, I can see what you're saying, darling, but really..." She teased her fingers through her immaculate fringe. "Maximus doesn't know how to throw a good opening party anymore. Is he in some sort of financial crisis?"

"Don’t say that when Maximus is around, he might rethink those noughts on your pay check."

"We're stars, darling. He can take away our dignity, but he can never touch our money. I'm just concerned, that's all."

"The way you throw back caviar during filming I don't blame him for limiting the champagne. He's trying to make things a bit more low key."

"Low key," she glanced around. "Well, I hope this is as low as it gets, darling."

Angus pretended to concentrate on his beer as they walked passed the wooden Indian to the bar.

"Excuse me," the man said. "Our hotel informed us, me actually, Donovan Dogwood, that this was the only place to get alcohol around here."

Whisky looked up from his magazine, "Yep."

"We have a list of a few things we require." Dogwood pulled a couple of printed sheets from his pocket, and handed them over.

Whisky glanced down the list, "Not got this, or this, or this. We only serve beer, whisky, or wine." Bits of cork fell from his beard and landed on the bar. Whisky scooped them into the bin. He scratched the dusty, dry skin on his neck, papery like a Cape gooseberry.

"Yes, this is wine," the woman said. "A special kind of wine."

"We have red."

Donovan tried again, "Listen, you don't understand my situation here. There is an entire film crew over at the hotel—a lot of thirsty people. Some of these people, like us, are famous; they will only drink particular brands. Surely there is something you could do? Someone you could call?"

"We serve beer, whisky, or this 'ere wine." The barman plucked a bottle from the shelf, and held it over the bar.

The woman reached out a pale, manicured hand, "Portuguese. I'm sure it will be fine, Donovan."

"But Daffodile..." 

"It's all the man has. Why bother to argue? Could you deliver it to our hotel?"

"Fine, we're saying at-"

"I knows the one," Whisky said, scratching the side of his neck again, where his beard ended and his alcohol-preserved skin began.

"Perfect!" Daffodile smiled.

Donovan replaced his shades, Daffodile re-covered her hair and they were gone, slinking into the sun like a pair of pampered Siamese.

Whisky placed the list on a shelf behind him. "Not like I ain't got stuff to do first," he muttered, picking up a broom to dust the earth from the floor that the visitors had wafted in with their city shoes.

"What's all this about?" Angus said from his corner.

"Some film crew at the motel. Filming some film."

Angus frowned. The last thing they needed in this town was publicity. Maybe he should have a word with the others about keeping their guard up. After this drink of course. There was no need to rush off just yet.
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