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Prelude
Room 104

	If there was ever a sense of being stalked, then Ava had that now. A presence lurked, giving her a feeling of being watched. Whoever that was, they were ambiguous, often fading into the shadows. The London Underground and its heady concoction of commuters, tourists and Londoners offered a safe haven though, one of sanity and normality. 

	Ambling through the connecting tunnels, she passed a number of people absorbed in the music that played on their Sony Walkmans. There were even a few buskers, one of which performed a superb rendition of George Michael’s ‘Faith.’ When passing the latter, she rummaged in her purse and dropped a few coins into the upturned hat on the floor. 

	She caught a train on the Victoria Line, finding the carriage busy. The smell of sweat and perfume accompanied the passengers, and their ignorance allowed her to feel anonymous. She hid among them, focusing her eyes ahead. While the train accelerated and decelerated, Ava tried to distract her worried mind by glancing at people’s reading material. 

	Just the daily news.

	Just a romance.

	Just a true story in a magazine.

	If only life didn’t feel like a movie.

	The carriage rocked and screeched in the dark tunnels, and she reached her destination after several stops. Pushing through the crowds, she slid her ticket through the slot at the barriers and exited, wondering if her stalker was still watching.

	The Tube station opened onto a main road. Ava crossed a street full of terraces and traced her usual route. A woman with long dark hair was watering hanging baskets at the front of her house, and she was a familiar face on this frequent journey. She smiled, which was reassuring even though they were strangers. Once or twice, there’d been children at the door too: a few in their teens and a younger boy, who’d hidden behind his mother, cautious but curious. Ava gave her a sideways glance while she passed, returning the smile. However, due to being distracted, she bumped into a man walking in the opposite direction. Her bag fell on the floor and the contents spilled onto the pavement. Flustered, Ava bent down to pick up her belongings. The younger boy emerged, and helped her with the contents of her bag.

	“Thanks,” Ava mumbled.

	He giggled and ran back to his mother, while Ava zipped up her bag and continued on her way.

	She walked through the local park, spotting an Afro-Caribbean man playing football with his two teenage sons. He was a regular and acknowledged her, missing a pass in the process. An elderly gentleman walked a multitude of dogs and tipped his hat, as usual. The most intriguing character was a man in his forties, and he always sat on the same bench, watching, contemplating whether or not to approach. He often hid behind a book, or sipped tea from a polystyrene cup. There was something familiar about him, but she couldn’t recollect where or when she’d encountered him. For a moment, they locked eyes and she noted the hint of affection. 

	It was both comforting and downright spooky that she encountered the same people each time she made this journey. She didn’t know if these people recognised her, or it was simply her imagination. After all, she was just a student majoring in science.

	Ava arrived at an austere building, an architectural vampire that sucked any ounce of happiness she could muster on her journey. It amplified her sense of being watched. Every fissure, every crack in its stone structure harboured a presence or aftershock. Light possessed a life of its own, dancing a cosmic waltz with the dark shadows. She wondered if the people here, or the place itself was disturbed, whether this insane place was enough to drive sane people crazy. 

	She reached the reception. 

	“Hi, I’m Ava Kavanagh, and I’ve come to see Maria Martinez.”

	She signed into the visitors’ book, and a matron with a bouffant perm escorted her to the low security wing. It sat at the end of a long corridor, illuminated by garish fluorescent lighting. Ava focused ahead, ignoring the strange activity in her peripheral vision.

	The route to Maria’s room passed some unusual residents. In Room 94, a man with dark floppy hair sat on his bed, surrounded by reams of paper. Despite months of noticing his behaviour, Ava finally enquired.

	“Is he a writer or something?”

	Her escort gave a curt reply, which Ava didn’t expect.

	“We call him The Scribbler. He writes constant gibberish, rows and rows of symbols. We have to keep a good supply of pens and paper, otherwise…well…”

	She wondered if he was aware of the symbols’ meaning, or experienced eternal frustration because no one could understand them.

	They passed another character, a blonde woman with an intense stare. This time, she wasn’t restrained and she crouched on the bed, teeth bared like a rabid dog. When she saw Ava, she snarled.

	“What’s wrong with her, if you don’t mind me asking?”

	Her escort acquiesced to her questions again.

	“Schizophrenia…she hears voices, which instruct her to do evil. Because she enjoys inflicting pain on others, we have to isolate her most of the time.”

	Ava rested her fingertips on the window.

	“Like Maria’s original diagnosis?”

	Her escort tried to smile in sympathy, although she said nothing. The intense character behind the door glared at Ava, those fierce eyes like daggers.

	“She reminds me of the girl from The Exorcist,” Ava said, averting her eyes.

	They turned the corridor, passing Room 101. An Afro-Caribbean couple lived there, and usually talked to an invisible crowd of people. Sometimes Ava caught them in the act of giving a speech, or trying to tend to non-existent children.

	“Lost in their own little world, aren’t they?” she said.

	“We call them The Time Travellers because they insist they’ve visited the past and future.”

	Further down the corridor, where a broken fluorescent light flickered, Ava looked through the next window. A man with fair hair stood in front of a wall. Without warning, he extended his fist and punched it, although he didn’t react to the pain. He remained oblivious to their presence and Ava’s gaze. 

	“What’s he doing?” 

	“He believes he can walk through walls, although sadly, the bones in his hand have disagreed with that belief many times. I don’t know what’s worse: his wall or book obsession.”

	All these residents had a back story: why they became mentally ill, why they were doomed to spend the rest of their lives scribbling, snarling, punching walls, or acting out another reality.

	She followed her escort through double doors to enter the next corridor. They soon found Room 104, and Ava paused outside.

	“Why did you tell me about those patients? Isn’t that confidential?”

	The matron patted her arm and answered, “Don’t you worry about that.”

	Looking through the door’s small window, she asked, “Has there been any change in Maria’s condition since I last visited?” 

	Her escort turned a key in the lock.

	“She’s still in a persistent vegetative state, exactly the same as the day she arrived.”

	Ava gazed at the solemn figure in Room 104.

	“She’s the only living relative I have. I hope one day I’ll discover where we came from, who our parents are, and if our father is still alive. Did you recover the file from her previous institution?”

	“I’m sorry, it’s still missing.”

	“Does anybody else visit her? They may be able to offer some clues to her history…why she ended up in this institution, when and why she cut her wrists...”

	“We don’t have that information, I’m afraid.”

	The matron opened the door and Ava entered, determined to present a face of hope to Maria, her sister.
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	It was a relief to turn the key in the front door of her flat and collapse on the sofa. Ava closed her eyes, trying to dissolve the day’s frustration, but she didn’t succeed. The institution always tainted her with a feeling of hopelessness. There were too many questions and no answers.

	She decided to grab a takeaway, but when she opened her handbag, Ava noticed something strange. It hadn’t been in her bag before she left the flat. She pulled out a red silk scarf. It looked vintage, like it had lived and been loved by some unknown woman. Ava recalled dropping her bag earlier, but that still made no sense. Someone would steal something from her bag rather than put a scarf in it. With the fabric wrapped around her fingers, she wandered over to the bay window and gazed at the twilight sky. 

	“What’s happening to me?”

	 


Part One
[image: Image]Genesis

	I cannot but regard the ether, which can be the seat of an electromagnetic field with its energy and vibrations, as endowed with a certain degree of substantiality, however different it may be from all ordinary matter.

	 

	Hendrik Lorentz, physicist, 1906

	



	


1
Earth Ship


	“Our chronicle is the story of the universe, because every little piece of you, every little bit of me, everything you hold dear and everything you hate, all emerged from the first few minutes of life in the cosmos. The atoms inside our bodies were forged in the hearts of stars, or created in their fiery deaths. When we die, those atoms will return to the cosmos as part of the endless cycle of death and rebirth. What a story…what a saga. I ask you, dearest audience, isn’t it wonderful to be a piece of the universe?”

	Dr Paul Eldridge appraised his attentive audience, a mixture of potential students, past alumni, and curious adults. Everyone wore typical post war fashion: casual and smart suits, pencil or pleated skirts, tailored dresses, trilbies or pill box hats. They hung on his every word, his voice the only one filling this oak panelled lecture theatre. 

	Although not traditionally handsome, his striking blue eyes suggested both wisdom and curiosity, while his fair hair curled in an anarchistic fashion. He gesticulated when he spoke, walking up and down the stage.

	“We live on this amazing giant floating ball of rock and water. Our home is an Earth ship, which is over four billion years old. We orbit an immense power source, and in the universe there are billions more stars like ours, possibly with their own family of Earth ships. How many planets out there in the universe support life? Are we the exception, or the norm?”

	He paused for effect, finger to chin before he continued.

	“Despite the vastness of the cosmos, it’s still composed of tiny particles called atoms. As we journeyed through the twentieth century in today’s lecture, it became clear that atoms are not, in fact, unbreakable.”

	He emphasised the latter word by clenching a fist.

	“But the solidity of an atom is an illusion. The nucleus within it compares to a fly in a cathedral, leaving us with ninety percent empty space. All of this around us,” he said, sweeping his arms wide, “is mostly just empty space.”

	His arms lingered before he relaxed them by his side.

	“Einstein attempted to create one unified theory of space, time and electromagnetism, but his theory remains incomplete. Will we ever develop a universal understanding of the cosmos and our place within it? I’d like to think so, yet the more we discover, the more unpredictable the universe becomes.”

	At this point, he moved towards the blackboard, on which he’d drawn a diagram.

	“This brings us to the world of quantum weirdness. In this bizarre realm, the universe exists as an infinite number of possibilities, and only when we observe something does it become reality. Does that sound unbelievable? This is known as Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle. In his double-slit experiment, a particle behaved as if it passed through both slits at the same time, but when it was observed, it chose a definite slit.”

	One hand rested on the board, next to the diagram.

	“I conclude this lecture with more questions. Where is quantum theory taking us? Will our reality be shattered by all the things we learn? What applications will we find for this new knowledge? Is there still room for God? And does anyone have questions?”

	A flashbulb fired, capturing Paul and his audience for posterity, although the lecture hall remained silent. Finally, a young man in a trilby hat stood, clearing his throat before posing his question.

	“You said that atoms are full of empty space. Why do things look and feel solid?”

	“Okay…think of a bicycle wheel,” Paul began, pacing the stage. “The spokes represent solid matter, or to be more exact, the neutrons and electrons in the atom with space in between, right? When the wheel spins fast, representing the vibration or jiggling of the atoms, the spokes blur and look solid. If you reach out and touch them, they repel your fingers. However, when the wheel stops, or vibration ceases, they no longer look and feel solid.”

	The young man scratched his head, adding, “So, if neutrons and electrons stopped jiggling about, we can walk through walls?”

	 “Theoretically!”

	The audience laughed in unison, murmuring among themselves, although that didn’t deter the budding physicist.

	“But what’s in the empty space?”

	“Now that’s a good question. At the moment, we don’t know.”

	“Do we need all that empty space?”

	Paul deliberated then replied, “If we took away the empty space from the universe, everything would crunch together into a volume no larger than an apple. Whatever lies in that empty space stops everything from happening at once.”

	The doors of the lecture hall swung open, drawing Paul’s attention. An elegant woman strode down the aisle between the benches, with ebony black hair swept up in a stylish bun. Her skin had a darker tint, while her eyes were a deep velvet brown. She wore clothing typical of the post-war years, although there was an exquisite red silk scarf around her neck, which didn’t seem to match her attire. 

	“Dr Eldridge, why didn’t Einstein finish his unified theory of space and time?”

	He was sure she hadn’t listened to his lecture, so her question confused him for a moment. The way she stood, one hip hitched to the side, intrigued him. There was something compelling about her presence, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Eventually, he responded.

	“Maybe he realised what an enormous undertaking it was to develop a theory that explains everything. Maybe the equations didn’t add up. I believe he simply wasn’t satisfied with the theory and abandoned it, but he may complete it one day.”

	 “I see what you’re saying, but do you think he thought the world wasn’t ready?”

	Paul’s hands drifted together, almost in prayer, and he tapped his fingertips towards his lips.

	“I think as physicists, we are already at the forefront of scientific discovery. What’s really exciting is how we’re beginning to change our perceptions of reality.”

	“There are many, many levels of reality,” she mused. “I mean…ready to use the knowledge wisely.”

	For a moment, she caught him off guard, but he forced himself to address the question. Paul rarely thought of anything other than philosophical or scientific applications for quantum theory. The ethical, psychological and sociological pitfalls usually received little consideration. Was the world actually ready? 

	“Have you heard of the Philadelphia Experiment?” she continued.

	This woman was a gift that continued to surprise. If anything, she had invigorated the conclusion of the lecture.

	“Please, enlighten us,” he prompted.

	“Five years ago, the American Navy conducted an experiment to make a destroyer class ship radar invisible. It not only made the ship invisible to radar, it also made the vessel invisible to the human eye. The ship vanished and some say it re-appeared in Chesapeake Bay. Others say it briefly visited another reality.”

	The audience whispered among themselves. This bizarre occurrence had begun to twist in ways he couldn’t predict, and he shifted on the spot, summoning a response.  

	“If this is true, why hasn’t this technology been applied, or why hasn’t the study been published?”

	“Something went wrong.” She stepped forward, her face betraying an unknown emotion. “Although the experiment was a success, the men were failures and their minds couldn’t cope with the experience. This is not something the Navy would want to broadcast.”

	Paul glanced at the audience, whose heads had turned to listen to the woman. He tapped his foot, looking at the floor. It couldn’t be true. It wasn’t possible this stranger had access to top secret information, or did she? Despite his scepticism, he needed to continue. 

	“How was invisibility achieved?”

	“By means of a powerful electro-magnetic field,” she answered. 

	Now that came under his jurisdiction. It was his passion, the subject of his PhD.  

	“Could you explain in more detail?”

	“The experiment was based upon Einstein’s Unified Field Theory, and involved the use of naval type magnetic generators called degaussers. They pulsed at certain frequencies, creating a tremendous magnetic field on and around the ship. The use of powerful magnetic resonance is equivalent to obliteration in our dimension, and our delicate human minds are not ready for this.”

	The murmuring in the audience became louder, the woman taking one more step towards Paul.

	“We should be careful how we apply such knowledge,” she added. “There are consequences.”

	“Just look at the atomic bomb!” an Indian man interjected. “I’m sure Einstein doesn’t sleep well at night anymore. If he hadn’t written E=MC squared on a blackboard at the turn of the century, think of the thousands in Hiroshima and Nagasaki that would be alive today! You know, when Oppenheimer watched the first atomic blast at Alamogordo, he said ‘if the radiance of a thousand suns were to burst at once in the sky, that would be like the splendour of the Mighty One… I am become Death, the Destroyer of Worlds.’”

	The woman began to retreat, addressing the Indian. “That’s from the Mahabharata, isn’t it?”

	Before he could confirm, a new speaker approached the front of the lecture theatre. It was a man with dark hair and a commanding aura. He paused when he passed the woman and for a brief moment, they exchanged glances. She seemed to recognise him, although he just raised an eyebrow and continued. 

	“Dr Eldridge, I’ve read much of your research on quantum physics,” he said. “I’d like to ask a question.”

	“I’m flattered that you took the time. What would you like to ask?” Paul said, watching the woman walk towards the door.

	“You speak of electromagnetic fields and quantum particles,” the man began. “Do living things possess an electromagnetic field? More specifically, do human beings have such a field?”

	That was the question of the century. However, Paul was still trying to process the possibility of an improbable experiment that could reveal another layer of reality. Watching the woman disappear through the door to the lecture theatre, he excused himself to follow.

	“Are you a physicist or researcher?” he called out.

	She gave him one final glimpse before she fled behind a pillar. When he rounded that same corner though, she was nowhere in sight. It was like she’d vanished into thin air.
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	A year later, Paul faced a group of students in the same lecture theatre, concluding a seminar on electromagnetic forces. While he collated his notes, his students rose from their benches, stuffing papers into their satchels. Once the room had emptied, Paul made his way to the exit. Right next to the door sat a man he vaguely recognised.

	He was an enigmatic figure. His dark hair had a smidgeon of wave, coiffured by an expensive stylist, while he wore a tailored suit and a gold watch. He was a handsome man, blessed with an intriguing sexual charisma. When Paul reached the door, he spoke.

	“Do you remember me?”

	Paul hesitated, trying to place him. “Yes, I think you attended one of my lectures about a year ago.”

	“My name’s Max Richardson.” He stood and extended his hand, which Paul shook, finding a firm grip. “Do you recall the question I asked you?”

	Paul struggled with the recollection, so Max filled him in.

	“I wanted to know if humans possess an electromagnetic field, and you never answered my question.”

	Ah yes, that question.

	“As far as I know, no one has risked their scientific reputation to study it,” Paul answered.

	“Aren’t you curious?”

	Usually Paul warmed to people easily but with Max, he couldn’t make that instant connection.

	“Why are you here?” 

	 “To offer you an opportunity, an ambitious leap in your scientific aspirations.” 

	Paul fiddled with his briefcase, checking he’d closed it.

	“I have all the opportunities I need here, teaching undergraduates.”

	“But aren’t you crying out for a challenge? Isn’t this job…a little mundane for a highly intelligent man like yourself?”

	Paul rested a hand on his briefcase’s clasp while Max continued.

	“You were born on February 21st, 1921, the youngest of three children. Your father headed the local grammar school, and your mother was devoted to the church. Identified early as a child prodigy with an aptitude for science, your father guided you accordingly. After graduating with a first-class degree in physics, you lost your fiancée in a World War II blitz and immersed yourself in a PhD, studying the quantum world.”

	Paul gripped his briefcase, ready to exit.

	“I commend you on your research skills, Mr. Richardson.”

	He pushed the oak door and left the lecture theatre, so Max followed.

	“You have a religious background,” Max added, as they walked down a corridor, students milling around them. “Your view of the universe is tinged by childhood ideologies of God and in your lectures, you have expressed a desire to find Him in the cosmic equation. However, you profess the advancement of science is the single most important quest for mankind. How do you reconcile these…antitheses?”

	Paul gave a simple and concise answer. “I don’t.”

	They halted in the corridor.

	“Have you ever had the opportunity to discover something deeply spiritual in your research?” said Max.

	“Science does everything it can to disprove there is anything beyond the material world.”

	A brief silence hung in the air, but Max wasn’t deterred.

	“I’ve been involved in scientific research that has placed me in a wealthy position, not the sort of work I can discuss freely. War creates the need to experiment, to bring about destruction of the enemy, to defend your country using whatever measures necessary. However, it has also placed me in a position to divert funding to answer some philosophical questions.”

	Paul listened intently, so Max continued.

	“You have spiritual desire and enthusiasm, but also a scientific, enquiring mind that requires evidence. I’m the businessman, the shrewd investor. You’re the genius, the child prodigy, the antidote to this sterile, reductionist world. I agree, science would like to destroy God, but I believe it’s possible to prove the existence of the human electromagnetic field, to comprehend consciousness and to unite quantum reality with spirituality.”

	A multitude of thoughts raced through Paul’s mind. Max portrayed himself as a philanthropist, aligning himself with Paul’s frustrations and aspirations. He’d tempted him with the correct bait, but should he allow Max to reel him in?

	“Would this role be as a research fellow?” 

	“Regard yourself as autonomous. You can prioritise the research within the boundaries of my objectives.”

	Paul laughed, without mocking the offer. “This sounds too good to be true.”

	“Maybe it’s your destiny.”

	He paused while pondering the next question.

	“What are the intended applications for this research?”

	“I have a hypothesis that humans possess a living field, which could be the energy of existence. I want to understand this as much as you do, see how it slots into the bigger picture.”

	The implications were huge - quitting his job at the university to chase his research dreams. Max could be offering the chance to pursue something any physics graduate would grovel at his feet for, or he could be leading him astray to follow a pipe dream.

	“This is an outstanding opportunity,” Paul began, “but I can’t just abandon my students. I could also spend the rest of my life working on this…there may be no results within your timeframe.”

	“Your research will be of immense importance,” Max insisted.

	He handed Paul a card.

	“I’ll be expecting your acceptance by telephone.”

	Paul clutched the card and watched Max walk away down the corridor, the potential of that opportunity hanging in the air. Glancing down, he saw a telephone number neatly typed on the card. It left a dilemma, requesting he either jump at the challenge, or continue his life as a university lecturer.

	 


2
The Establishment

	Paul sat in Max’s Daimler, chauffeured by his personal driver, and watched the Surrey countryside roll past his window. Paperboys and postmen performed their daily duties, wearing their shirt, tie, and flat peaked caps. Milkmen made deliveries from hand pulled carts, while horse drawn drays transported coal to houses. People rode bicycles to work or walked children to the shops. Housewives waited to secure their daily bread and small ration of meat from bakeries and butchers’ shops. Even though the Second World War had concluded five years ago, times were still austere.

	The academic year had ended three months ago, although his interaction with Max was foremost in his mind right now. The first time they’d met, in that earlier lecture, Paul had been more concerned with a mysterious woman who’d divulged the details of a top secret experiment. She’d never reappeared, but Max had returned. His offer had come out of the blue, but there was no guarantee it would be the eureka moment every scientist desired. Despite his initial reservations, he eventually accepted, although it still felt like an act of insanity at times.

	He’d never considered searching for a living field. How could it even be observed or measured? Reality had always been gauged by the things around us that we can see or touch, so this quest was going to be a challenge. However, the subsequent salary would more than compensate, which made the risk more palatable. 

	The Daimler pulled up at Max Richardson’s research facility. The tyres crunched the gravel, and Paul gazed at a stately manor house surrounded by trees, which enhanced its aura of privacy. Max met him at the imposing front door, and his personal driver, John, took Paul’s suitcases. 

	The formidable hallway contained a grand staircase, high ceilings and oak panelling, with illustrious reds and crimsons adorning the walls. Extravagant statues and paintings posed artistically. 

	“Welcome to The Establishment, Paul,” Max said, chin lifted. “Please, let me show you around.”

	John disappeared with the suitcases while Max led the way. He showed Paul a generous sitting room furnished in green leather sofas, and decorated with William Morris wallpaper. It adjoined a dining area with one large oak table and chairs. 

	“This is a communal living area for research seniors and fellows, plus any volunteers who may be participating in any of our studies. Feel free to make yourself at home. There’s a radio and a phonograph in the corner of the sitting room. I employ a cook, so everyone based here can sit and enjoy an evening meal together.”

	It would be strange living here. In effect, he’d be AWOL from the scientific community for a while, having made a leap of faith. This opportunity could potentially alienate him from that circle, or it could propel him towards the ultimate accolade.

	They ascended the stairs and on the left-hand side, there were a number of rooms for staff and guests, along with a communal bathroom. On the right-hand side, three laboratories and a storeroom indicated The Establishment’s true function. 

	“Any equipment you don’t find in the labs will be located in the storeroom, but specific items can be custom built. If you wish to call upon the services of our suppliers, I’ll give you their telephone number.”

	Max indicated the room designated for Paul, which was spacious and ostentatious. It had a four poster Victorian bed, oil paintings, a red patterned rug covering oak floorboards, and an armchair that faced the black cast iron fireplace. Paul noted the desk in the corner.

	“This is the finest room,” Max said, “suitable for the finest of my staff.”

	Paul acknowledged the compliment with a nod.

	They descended the stairs and paused in the hallway. There were a number of offices set back from the hall, the doors having individual nameplates and one had Dr Paul Eldridge engraved on it, a touching gesture. Inside, Paul tried the leather armchair for size while Max stood by the huge sash window, which overlooked the garden. He took a tin from his pocket, extracted a cigar and offered Paul one, who accepted. 

	“Well, it’s not the research facility I envisioned,” Paul said, as Max lit the cigars.

	Max shrugged. “It’s one of many.” He blew out the smoke with a cool demeanour. “Something tells me you’re going to be the most significant person to ever work at The Establishment.”

	Paul’s eyes wandered to the window, where the garden attracted his interest. It detracted from the lump forming in his throat.

	“Well, here’s to the study of the living field,” Max said, stubbing out his cigar using the ashtray on the desk.

	They shook hands to seal the deal, and Max left the office. Paul released a deep exhalation, and sat back in his chair for a moment. After a while, he unpacked a few things from his briefcase, placing two framed pictures on his desk. The faces of his deceased fiancée, Madeleine, and Albert Einstein stared at him with expectation.

	“I hope this gamble is going to pay off,” he said, addressing both pictures. “Assuming I succeed, my findings could explode faith in one fell swoop.”

	Leaning back in his chair, he closed his eyes for a moment, allowing the excitement in the pit of his stomach to build. After a brief interlude, he opened his eyes and addressed Einstein.

	“Here’s to my new life at The Establishment.”
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	Despite the passing of the months, he had no real perception of time. The world remained static, even though the Korean War had begun. Paul often listened to Maria Callas on the radio, or Gene Kelly warbling ‘Singing in the Rain’ while he typed. Madeleine and Einstein’s pictures acted as moral support.

	“Let’s hope I impress the powers that be,” he said to Einstein’s photograph.

	There were regular personnel, some companionable and others more aloof. Much discussion involved research, although some enjoyed talking about their wives and children. Eventually, one of his fellows latched onto his lack of contribution to the topic.

	“Don’t you have a family?”

	Paul held a cup of tea, realising the time had come to share.

	“I was engaged once,” he said, sipping his tea, all eyes on him, “but she…died.”

	The atmosphere in the lounge was uncomfortable for a moment, but the fellow broke the tension.

	“I’m sorry for asking, but how did she die?”

	Paul composed himself and began.

	“During the air raids on ‘Black Saturday.’ Madeleine died on her way to the underground to take shelter. I was safe in my parents’ Anderson Shelter, listening to the shrieking roar of the blitz get closer and closer, and the thumping of the bombs, aware any of us could have been blown to bits at any moment.”

	A few in the group nodded in acknowledgement.

	“I remember that all too well,” another said.

	“It’s easier to be alone,” Paul continued. “I can no longer put myself in a position where I could lose someone dear to me. Quantum mechanics now fills my life with meaning.”

	A customary silence followed, then his colleagues finished their tea break. The one who’d enquired about his lack of family concluded the conversation.

	“If you ever feel lonely at Christmas, you can join us for dinner and the Queen’s speech. Don’t be afraid to ask.”

	Paul swirled the dregs in the bottom of his cup, knocked back the remaining tea, and stood.

	“Thank you for the offer, Albert. It means a lot.”

	He saw little of Max, although when the boss was present at The Establishment, he took command of the research and checked on Paul’s progress.

	“How many subjects have you tested to date?” Max asked. “We’re a year into the project now.”

	Paul flipped open his notebook to confirm.

	“A hundred and twenty. The results are fascinating so far -”

	“You don’t need to reveal them yet,” Max cut in. “Surprise me when it concludes in a year.”

	His recruiter disappeared again after a few days, causing Paul to ask about the absences.

	“Why doesn’t Mr Richardson stay to supervise?”

	Albert tapped a pen on his clipboard, looking up to reply.

	“Don’t ask, nobody really knows. Most likely, there are other facilities, although we’ve never visited them.”

	Those initial thoughts about Max being an enigma bore fruit. Once or twice, a few men in expensive suits who spoke with an American accent had appeared at The Establishment, but they had communicated behind the locked door of Max’s office. At the time, Paul’s gut instincts had twinged, causing him to wonder how his own research was going to be applied. However, this contract offered him a level of security he hadn’t expected.

	The contract completion loomed as the months ticked by, and he soon found himself in Max’s office, thesis in his hand. He placed it on Max’s desk, preparing to relinquish it. Putting his mug of coffee to one side, Max directed his attention to Paul.

	“What’s your conclusion?” 

	He gestured to the chair in front of his desk and Paul sat, leaning forward.

	“We’ve tested and measured four hundred people over a period of two years, ordinary people from many walks of life. For each person, I collated measurements of an electromagnetic phenomenon and in all cases, I found the presence of a weak field.”

	Max reached for his cigar tin, took one out and offered it to Paul, who raised a hand to refuse. 

	“The human electromagnetic field extends on average three to four inches from the skin, but in twenty five percent of the samples, I found evidence of a much stronger field, giving higher readings and extending some six to ten inches from the skin.”

	Max flicked a silver lighter, taking his first inhalation.

	Paul continued, “I don’t know the origin of the human electromagnetic field. I can confirm, at least, the existence of a field that surrounds the body. The logical assumption would be that it emanates from the brain or body, but to draw a definitive conclusion, I’d need to study living tissue. I believe such a study would be unethical.”

	Max smiled wryly and blew out cigar smoke, leaning back in his chair and gazing at his protégé.

	“I’m very impressed with your findings and your dedication to The Establishment,” he said. “The committee meets soon. We’ll discuss the thesis, and indicate how we’d like to move forward.”

	Was that it? What an anti-climax. He had no idea what Max’s statement meant regarding the committee, or what moving forward entailed. The long pause started to become awkward, and Paul realised it signalled the end of what turned out to be a brief discussion. 

	“I’ll inform you of the next stage soon,” Max said, a further hint to leave.

	Paul gave a tentative hand salute and left the office, giving his thesis one last glance. After closing the door, his hand remained on the handle, while he fought the temptation to enquire about the application of his research. Knowing he’d probably receive no indication, Paul retreated to his office.
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	The following week, Paul was alarmed to discover the staff departing, although not with luggage. Breakfast had seemed normal, but everyone made themselves scarce about an hour later.

	“What’s happening?” Paul asked.

	“Board meeting with the committee,” came the response.

	“Nobody told me to leave.”

	“Because it involves you in some way.”

	Paul stood in the middle of staff movement, like a rock in a stream. The implications of that statement took a while to register. He wondered if that meant they were going to discuss his research and findings.

	Max appeared and directed the few remaining staff to organise the tables in the communal living area, and he indicated Paul should retire to his own office until needed. Feeling at a loose end, he shuffled into his private sanctuary, sat at his desk, and looked through some papers.

	The board meeting was with The Establishment’s committee, a conglomerate of funding bodies, directors and executives with vested interests in its commissioned research or projects. The communal living room became a makeshift board room, with one huge table in the centre and chairs arranged around it. While Max finalised some tasks in his office, the board members arrived, the majority of which were men in suits. They took pre-determined positions at the table, and closed not only the double doors of the room, but also the curtains. It created a cosy but secretive ambience, especially with all staff except Paul now absent.

	A pot of coffee took centre stage on the table, along with a plate of digestive biscuits. A few board members began pouring a drink in preparation, and everyone took a pile of papers from their briefcases, leafing through the material, reading relevant sections in more detail.

	The double doors opened wide and Max made his entrance, taking a position at the head of the table. The committee members finished browsing the paperwork, giving him their full attention.

	“Thank you for convening at rather short notice, but as you can see, a two-year project has come to fruition. Dr Paul Eldridge has been involved in the search for a human electromagnetic, or living field.”

	The board reached for the appropriate thesis, and gave it another perfunctory browse.

	“I think he’s ready for the next stage,” Max concluded. “What do you think?”

	A shrewd-looking man leaned forward and responded, revealing an American accent.

	“I hope your judgment is correct. We need Dr Eldridge as an ally in our endeavours, particularly in this new era of cutting-edge research.”

	“He has demonstrated his loyalty and ambition,” Max continued, “plus his extraordinary aptitude for pushing the boundaries of discovery. I recommend proceeding with our suggested project, with Dr Eldridge at the helm. It’s just a natural progression of the current research, so he won’t question it.”

	The shrewd man drummed his manicured fingernails on the table, opening the thesis again briefly before commenting.

	 “Yes,” he said, “small steps, creeping ever closer to our objectives, until he can’t tell the difference between his own ambitions and those of The Programme.”

	Another American interjected, a man with dark hair swept away from his face with Brylcreem.

	“You certainly have a gift for locating extraordinary talent, Max.”

	A smile flickered across Max’s face as he commented, “All because of the extraordinary talent I already have in my possession.”

	“It’s agreed then,” said the shrewd man, “initiate the earmarked project. So, let’s move on with the agenda.”

	Meanwhile, Paul tried to relax at his desk, appreciating the garden through the window, although in an absent-minded manner. The committee meeting felt endless and because his research had concluded, he couldn’t apply himself to anything productive. Just as the clock struck two o’clock, a knock on the door offered some relief. 

	“Come in.”

	Max entered but didn’t sit, resting his hands on Paul’s desk.

	“The committee is immensely satisfied with your research, and we're setting some new objectives,” he announced.

	Paul acknowledged this with a nod, so Max continued.

	“Now that we have identified the presence of a human electromagnetic field, we’d like you to investigate the effects of applying external EM fields with humans in close proximity.”

	Paul absorbed the request, awaiting further information. However, Max changed the subject.

	“Oh, and we’re giving you a month off so that you can take a break…relax. I also have a few surprises for you. The first is that my driver will collect you at 7:30 tonight, as you’re invited to an evening of wine, women, and song at my house. The dress code is formal.”

	“Thank you for the invitation. What’s the second surprise?”

	“There wouldn’t be much of a surprise if I revealed all my secrets, would there?”

	Before Max left, Paul asked a question.

	“So, did I…pass?”

	Max lingered in the doorway and answered, “Yes, you passed your probation.”

	On that note, he closed the door behind him, leaving Paul to contemplate his next assignment.
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	Meanwhile, in another part of London, an eight-year-old girl rolled a stone across a hopscotch inscribed pavement. She had the darkest brown hair and eyes, unlike her peers. A second girl with mousy hair jumped and hopped along the shakily drawn grid, missing the square which bore the stone. Once she had finished, she picked it up and handed it over.

	“Shall we just play three more games, Tahra? I’m getting rather bored of this.”

	Before Tahra could roll, a curly haired boy no older than the two girls ran in front of them, stopping on their hopscotch grid. He rubbed the sole of one foot over their lines, destroying their game with a malicious laugh. Tahra stepped forward, eyes narrowed and body full of tension. Her friend grabbed her by the arm.

	“He’s not worth it,” she said. Turning to the boy, she added, “Go away, Edward. Your smelly mother is calling you in for tea.”

	His lip curled in a snarl and he walked backwards, slowly. Then he called out, “Go back to your own country, Tahra, to join the rest of the sand niggers.”

	“I’m British, actually!” she hissed, but Edward ambled off, looking over his shoulder to stick out his tongue.

	Tahra rubbed her eyes, trying to turn her face away.

	“Don’t let him upset you. He’s just a stupid bully with no real friends.”

	“I’m…not upset, Annie…I just got something in my eye.”

	She lowered her hand, and the sight of several boys playing football drew her attention. Their game was more dynamic, more exciting than the hopscotch she’d just played. For a long moment, she stared, then Annie touched her arm as a distraction.

	“Why don’t we go in for tea as well? ‘Journey into Space’ is on the radio soon.”

	They held hands and walked rather than skipped towards Tahra’s house. Her mother, Elizabeth, was in the kitchen, stirring a stew that filled the room with the aroma of spices and vegetables. Like Tahra, she had long dark hair, but her skin was paler. She turned round, surprised by the girls’ entrance.

	“Home so soon?”

	“We got bored,” Tahra said, giving Annie a glare when she tried to say otherwise.

	They sat at the table and she played with a spoon, idly turning it over in her hands.

	“Why can’t I play football with the boys?” she asked.

	“Because it’s a boys’ game and it’s too rough for girls,” Elizabeth said.

	Tahra’s bottom lip jutted out, and she twirled the spoon on its end.

	“I don’t mind rough.”

	Annie piped up with enthusiasm.

	“My little brother will play football with you. Everyone else on the street is too old and fast for him.”

	Tahra frowned, and Annie lowered her eyes on realising the reaction.

	“If I had brothers and sisters, they’d play games with me,” Tahra said. After a pause, she added, “When will I have a brother or sister? Everyone else has at least two.”

	All she heard was a mumble. After an awkward silence came a request.

	“Could you finish setting the table, sweetheart? We need dishes. Are you staying for tea, Annie?”

	“Yes, please. Our favourite programme is on the radio soon.”

	The two girls shared the chore between them, which completed the table setting in no time. Her mother tasted the stew, and turned off the gas light under the pot.

	Chin propped on her hands, watching her mother, Tahra announced, “I’ve decided I want to do something special with my life.”

	“What do you mean?” Elizabeth said, puzzled.

	“Well, housework is so dull. I want to do something magical. I don’t know what yet, but there must be more to life than being a mummy and a wife.”

	Her mother frowned, and prepared to serve the stew.

	“But being a mother is magical, darling.”

	Tahra huffed.

	“I’m capable of great things, I just know it. In my previous lives, I was really special.”

	Elizabeth paused while she held Tahra’s empty dish, ready to ladle it with stew. She tried to look elsewhere, away from Tahra’s fiery eyes.

	“There’s no such thing as previous lives,” she said, hastily filling the dish. “Daddy will be home late today, so you can listen to your programme after tea.”

	After a meal eaten in silence, with Tahra being scolded for kicking the table leg, the two girls settled in the parlour, close to the Bakelite radio on the sideboard. ‘Journey into Space’ was a half-hour broadcast with creepy sound effects and spooky music, giving the two girls an excuse to clutch the cushions or each other’s hand. It told the story of man’s conquest of space, and was set in the future. When the programme wound up its usual cliff-hanger, Tahra voiced an opinion.

	“One day, I’d like to go into space. That’s special and magical. That’s what I’ll do.”

	She caught her mother’s beleaguered expression, just as she turned off the radio.
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	The street became full of children brandishing their new toys. Boys had shiny red Go-Karts or new bicycles. Some children stayed indoors with their train sets, while others played war games with their tin soldiers. Girls trundled miniature prams, complete with new porcelain dolls. However, Christmas held little meaning for Tahra as she clutched a tired, slightly frayed skipping rope.

	“Too poor for presents!” Edward taunted, racing past on his new Go-Kart.

	“We don’t celebrate Christmas! It’s not part of our religion!” she shouted, while he raced around the corner.

	She heard nothing but the laughter of children, and tried to skip but without aim. Annie had family visiting so couldn’t play, therefore Tahra had to contend with her own company. Five minutes later, Edward came hurtling around the corner.

	“Too poor for presents! Too poor for presents!”

	Heart pounding and teeth gritted, Tahra reacted and ran after him. He turned to look at her, and she caught sight of the smirk on his face, which enraged her more. This provoked laughter from Edward, delighted to get such a heated response. However, he failed to see the lamp post that stood in his path and hit it hard. His body lurched forward, and his head smacked against the metal of the post. For a moment, he was dumbfounded, then he launched himself from the seat of his Go-Kart.

	“Now look what you made me do! This was brand new today. I’ll get the belt for this!”

	Tahra wanted to feel smug, but Edward storming towards her with anger written all over his face turned her legs to jelly. She’d never made him angry before. Was he going to tell her father or, worse still, hurt her? Her initial instinct was to back off, but her pride urged her to stand her ground. This was her chance to end the taunts and stop the endless bullying, which continued at school. So many times he had pulled her hair, or seized her satchel and thrown it over a wall. Too many times he had called her names because her father hadn’t been born in England.

	Edward put his hands on her chest and pushed hard, forcing her to stumble backwards.

	“You’ll pay for the damage, or you’ll regret it!”

	Tahra regained her composure, and stood up straight.

	“No, I won’t!”

	He pushed her with more force, so that she tripped on the kerb.

	“Say that again,” he said, sneer curling his top lip.

	“Go to hell!”

	The fire in her eyes only served to infuriate him. He drew back his fist and punched her in the stomach. She’d never been hit before and the blow winded her, causing her to double up.

	“Still want to tell me, ‘go to hell’?”

	Tahra remained bent over, unsure how to react. Her legs shook with the adrenaline coursing through her veins, and she wanted to retaliate. However, a little voice in the back of her mind told her to quit before he caused further injury. She wasn’t physically strong enough to fight a boy. He’d surely win. She felt sick, sick with humiliation, sick with rage. He might win, but she’d try. Standing up straight, eyes narrowing, she drew back her leg and kicked him in the shin. It was so satisfying feeling the toe of her shoe contact with the bone on his skinny leg. He flinched, briefly registering pain, then he reacted by knocking her to the ground.

	“How…dare…you!” he grunted, a punch emphasising each word.

	She instinctively drew her arms to her body in an attempt to shield herself from the punches, but that didn’t stop the sensation of having the wind knocked out of her, or the pain in her belly. Underneath this angry boy, she was powerless, physically weak yet mentally defiant. 

	Edward paused, breathing heavily, anger spent. They both realised a small crowd had gathered around them, open mouthed at the spectacle they’d just witnessed.

	“Edward hits girls!” a boy commented, loud enough for everyone to hear.

	Her aggressor’s face turned red and he stood, confused. A flash of remorse flickered across his face and he turned away, jumped in his Go-Kart, and disappeared down the street.

	No one came to Tahra’s aid. They gawped while she rolled over and rested on all fours, trying to catch her breath. Her belly still hurt but more than anything, her face burned with shame. She wanted to hide her humiliation, choke back the tears, swallow them right down into the pit of her stomach. Tahra stood shakily and hobbled towards home.

	When she walked through the door, her mother’s face fell.

	“Tahra! What happened?”

	She stood still, dress torn, a graze on one knee and scratches all over her legs.

	Receiving no answer, Elizabeth picked up her daughter and sat her on the kitchen table. She reached into the medicine cabinet and grabbed a bottle of iodine, dabbing some of the solution on Tahra’s wounds.

	“Did you fall over?” she asked.

	Tahra flinched as the iodine stung. She didn’t confirm or deny her mother’s concerns. A moment later, her father entered the kitchen. He was a sturdy man of Persian origin, with dark brown hair and a beard. On seeing the state of Tahra, he raised his voice.

	“Tahra Elizabeth Mamoun! Have you been fraternising with the boys again, trying to play football?”

	Her face crumpled and Elizabeth put the iodine away, watching Tahra’s expression.

	“Mohammed, I think she just had a scrape.”

	Tahra put a hand to her stomach, conscious of the rising nausea. She vomited onto the floor, shocked at what had just happened.

	“Sorry, mummy!” 

	“No, sweetheart, you don’t have to be sorry.”

	Mohammed Mamoun remained stern.

	“Go to your room, Tahra, and remain there until I say you can come out. We’ll discuss this in the morning.”

	Elizabeth tried to protest, but he raised his hand and she sighed.

	“Come along, Tahra. We’ll get you in the bath, then you can go to your room.”

	Her father gave the nod, and they both disappeared upstairs. It was better her father believed she’d defied him and played with boys rather than divulge she’d lost a fight. To lose in battle was weak, like a girl. She couldn’t be the son he’d always wanted, but she could be strong and silent like any boy.
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	On Boxing Day morning, Tahra lay in bed, stomach growling from hunger. She dreaded her father’s footfalls on the stairs, indicating his arrival to give her a stern dressing down. This time, she hadn’t even done anything naughty. If anything, the house was too quiet, and she wondered when breakfast would be served. She heard a tapping at the front door.

	Annie’s voice was clear.

	“Is Tahra coming out to play?”

	“No, she is not,” her father said. “I sent her to her room last night, and she isn’t to come out until her period of punishment is over.”

	The door closed and Tahra’s eyes burned, tears trying hard to spring free. The punishment time had no predetermined limit. Nobody had even given her breakfast. Thin-lipped, Tahra threw back the covers and walked over to the window, parting the brocade curtains. Children were playing in the street, laughing and chasing each other.

	This wasn’t fair. Her punishment was completely unjustified.

	In a moment of pure impulse, she unlatched the sash window and slid it up, a blast of cold air entering the room. Sticking her head out, she looked down at the surrounding walls. The outhouse backed up to the wall of the house and she’d be able to climb out, onto the roof and then scramble down. Hearing footfalls on the stairs, she closed the window as quietly as possible, jumped into bed, and pulled the blankets over her body. Elizabeth entered the room, holding a dish of porridge.

	“Your father says you must stay in your room for the rest of the day, only to come out when dinner is ready. Do you understand?”

	Tahra nodded, trying not to glance over at the window. Her mother kissed her forehead, stroked her hair and disappeared downstairs again, leaving Tahra to shovel the porridge into her mouth with relief. Setting the bowl aside, she scrabbled around for some warm clothing, got dressed without fuss, and slid the window up once more.

	Here goes.

	She clambered through the gap with care, and slid it down partially so she’d be able to re-enter her bedroom in a few hours. With any luck, no one would realise she’d been missing, and Annie could keep a secret. Never again would she take the consequences for something she didn’t do.
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	Later at dinner, she sat at the table, wearing her nightgown, remaining quiet. Inwardly, she wanted to smile in triumph but she couldn’t arouse suspicion, so she pushed her food around her plate, feigning some anxiety.

	“Eat up, sweetheart. This is the last meal before bed, and you don’t want to be hungry during the night.”

	She eventually cleared the plate, aware how true this statement was and how her father wouldn’t allow any exceptions. While her mother washed the dishes, Mohammed and Tahra faced each other across the table.

	He began with a sigh.

	“What am I going to do with you, Tahra? You don’t listen to me and can’t follow rules. You want to climb trees and play football with the boys, and cannot restrain yourself as a girl should.”

	She opened her mouth to respond, but he silenced her by raising his hand.

	“From now on, there’ll be no fraternising with the boys. Do I make myself clear?”

	Thoughts of the game she’d secretly played out there with some younger boys from another street flashed through her mind.

	“Yes, very clear, father.”

	“Now return to your room. You may play with Annie tomorrow, but only in the house where I can supervise you properly.”

	She got up, pushed her chair under the table, straightened her dress and climbed the stairs, a twinkle of rebellion flickering in her eyes.
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	The return to school after the holidays had a bitter edge. Tahra and Annie gave Edward a wide berth. He eyed her with malice, probably because of the scolding he’d received regarding the damage to his Go-Kart, but Tahra shot him an angry stare, still smarting after the curfew she’d endured.

	In class, he sat two chairs behind her and succeeded in throwing a few balls of paper at her, ones he’d saturated with his own saliva. He even started to rally his two best friends to the cause, and they delighted in running past her in the playground, pulling her hair or dragging the satchel from her shoulders. Once, they emptied its contents onto the playground, stamping all over her books on the rainy concrete ground.

	Walking home after the third day back at school, Tahra confided to Annie, “I’m not sure how much longer I can take this.”

	Her friend squeezed her hand.

	“We’ll tell our teacher. I’m sure she’ll put a stop to this.”

	Tahra shrugged, a look of cynicism crossing her face.

	“I’m going to find a way of stopping this. Don’t ask me how I’ll do it, but I have to make a stand, prove I’m not a victim.”

	The next day, this trio in crime subjected Tahra to name calling and idle gossip. Other children approached her, some expressing sympathy, and some displaying scorn at the knowledge her family had been too poor to afford Christmas presents. She spent all day explaining her family’s religion, and why they didn’t celebrate Christmas. By the end of the day, she was exhausted. Lying in bed, she cried into her pillow, away from the eyes of Annie and her family.

	Finally, on Friday, she couldn’t take any more.

	The three boys were playing football after lunch, rebounding their tatty leather ball off the nearby wall, while Tahra and Annie got out their skipping ropes. Edward blasted the ball and it struck the wall at an angle, hitting Tahra square in the face. She yelped instinctively and the boys stopped to laugh, staring when her eyes watered from the impact.

	“You should go in goal!” Edward laughed. “Then we can take turns to kick the ball at you!”

	Humiliated and enraged, Tahra flung her rope to the floor, and stormed over to Edward.

	“You should be the football, so I can repeatedly kick you,” she hissed.

	The boys laughed in response.

	“Ooooh,” Edward taunted. “She’s getting all angry. It’s just a game.”

	Unable to contain her embarrassment, Tahra launched herself at him and pushed hard, causing him to trip backwards. The other two boys laughed at the spectacle and Edward frowned, unaccustomed to looking foolish in front of his friends. He shoved Tahra up against the wall, pinning her there, surly expression on his face.

	“What’s your problem?” he jeered. “Can’t take a joke?”

	Drawing his fist back, he punched her in the stomach.

	“Hey Eddie,” one of his friends interrupted. “It’s not smart to hit a girl.”

	He glared at them, then turned his attention back to Tahra. However, her previous vow to end this crossed her mind. No more taunts, no more bullying, no more shame and humiliation. Something burned inside her, a strange compulsion rising from her belly. It felt like vomit, but she couldn’t taste it. Whatever it was, it flooded her thoughts with every hurt, every moment of unkindness, every act of intolerance and ignorance.

	She stared at him and they locked eyes. Tahra channelled all her emotions into one act, an explosion of anger and resentment. Narrowing her eyes, she allowed that compulsion to burst outward, like a tidal wave. 

	Edward and Tahra made a connection in that bizarre moment. The emotions that surged from her became a reality, and his face crumpled in response. Feeling triumphant, Tahra pushed this tidal wave of emotion further towards him, imagining its soiled waters washing all over him. He began to cry, a few stifled sobs at first but then, the wave overwhelmed him. Edward cried inexplicably, without control.

	His friends retreated, staring at Tahra with suspicion. From their point of view, it couldn’t have made any sense. Edward’s face turned red, and he dropped to the floor. By now, a crowd of children had gathered to watch. With her tormentor on the cold ground, in despair at her feet, Tahra felt a new sensation… superiority… transient invincibility.

	Glancing over at the other children, she detected something in their eyes she’d never seen before. Even Annie gave her a confused stare. Glaring down at Edward in disdain, she realised after all these years, she was different after all. For once, other children started to show fear in her presence, just a little. She had power, because there could be no other reason why Edward cried so inexplicably. That day, her life changed. No longer did she have to play the victim, but whether this power was something she’d ever control was another matter.

	 


3
Into the Pit

	The Daimler brought Paul to Max’s secret residence. It met his expectations in terms of its elegance, with its grand sash windows and ivy swathing the exterior of the house. The well-tended garden, with its shrubs and flowers, possessed an inordinately pretty symmetry. 

	He approached the oak-panelled front door, which had two columns either side that supported a classic porch. A butler guided him to a large hallway, that had a flagstone floor and walls of aqua green. Several antique pictures hung in strategic places, while a huge oak staircase curved in a semi-circle. Three coat stands stood to attention in the corner under the stairs, loaded with outdoor clothing and hats.

	Paul admired the décor while handing his coat to the butler, who added it to the extensive collection on the stands. He drifted into the main living area through an open archway, finding a room painted red, offset by pale gold. A chandelier dominated the room, along with a decorative plaster ceiling, and an elaborate cast iron fireplace. There were a number of bookcases and sideboards, no expense spared judging by their quality. 

	Some guests were relaxing and chatting on the Chesterfield sofas and armchairs, glasses in their hands, but others either stood by the fireplace or drifted between this room and the next. There was a mixture of men and women, faceless people he didn’t recognise. Cigarette and cigar smoke hung in the air, while vintage wine and quality champagne made the rounds along with exquisite food, although many of the women ate little of it. Swing and big band music played in the background, but didn’t hinder the chatter.

	 He filtered into the congregation, wondering what kind of conversation he could initiate, especially as he only ever discussed research. A group of men formed an intellectual clique, creating great clouds of tobacco smoke. Paul cocked his ear in their direction to listen to the politically driven conversation.

	“Well, at least Stalin got his just desserts,” one man commented, who had a pencil thin moustache.

	“Why do you draw that conclusion?” said a younger man, who wore a stiff suit. “Where was the legal and moral punishment for his crimes, his purges..?”

	“My dear fellow,” came the response, “he made doctors the victims of his latest purge, so that when he required medical attention, the very people who could have helped him were imprisoned. The irony! You see, your actions in life have a nasty habit of coming back to bite you on the backside.”

	There were murmurs of agreement, and Paul diverted his attention to a group of four peroxide women, who were engaged in their own discussion.

	“I can’t wait for Queen Elizabeth’s coronation,” one woman said. “There’s going to be such a street party, with bunting and tables of food.”

	Max emerged from the adjoining room, his eyes immediately drawn to Paul. It was hard to read the significance of his smile, but his demeanour had changed now that business wasn’t on the agenda. He spotted Paul and made a beeline for him, placing a glass of wine into his hand and steering him over to a group of women.

	“I’d like to introduce you to Roslyn, Margaret and Eve, the longest serving members of the circle.”

	They all smiled, revealing shiny white teeth. Roslyn had mahogany hair set in the classic forties wave while Margaret, a brunette, favoured the long and straight look. Eve had peroxide hair and modelled herself on Marilyn Monroe, the new star of Hollywood. 

	“Take your pick,” said Max. “I highly recommend all three.”

	He slipped away to join the group of four peroxide blondes, leaving Paul looking at his feet. Glenn Miller’s ‘In the Mood’ offered a tension breaker, with its rousing sax introduction. Roslyn gestured to him to dance and he accepted the offer with a bow, taking her hand. She stepped in towards his body and he slipped an arm around her waist, embarrassed by his two left feet.

	“Sorry, I didn’t inherit my mother’s talents,” he said.

	“Don’t worry,” she said, in a voice with velvet tones. “We’re all here to enjoy ourselves.”

	He shuffled in front of the fireplace with his new companion.

	“I actually inherited my father’s lack of coordination. My mother loved jazz and dance halls, and she always played it on the radio in the kitchen. She tried to teach him to dance, but I don’t think she had any luck.”

	The nostalgia took him back. He remembered sitting at the table, reading while the two of them were united in frustration.

	“You must be a newcomer,” she said, drawing him back to the present. “I’ve never seen you here before.”

	“I’ve been working at The Establishment for over two years,” Paul said.

	Its name didn’t seem to register with her, but they continued dancing and when the song stopped, they moved to the side of the room where she sparked up a cigarette, sucking on it heavily.

	“So,” she began, “what do you do for a living?”

	“I’m a researcher.”

	“That sounds very…intellectual.”

	“Well, my background is science, it’s my current love.”

	Roslyn’s eyes glanced at his left hand. 

	“I see you’re not married,” she commented, turning her head to blow away smoke.

	“Well, no… my fiancée died in a blitz.” 

	It sounded like a clichéd tragedy.

	Roslyn leaned closer.

	“You’re one of the few unmarried men here, but that’s an advantage. I simply cannot bear the complication of wives.” 

	He wasn’t sure what that indicated, and it had been a long time since he’d enjoyed any female company. A waiter passed by, swooping his tray of wine glasses in an arc to avoid the guests. Paul grabbed one, realising he’d need some alcoholic reinforcement. It occurred to him that he’d been admitted to Max’s inner circle, apparently quite an established one. 

	Roslyn guided Paul into the hallway, where some guests had congregated for privacy. He caught sight of Max on the stairs, leading Margaret by the hand, with Eve following. He gave Paul a sly wink while he ascended, and Eve waved, blowing a kiss. His date for the evening slid her hand into his, and Paul knocked back his wine in anticipation.

	It was his turn to venture upstairs with a woman in tow, although Roslyn was the real driver. They passed the main bedroom, in which Eve lay on the bed in her underwear. Max was in the process of snorting a line of white powder from her naked stomach. He noticed Paul and gave one of his usual wry smiles, then Margaret kicked the door closed.

	They found the bedroom next door empty, and Roslyn leaned against the door frame, flicking back her mahogany hair.

	“I get to break you in,” she said, extending a leg and sliding her dress up her thigh.

	Oh God, this couldn’t really be happening. He’d only just met the woman, and she was skipping straight to the bedroom. It was becoming clear what kind of inner circle this was, and he was being initiated. The effect of the alcohol kicked in, while Roslyn took his hand and pushed him onto the bed. This passionate and sexually confident woman sat astride him, big band music still audible from downstairs, providing the soundtrack.

	Max must have heard his finale, because he opened the door and stood in the entrance, semi-clothed, drink in hand.

	“Now that you’ve been broken in, you’re invited to…shall I say, a private party for five in my room?”

	Before Paul could reply, Max thrust the glass of champagne into his hand and all three crossed the upper hallway. Margaret and Eve lay on the bed, surrounded by scrunched and rippled linen. A while later, a canon of ecstasy rang out, with a big band trumpet fanfare, completing Paul’s initiation.
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	Several hours later, Paul opened his eyes, and immediately closed them on seeing the sunlight streaming through the window. His head pounded, and his body ached from the debauchery.  The previous night left a strange taste in his mouth, and not just because he’d vomited earlier due to an excessive alcohol intake. He glanced at the clock on the wall, and noticed it was two o’clock in the afternoon. God knows what time he’d eventually fallen asleep. 

	Sitting up, he was relieved to discover no one lay next to him, especially considering how dreadful he felt. He stumbled into the upper hallway and found the bathroom, rubbing some toothpaste around his gums and relieving his bladder. His reflection in the mirror caused him to flinch. Jesus Christ, he looked awful. Slinking back to the bedroom, his thoughts drifted towards going back to The Establishment for a glass of Alka Seltzer and the sanctuary of his own room.

	Max knocked and entered, sitting in the armchair, which was in the corner. 

	“I hope you had a good time last night, Paul. I certainly did.” 

	Paul couldn’t muster an appropriate response, so Max continued.

	“That was the first surprise, incidentally. I was going to reserve the final gift until after your break, but I’ve decided it can’t wait. Be downstairs in half an hour.”

	After a wash and shave, he met Max downstairs in the hallway, wondering if he could cope with the unpredictable nature of the boss’s life.  Max led him outside to a car parked in the drive, and for a moment, Paul squinted his eyes in the afternoon sun. However, a dark green, open topped, two seater roadster drew his attention. Max noted Paul’s wistful expression.

	“It’s a Jaguar XK120,” he said, “fastest production car in the world, with a top speed of a hundred and twenty miles per hour.”

	He reached inside for the pull cord because there were no external door handles. Paul slid into the tan leather interior with matching dash, while Max jumped into the driving seat beside him. He started up the engine, and the wheels spun on the gravel as he sped away from the house.

	“Nought to sixty in ten seconds,” Max continued, demonstrating its capabilities by pushing his foot down on the accelerator. “One hundred and sixty brake horsepower, with a 3442cc engine. Jaguar’s finest sports car and most definitely a procurer of the feminine parts.”

	Paul managed to enjoy the high-speed journey, placing his trust in Max, who handled the car like an expert around the bends in the country roads. He took them to a small village about twenty miles away, and pulled up outside a cottage covered in ivy. It looked cosy, nestling within a coven of trees. 

	Max turned off the engine, and sat for a moment. His silence was disconcerting. Finally, he spoke.

	“I appreciate you’ve been trapped in a bubble for a few years now, and I believe it’s time you had a home of your own.” He handed over the keys. “Go and take a look. I’m sure you’ll adore it.”

	This was out of the blue, and he realised he must have impressed the powers that be. He turned the key in the lock, and entered a small hallway with decorative tiles on the floor. The sitting room had a beamed ceiling and inglenook fireplace, while the kitchen had pans hanging from suspended racks. Upstairs he discovered three bedrooms, one having a comfortable double bed with a cast iron frame, and a magnificent view out of the window. The bathroom had a Victorian bath with clawed feet. 

	Too right it was adorable, and there were no immediate neighbours. Maybe he’d even splash out and buy a car, start living a less sheltered existence, and embrace what life was offering because the way he saw it, the world was his oyster.

	Max stood in the hallway, watching while Paul descended the stairs.

	“It’s wonderful,” Paul said. “But this is...too generous. I don’t know what to say.”

	“You’ve earned it,” Max responded, closing the door on their way out. “I only hope you’ll be happier here than the previous occupants were.”
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	A few months after acquiring the cottage, he purchased a sleek MG TF roadster in elegant cream. It wasn’t as impressive as Max’s phallic symbol on wheels, but it had style without being too flashy. In summer, he enjoyed zipping along country lanes with the top down, allowing the breeze to blast his face. It made him feel alive.

	Paul managed to keep away from Max’s parties for a while, despite the invitations. He indulged in rare moments to let off research steam, but work consumed much of his time. 

	The new project Max had assigned would run for two years, and he hit the halfway point when the mid-fifties approached. Numerous other research projects ran parallel, and it was common to discuss them within The Establishment, although not externally due to the non-disclosure agreements. Paul emerged one day with a splattered lab coat.

	“Is that…vomit?” Albert said.

	Paul stripped off the coat, dumping it in the laundry container.

	“The hazards of applying resonant frequencies to humans is that eventually, you find one that causes contractions of the stomach muscles.”

	“You’re on human studies now?”

	Paul grabbed a clean lab coat, sliding it on and fastening it.

	“We finished animal studies a month ago. It concluded with the resonant frequency for cardiac arrest in rats. It’ll be interesting to see the effects of resonant frequencies on cognitive processes in human studies.”

	Albert stretched a pair of rubber gloves on, and reached for some safety goggles.

	“How was the LSD I gave you?” he said, lowering his voice. “Did you have any Hoffman-style trippy bike rides?”

	“Well, let’s put it this way, I wasn’t able to ride the bike.”

	They bounced their eyebrows at each other, then Paul took a more serious tone.

	“It’s powerful stuff, like opening a door in brain chemistry, or removing a filter.”

	Albert adjusted his safety goggles.

	“In a nutshell, that’s my conjecture too. Either it’s our imagination on overdrive, or the substance opens a portal to another state of consciousness.”

	When not experimenting with hallucinogens, Paul listened to the Bakelite radio every evening. It was an art deco beauty in teak with two dials, and his only real contact with the world outside of The Establishment. On the night of the 19th of April 1955, Paul tuned into a memorable broadcast.

	“The eminent scientist and originator of the theory of relativity, Albert Einstein, died yesterday in hospital in Princeton, New Jersey, aged 76. He was admitted to hospital three days ago, suffering with an internal complaint, but he refused surgery for a ruptured artery. In 1940, he became a US citizen after leaving Germany during the early years of the war. In a statement just released, US President Dwight Eisenhower paid tribute to the visionary and respected scientist.”

	The broadcast cut to the voice of the president.

	“’No other man contributed so much to the vast expansion of twentieth century knowledge. Yet, no other man was more modest in the possession of the power that is knowledge, more certain that power without wisdom is deadly. To all who live in the nuclear age, Albert Einstein exemplified the mighty creative ability of the individual in a free society.’”

	Paul laid his pen on his desk, granting Einstein a minute’s silence while he gazed at the framed photograph. Eventually, he spoke.

	“I guess your Unified Field Theory will remain incomplete. However, I commend you for your contribution to the world. I only wish I could hold a candle to your achievements.”

	Once the resonant frequencies project ended, Max summoned Paul to his office.

	“We’re aware that the Soviets used mind control techniques on US prisoners of war in Korea. While we’re already concluding an investigation into LSD to alter brain function, and another into the use of sensory deprivation, the committee would like to continue the theme of influencing cognitive states. I’d like you to use your knowledge of resonant frequencies to try and induce psychic powers.”

	“Psychic powers?”

	Max reclined in his chair, reaching for the customary cigar tin.

	“Extra-sensory perception.” He lit a cigar and savoured the first inhalation. “I think you’ll like this project. No vomiting, I promise.”

	Paul nodded his acceptance, wondering what kind of path The Establishment required him to blaze. It had followed a linear track from the search for a living field, to resonant frequencies, and now ESP. The war machine did indeed push the frontiers of research.

	He spent a lot of time typing reports in his office with the radio on in the background, which enabled him to develop a new interest. On October 4th, 1957, the Soviets launched Sputnik 1. It was the first ever man-made satellite to go into orbit, with a mission to study the Earth’s atmosphere. Completing an orbit of the Earth in around ninety-six minutes, it emitted a fast beep, beep, beep sound, transmitted at twenty megahertz. Paul tuned into the beeps numerous times, until Sputnik’s battery died after twenty-two days. It revitalised his interest in the cosmos, and he realised that humans would probably journey into space during his lifetime. 

	When the decade of the fifties neared its close, Paul reached a point of consolidation. Despite the fact he’d performed countless experiments on his subjects throughout the last decade, one particular volunteer changed everything one fateful day.
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	An array of technical equipment sat on the teak lab benches, laid out like a scientific buffet. Paul performed all necessary checks on auto pilot, wondering who’d walk through the door that day. He switched on the oscillator which generated the resonance, glancing over at the EEG used for monitoring brain waves, and the ECG which measured heart rate.

	A young female student entered the lab, pushing her long dark hair behind her ears. She was slim, wearing shabby clothes and shoes that had perhaps been handed down. Her eyes drifted towards the equipment laid out on the bench, and she flinched when she saw the chair parked next to the EEG. 

	“Come in and make yourself comfortable,” Paul said, gesturing to the chair.

	She paused and wandered over, fumbling as she placed her leather satchel on the floor. The teak lab chair creaked when she sat down and once more, she pushed her hair behind her ears.

	Paul picked up a piece of paper and read her details, looking up briefly to observe his subject.

	“Don’t worry,” he said, “you’re in good hands. We look after all our volunteers.”

	She frowned.

	“How long will this take, and will it hurt?” she asked, revealing a trace of an accent.

	“About twenty minutes and no, it won’t hurt. You might feel a little uncomfortable emotionally because of the nature of this research.”

	 While Paul began to attach the electrodes, she fidgeted, but didn’t resist. Once he’d finished, he glanced at her details once more.

	“Okay, Miss Stravinsky, I’m going to activate the resonance in a moment. Some people are sensitive to its effects, while others feel very little change in their awareness. I’ll be documenting your physical responses, and asking what you experience at regular intervals. Do you understand?”

	She nodded and Paul shuffled closer to her on his stool, looking deep into her eyes. He studied them for a moment, checked the monitoring equipment, and pressed a button on his tape recorder.

	“Pupils are contracted. Subject’s heart rate is within normal bounds, and brain wave activity is stable.”  He reached over and turned a dial on his equipment. “Field is activated and electrodes are placed strategically to stimulate targeted areas of the brain.”

	He made a few final checks of his equipment.

	“Tell me what you can see in your mind’s eye,” he said, voice calm and controlled. 

	Her bottom lip quivered. Paul looked at his equipment again.

	“Heart rate is elevated, a hundred beats per minute. Brain wave activity has become erratic.” He peered into her eyes, and took hold of her hand. “Pupils are dilated, and skin is clammy to the touch.”

	Her eyes widened, and her breathing became shallow. She gripped Paul’s hand and leaned forward.

	“What is this…torture?” she asked, peering into his eyes this time.

	Their gaze met, but it wasn’t intimate. Her pupils had dilated like she’d ingested a hallucinogenic drug. He leaned forward.

	“Tell me what you can see,” he said, voice not wavering.

	“They keep secrets from you,” she said, eyes still focused on him. “If only you could see the atrocities they commit in the name of progress.”

	Paul lowered his gaze, then glanced over at his equipment. 

	“H-heart rate climbing to a hundred and twenty beats per minute. Brain wave activity is…intensifying.”

	Miss Stravinsky’s face was so close to his that her shallow breaths became puffs of wind against his skin. A bead of sweat trickled down her right temple.

	“You’re being manipulated…like a puppet on strings. I can’t see the master, but he’s a magician with great charisma. He can destroy you, those you care about, and everyone around him.”

	Paul drew away, maintaining some distance between him and his subject. Nausea brewed in the pit of his stomach. As crazy as those words sounded, they had a ring of truth. He switched off the tape recorder but Miss Stravinsky grabbed his wrist, her fingers digging into his skin.

	“You’re in bed with the devil, I tell you. Don’t say you weren’t warned… They are in league with Satan.”

	Paul’s monitoring equipment became erratic, scrawling peaks and troughs on both her heart rate and brain wave activity. She began to spasm in the chair, her body contorting and twitching. Paul prised his eyes from the monitoring equipment, unable to comprehend what was happening. This had never occurred before and his stomach clenched, the taste of bile rising in his throat. She smelled of fear. His subject progressed into a full-blown seizure, and Paul snapped into action, switching off the oscillator.

	“I need some help here!” he called out.

	To calm and reassure her, he placed a hand on her arm, but she snatched it away and screamed. Two lab technicians came running as she slid out of the chair, her eyes rolling back in their sockets. Paul froze while she writhed on the floor, jaw locked in a grimace, body convulsing in erratic jerks. One technician cleared a space, and the other dragged the first aid trolley from the corner of the room.

	Her body ceased to convulse and became floppy. 

	“She’s stopped breathing,” one said. After checking for a pulse on her neck, he added, “I’ve got nothing here.”

	Paul’s fingernails dug into his palms. A technician performed chest compressions and gave recovery breaths, the other charged the defibrillator. Paul closed his eyes when he heard the word ‘clear’, ignorant to her body arching in response to the electric current. The technicians checked her again.

	“Nothing. She’s been gone three minutes now,” the other said.

	Their words seemed to extrude down a tunnel, becoming more distant and distorted. No one had ever got close to death in his research. His subjects had always been screened carefully, hadn’t they?

	Miss Stravinsky lay still on the floor, her limbs at awkward angles.

	“I think she’s gone,” the first technician said. “She’s just not responding. I’ve still got nothing.”

	Paul slumped onto his stool, running his hands through his hair, finding it wet with sweat. The technicians removed the electrodes, placed Miss Stravinsky’s body onto a stretcher, and removed her from the scene. He wondered what she’d seen in her final moments, and her warning left a nasty taste in the back of his throat. Who were ‘they,’ and more importantly, who was the ‘master’?
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	Paul suspended research as a mark of respect. Max expressed his displeasure, insisting two days was sufficient to leave the project pending, otherwise it would fall behind schedule. In that period of limbo, Paul sat at his desk, office door shut and curtains closed. A small lamp threw out minimal illumination. He gazed at his deceased fiancée’s photograph in its silver frame, then at the picture of Einstein. When he eventually emerged from his office, Albert took him to one side.

	“We’re all worried about you.”

	They sat in a corner of the communal living room, which was quiet with all technicians busy in the lab.

	“Words can’t describe how disgusted I feel,” Paul said, staring at the folds in his trousers. “I’ve never caused anyone’s death. My appetite is almost non-existent, and I can’t sleep.”

	“You need a cup of tea,” Albert said, moving over to the urn, where he siphoned some into a cup.

	Paul sipped it in a half-hearted manner and continued.

	“It’s almost as if I’ve spent the last decade of my life on some sort of fairground ride. In the beginning, I knew the risks I was taking, but it was exhilarating despite the apprehension. I committed myself to the ride, closed my eyes and gritted my teeth. I surrendered control to the twists and turns, the climbs and dips. At no point did I consider getting off, or it ever ending. But now, as the ride is beginning to slow down, I’m left wondering what the hell has happened, and what I’ve become.”

	Albert linked his fingers together, resting them against his chin.

	“It sounds like you’ve experienced a moral crisis, but it wasn’t your fault.”

	Paul rested one elbow on the arm of his chair, and propped up his chin.

	“People have become commodities in my quest for breaking boundaries. It’s like I lost my conscience, until now. I’ve digressed so far from my original objectives, which were purely philosophical.”

	Max appeared, leaning against the door frame. He indicated Albert should leave, and Paul put his tea aside.

	“We need to proceed with the study in a few days,” Max said. “The board is becoming impatient.”

	Paul didn’t respond, and tapped the arm of the chair with his fingers. Max’s chin dropped to his chest, then he changed tactics.

	“Come down to the stables in the morning, and join me for a ride,” he said. “We can discuss the problem further.”

	But Paul didn’t want to discuss the matter. He just wanted to quit.

	787878

	After saddling the horses at the stables close to his house, Max led them both into the local woods. The trees were a blaze of ochre and orange, ready to shed their leaves, and the sun’s cool rays peeked through the gaps in the foliage, creating an ambient glow. They rode in silence, Paul more pensive than usual. Max stopped on the brow of a ridge, where they viewed the Surrey countryside in reflection.
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