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PART ONE: OUTER SPACE

WRITER’S BLOCK


Until a freak rupture in time and space opened in his work cubicle, Ralph Jeremiah Johnson Token, better known as ‘RJJ’, was an unremarkable man living an unremarkable forty-six-year-long life. He was so unremarkable, nobody noticed his efforts to solicit a reaction to rebellious behaviour. They didn’t comment if he wore a shockingly bright tie or if he wore his grey suit instead of the company’s regulation navy blue. Once, he parted his hair on the opposite side, and nobody said a word!

RJJ lived a quiet life in a small cottage in the suburbs with his tidy, well-organised vegetable garden and cat, Noodle. In his spare time, he brewed brown ale in his garage. He was a man of simple pleasures. One of his favourite pastimes was sitting down. He made a point of sitting down in as many different places as he could find to appreciate the stillness, solitude and wonder that existed in all life’s moments, a notion lost on busy people, always rushing this way and that.


In many ways, RJJ felt like a hobbit, as described in his favourite book, The Lord of the Rings. Aside from the peculiar resemblance between names, RJJ felt a keen kinship with the author of that legendary tome and had read it cover to cover nineteen times. He marvelled at the depth of the work, the breadth of the story, and the thought that had gone into every detail. Sometimes, while sitting, he would fan the pages through his fingers and repeatedly mutter, “Extraordinary… how did he do it?”


RJJ addressed the hefty black cat on his lap. “What would Mr Tolkien say if he could see how popular he is today?”

Noodle licked his paw and began the laborious task of washing one side of his face.

“I wish I could write a book as wonderful.” He scratched Noodle behind the ears. “Ah well, we can’t all be like Mr Tolkien.”

Apart from Noodle, work was the chief task in RJJ’s life. He was a records clerk for a waste management company nobody would admit to knowing by name. The company kept meticulous records, so RJJ was never short of work. RJJ had been with the company since he had left school. Waste management record-keeping now differed from the first day he had arrived, a fresh-faced young man with a starched white shirt and armed with his own clipboard. Everything was electronic and digital, and RJJ liked it that way. Computers were efficient, easy to use, and better than antiquated paper systems.

RJJ had finished filing the week’s solid waste delivery reports to the online cloud storage server when the brief rupture in space-time occurred. At first RJJ thought he had passed out, but he hadn’t taken a trip to the dusky realm of his subconscious mind. He was aware, blind, paralysed, and tumbling through a void, listening to an odd sound reminiscent of a popping champagne cork, played hundreds of times slower than normal.

After a second, which felt like an eternity, his senses returned in a flood of colour and sound. In the blink of an eye, RJJ found himself crashing bottom first onto a cobblestone pavement. He patted himself down. Everything appeared to be in the right place. He took his pulse and placed his palm on his brow. He wasn’t hotter or colder than normal.

RJJ said the first word that seemed appropriate for his first journey through space-time. “ARRRGGGHHH!”

Scrambling to his feet, his reflection in a barber’s shop window greeted him. He looked like he had used a helicopter’s downdraught for a hairdryer. His once carefully combed hair resembled a mop, his tie was backwards over his shoulder, and there were several buttons missing from his shirt.

RJJ repeated his earlier sentiment. Beyond the glass, the barber, dressed in a crisp, starched apron and a pinstripe shirt, shook his fist, scissors pointed like a dagger. RJJ shuffled off on jelly legs, disoriented, desperate to decipher what had happened and where he had appeared. He stumbled into a lamppost and discovered what a tree felt like when felled.

His sense of panic evaporated when the purple spots clouding his vision disappeared. Breathing deeply, he regained his composure. He was on a city street both strange and familiar. After a moment he recognised London. The air was cleaner, lacking the pervasive hint of pollution he noticed as he stepped from his air-conditioned office onto the street. It was also quiet, not like a holiday weekend, but like someone had turned the volume down. RJJ pinched his nostrils between his thumb and forefinger, swallowed, and his ears popped. They weren’t blocked. This wasn’t the soundtrack that belonged to his London.

There wasn’t a modern vehicle in sight, only a loosely formed parade of classic London taxis, in shades of black, blue, red and green, punctuated by an occasional bright red double-decker bus. The skyline was also different, missing The London Eye, the shiny gherkin-shaped building, and other superstructures.

“What the…” RJJ’s jaw remained open. He looked in every direction. People wore dated attire, the men in checked shirts, cardigans, or suits and hats. Women wore tailored dresses with full skirts below the knee, and a group of young men gathered around a motorcycle wore black leather jackets, white T-shirts and blue jeans.

RJJ slapped himself with reasonable force. The sting subsided after a moment, but London remained the same. He gasped. “Time travel?”

He pulled his smartphone from his pocket. The display showed the same date and time as the moment the unknown phenomenon had whisked him away, and the network icon flashed to show there wasn’t a cell signal anywhere within range. He counted to sixty, but the next minute didn’t click over on the phone’s display. It remained locked on the time of his departure.

Straightening his tie, RJJ stepped up to the first person he met, a man wearing a duck egg blue suit with hair slicked into style with Brylcreem.

He cleared his throat. “Excuse me, I’m feeling a little disoriented. Would you mind telling me the date?”

The man raised his palm and kept walking. “Get lost, nosebleed.”


RJJ wiped his nostrils. There was no blood. He asked several other people the same question and received similar responses. Down the street he found a newsstand, a wooden lean-to with newspapers, comic books, and magazines stacked, racked and pinned to every available surface. He reached for the nearest newspaper, a fat edition of News of the World, printed in black and white. The date below the banner read: 20th November 1954.


RJJ scratched his chin. “1954? Why have I gone back to 1954?”

“Oi!” said the vendor, a balding, portly man with a hooked nose. “Ere, you gonna pay for that?”

RJJ patted his pockets. “Ah… how much is it?”

The vendor held out his hand. “Thruppence, guv.”

“Credit card?”

The vendor’s lip curled. “Are you ‘aving a laugh?”

Without thinking, and clutching the newspaper tightly, RJJ took off as fast as his spindly legs could race one another. The vendor shouted after him, “Loser! Nosebleed!” and an assortment of other insults. Fear carried RJJ further than he had ever run before. He ran and ran until his legs wouldn’t run anymore. He slumped, panting, against a lamppost. With a slow moan, he slid to the pavement, as if too drunk to hold himself up, with his head between his knees. After a minute he raised his head. Nobody paid him the slightest attention. He was invisible, or people were politely ignoring him. RJJ swallowed hard.

“Bloody hell!” Even a man talking to himself didn’t attract the smallest of glances. “The world’s most unremarkable man suffers an extraordinary fate, and nobody blinks an eye!”

Nobody blinked an eye.

Shaking from head to toe, RJJ stood, with fists clenched and shoulders knotted into rocks, and yelled to the heavens. “And in a suit over half a century out of style!”

The cars continued to drive by, and people continued to walk past him without saying a word.

He sighed and dusted himself off. “Get yourself together, RJJ. You’ve looked after yourself, alone, for many years, so now you’ll have to do it again in days gone by. The first order of business is…”

RJJ drew a deep breath. “1954!” He stood dead still for five minutes. “I have my clothes, my smartphone, and my wallet. If they came back, it stands to reason that when I return, I’ll take whatever I have on my person at the time. This isn’t a disaster. I’m the luckiest man alive! Imagine having a first edition on my bookshelf… and even better… imagine if I could get Mr Tolkien himself to sign it for me.” He cleared his throat, straightened his tie, and ran his fingers through his hair. “There’s no time to lose!”

Across the street, a small boy sat in a trolley, chewing gum. RJJ expected the worst as he approached. “Excuse me, could you point me in the direction of the nearest bookshop?”

The boy stared back, chewing his bright pink bubble gum with his mouth open, before pointing down the street. The boy’s directions weren’t as accurate as Google Maps, but RJJ found the bookshop after a few minutes. It had the intoxicating fragrance of paper, ink and leather. People lingered in the aisles, leafing through books, scrutinising dust jackets, and absorbing words printed on paper. RJJ found the science fiction and fantasy section. He checked the entire shelf. The book he sought wasn’t there. He marched to the general fiction section and did the same. It wasn’t there either. He scoured the shelves from one end to the other. There wasn’t a copy anywhere.


He approached the storekeeper, a skinny man with a bow tie and round black-rimmed glasses. “Excuse me? Do you have a copy of The Fellowship of the Ring? Or have you sold out?”


“The fellows of what?”


“The Fellowship of the Ring.”


The young man frowned, scratched his head and stared distantly at nowhere. “No… can’t say I’ve ever heard of that one. Is it old?”


“No, been out a few months… by JRR Tolkien, you know, the author of The Hobbit?”


The storekeeper smiled awkwardly and shook his head.


RJJ searched three more bookshops from ceiling to floor. The Fellowship of the Ring and The Hobbit were missing. Nobody had heard of the books or Mr Tolkien, as if they had never existed. RJJ clenched a fist to his chin, determined to get to the bottom of the matter, but first he needed a meal and a roof over his head. All the time travel, running, and scouring of bookshops had made his stomach grumble.


With only a useless credit card in his wallet, he needed cash to survive. Thankfully, London had as many pawnbrokers in 1954 as it did in RJJ’s time. To the sound of a tinkling bell, he entered the first shop he could find.

“Allo, Sir, come right in. Simes is my name, ‘arold Simes.”

Harold Simes, as well as having the inability to sound the letter H, was a beefy man with red cheeks. He extended his hand, and judging by the sheen of hair oil on his palm, his comb-over needed constant maintenance.

RJJ accepted the handshake so he didn’t appear rude. “Ralph Token, but please, call me RJJ.”

“Oh no, Mr Token, that wouldn’t be proper. Now, what business brings you to my establishment?”

RJJ produced his smartphone from his pocket. It had little power remaining, as the battery had depleted from looking for a network that wasn’t there. He pressed the home button, and the screen lit up, as did Harold Simes’s eyes. “It’s a code-breaking machine the Germans were developing during the war. I didn’t want to sell it, but my mother is ill, and I don’t have the money to pay for the medical expenses.”

Harold Simes licked his lips and reached for the smartphone. “Such a little thing, and yet I find I must have it. How much?”

“A-a thousand pounds?”

Harold Simes laughed, then abruptly stopped. “Do I look like the Queen? A fiver and I’m doing you a favour.”

RJJ tapped his PIN and unlocked the home screen. “Ten, and I’ll tell you the passcode.” The Android icons reflected in Harold Simes’s eyes, and sweat glistened on his brow.

Simes wiped his palms on his shirt. “I do believe, Mr Token, that it’s my birthday.” Unable to take his eyes away from the glowing screen, Simes produced two crisp five-pound notes from his pocket.


RJJ stuffed them into his own pocket but held onto the smartphone tightly. He had a sudden bout of doubt. Selling technology that didn’t exist yet could alter the future. There could be paradoxes, confusion and mayhem. Then his stomach protested loudly, and he let the phone go. It wasn’t like he had stepped on a butterfly, not that he was aware of anyway. How did he know this man wasn’t to be the inventor of the smartphone or the founder of the first company to build one? In Doctor Who, the examination of these conundrums was a weekly event.


Conscience appeased, RJJ filled his stomach with fish and chips, wrapped in newspaper, smothered in salt, drenched in vinegar, and topped off with a large brown pickled onion. Once he had wiped his fingers clean, he worked his way through his stolen newspaper until he found the ‘Rooms for Rent’ advertisements. One was available a short walk away. Feeling tired enough to sleep in a bus shelter, he crossed his fingers and made his way to the address listed.

A woman in her early fifties answered the door, wearing an apron over a blue dress with little yellow flowers. She had a kind, round, wrinkled face that reminded RJJ of his mother. It occurred to him his mother was currently seven years old. Pressure swelled in his temples.

“Ah, hello, I’d like to enquire about the room for rent?”

The woman wiped her hands on her apron and extended one. “Mrs Nora Appleby.”

RJJ accepted the handshake. “Ralph Token, but please call me RJJ. Everyone else does.”

“Oh no, Mr Token. That wouldn’t be proper.”

Mrs Appleby proved to be as kind as her face promised, and RJJ immediately felt settled. The following day, he embarked on his quest to find the missing books, and there was no better person to ask than Mr Tolkien himself. So RJJ boarded a train to Oxford and spent the entire journey pondering the magnificent opportunity to meet his hero at the height of his powers.

A pleasant walk from the train station helped to settle RJJ’s nerves. Soon, number twenty Northmoor Road came into view: a boxy brown two-storey cottage with a delightful garden not dissimilar to his own. He straightened his jacket, took a deep breath, and knocked on the door. From inside, a man groaned and cursed, and heavy footsteps plodded to the door before it opened with a rattle and a squeak.

An unshaven man wearing a stained singlet and smelling of stale alcohol stood blinking in the sunlight. “Yeah? What is it?”

RJJ cleared his throat. He had seen many photographs of Mr Tolkien, but this man didn’t bear the slightest resemblance. “I’m looking for Mr Tolkien. Is he at home?”

“No.”

“Are you his butler? Can I make an appointment to see him?”

“No. And no.”

“May I ask why?”

The man sniffed. “Because whoever this Mr Tolkien is, he doesn’t live here.” He spoke with a Cockney accent but said every word slowly, as if to appear educated.

Nerves took hold, and RJJ stammered. “But this is his house.”

“You’re mistaken.” The man raised his hand to push the door closed.

RJJ stopped it with his foot. “I’m certain. I looked it up on Google. This is Mr Tolkien’s house, and I must see him!”

“You’re testing my patience.” The man stepped out onto the porch, forcing RJJ to retreat down the steps. “We appear to have a problem with our respective perceptions of reality. In my world, I live here, which is why I answered the front door. Allow me to elaborate…” He balled his hand slowly into a fist. “Now, shall we continue this philosophical debate, or would you like to piss off?”

“I’m… sorry.”

RJJ backed away as the door slammed in his face. Heart beating fast and shaking from the encounter, he hurried off. Mr Tolkien had to be living at a different address. One fact remained certain: Mr Tolkien was a professor and worked at Oxford University.

He caught a bus that deposited him at the campus, with its church-like spires and stately halls. RJJ had passed the university before but had never been inside. It was timeless, a golden palace where kings and princes studied, a fitting place for Mr Tolkien to dream up characters like Aragorn, son of Arathorn, heir of Isildur.

Everywhere he looked, there was inspiration for Middle Earth in abundance: immaculately tended lawns and hedges as green as The Shire. Tall doors closed with the deep echo of the Black Gate. And solitary bulbs lighting hallways conjured visions of the sun fighting to break through the fume-oppressed skies of Mordor. RJJ gasped at every new sight, and everywhere, mingling and conversing, were wise, intelligent, smooth-faced people wearing piped blazers, seemingly untouched by the markings of age. Elves.

Eventually, he found the Department of Philology. He held his breath as he traversed the halls. He entered the reception, where a young woman worked a typewriter in a frenzy of click-clacking. She looked like she belonged on a postcard; immaculately groomed, her sapphire-blue dress without a crease.

She gave RJJ the briefest glance as she continued typing. “May I help you?”

“I don’t have an appointment, but I was hoping I could see Professor Tolkien, only for a few minutes. I promise I won’t take up much of his time.” RJJ forced his face to smile.

“Are you sure you have the right department?”

RJJ’s smile vanished. “This is the Philology Department, isn’t it?”

“That’s what the sign says, but we have no Professor Tolkien here.”

RJJ swallowed hard. In this version of 1954, Mr Tolkien didn’t exist, not as a professor at Oxford University and not as an author. A cold sweat broke across his brow. “Good heavens! This is terrible! A tragedy!”

The secretary lit a cigarette, took a long drag, and blew a thin column of smoke from her lips. She rested her elbow on the desk, cigarette held delicately between her fingers, the filter now wearing an impression of her candy-apple lipstick. “Does he work in a different department or at another university?”

RJJ spoke loud enough for the secretary to recoil with wide eyes. “No! You don’t understand. If he’s not here, he doesn’t exist, and if he doesn’t exist, then neither shall his books.”

“Sir, there’s no need to raise your voice.” She drew on her cigarette and stubbed it out in a glass ashtray.

RJJ calmed himself. “Miss, do you go to church?”

She raised her left hand so her diamond solitaire caught the light. It was a beautiful ring. “Mrs. And yes.”


“Then ask yourself how different the world would be if no one had ever written that book. Where I come from, The Lord of the Rings is arguably as popular. It must exist!”


The secretary asked him to leave, and he did, after he had apologised for his outburst. Whatever had happened to Mr Tolkien wasn’t her fault.

The following day, RJJ caught a bus across the Thames to Kew to visit The National Archives. Mr Tolkien, he recalled, had served in the First World War. All he needed was a thread to follow, and with luck, Mr Tolkien would have that thread tied to his toe. After many hours searching through books, folders and boxes covered with enough dust to make RJJ sneeze harder than when he had hay fever, he stumbled on a report about the Somme offensive. Mr Tolkien had disappeared without trace after an exchange of mortar fire. No one found his remains.

SIR OR MADAM,

I regret to have to inform you that a report has been received from the War Office to the effect that

(No.) WO 339

(Rank) Lt

(Name) Tolkien, JRR

(Regiment) 11th Lancashire Fusiliers

was posted as “missing” on the 22-07-1916.

The report that he is missing does not necessarily mean that he has been killed, as he may be a prisoner of war or temporarily separated from his regiment.

RJJ’s breath caught in his throat as he read, and he wept. On the bus ride back, he had to bite his tongue to keep his grief at bay. It was a mild day for autumn, but he shivered so much his teeth chattered, not stopping until he reached the sanctuary of Mrs Appleby’s house. He crept through the door, not feeling like talking to her until he could gather his thoughts.

She was rattling around in the kitchen, preparing some culinary delight, and called out to him. “Mr Token? Is that you?”

RJJ opened his mouth to answer and closed it again. Seeking solitude, he crept to the basement, slipping off his shoes to tiptoe down the stairs without a creak. At the bottom, he drew a deep breath and let it out again. The basement was cosy, with thick rugs on the wooden floor, a wood burner, and an old oak desk, lovingly restored, with a matching chair.

On the desk, under a cloth cover, was a typewriter. RJJ’s eyes widened as he removed the cover. It was an Olympia, in pristine condition, with a matte sage-green body, chrome highlights, and sturdy black keys. RJJ sat and rested his fingertips on the keys, which were cool to the touch, unlike his computer keyboard at home.

“Home…”

Who was feeding Noodle while he was away? He pictured his solitary companion, black and white, fearsomely strong for a domestic cat but gentle as a stuffed toy. He held onto the hope that whatever force had pulled him back in time would snap back like a rubber band and send him home.

“The same phenomenon could have happened to Mr Tolkien in that awful trench. He could also be alive and lost somewhere in time.”


He cranked the carriage return lever, and the typewriter’s bell sounded a crisp ping.


“Then I’ll have to do my best to heal the timeline! That’s what Doctor Who would do!”

RJJ leapt from the chair and dashed upstairs to the kitchen, where Mrs Appleby was breaking eggs into a bowl for apple crumble and custard.

RJJ was breathless with excitement. “Mrs Appleby?”

“Yes, Mr Token?”

“Can I use your typewriter?”

Mrs Appleby rested her whisk on the bench and wiped her hands on a towel. “May I ask why?”

RJJ composed himself and stood tall. “Because… because… I am a writer.”

“A writer… my word! Well now, bless me! That typewriter belonged to my late husband. He dreamed of becoming a writer one day. He… never got around to it. He said he had writer’s block, whatever that is, but he would approve, Mr Token, so by all means, go ahead.”

RJJ couldn’t finish his dinner fast enough. Mrs Appleby offered him seconds, as she always did, but he politely refused. The basement beckoned, and he hurried to answer its call. He examined the oak chair with its high curved armrests and faded upholstery. The leather pads had once been brown or red, but now they had faded to a dull shade of tan. The brass pins remained shiny where someone’s shuffling bottom had buffed the discolouration away. He would have to get used to spending time in this chair, sitting in one place for many hours, while he rewrote Mr Tolkien’s masterpiece as well as he could remember it.

He held a resolute fist to his chest. “If I write Mr Tolkien’s book for him, surely the future will have to correct itself.”

He rolled his shoulders, loaded a pristine sheet of paper, and turned the platen knob until it spooled into position. At least the opening pages of the manuscript would be easy. All he had to type was the title and a by-line. He held down the shift key and gave the letter ‘T’ key a firm press. On the page, the printed letter had the faint look of a watermark. He pressed harder, stabbing the ‘T’ in the hope a little more force would help it to manifest on the page. No matter how hard he slammed a key, all that appeared were small indentations in the paper. RJJ opened the top casing and ran the ink ribbon through his fingers. It was parchment dry. He hung his head.

The next morning, RJJ stood at a stationery shop, waiting for the storeman to open for business. Behind the glass, the storeman frowned at the sight of the early customer. He finished his mug of tea and rubbed the sleep from his eyes before he unlocked the door.

As soon as a crack appeared, RJJ placed his order. “Listen, my good man, I need 9250 sheets of paper and enough typewriter ribbons for 481,103 words.”

The storeman’s face contorted at the peculiar request. “Good morning to you too, Sir.” He shambled to the counter. Placing his hands at either end, he took ownership. “Would you mind repeating that, Sir?”

RJJ drummed his fingers on the countertop. “9250 sheets of paper and enough typewriter ribbons for 481,103 words. I looked it up on Google, and being a records clerk, I have an excellent memory for numbers. Now, can you fill my order?”

“You’re a strange man, Sir, but with an order like that, I can go home early today.”

The stationery delivery man arrived later that morning with RJJ’s order. RJJ changed the ribbon and loaded a fresh sheet into the typewriter. He readied his hands above the keys, poised to type, and there they stayed as if frozen in time.


Two days passed without RJJ typing a single word. How could he write so many words? As hard as he tried, he couldn’t recall the first line of The Lord of the Rings. If only he could remember words as well as he remembered the codes of waste delivery reports. With his forehead planted in his palm, he faced the reality that this was the curse known as ‘writer’s block’.


He shook his fist at the heavens. “Curse you, writer’s block!”

He stood and walked laps of the basement, counting seventeen before he stopped at the wood burner. There, on the top of the wood basket, was a near-enough-to-square chunk of willow.

RJJ seized the wood with both hands. “Hah! I shall nullify you, writer’s block, by personifying you. You shall be my ‘precious’ and sit atop my manuscript, where you will guard it against… the draught coming from the window… or I shall burn you in the fires of…”

He checked the brand of the wood burner. It was a Parker Knoll, and not as intimidating as Mount Doom in Mordor, but the threat would have to suffice. He rested his newly dubbed writer’s block on the desk beside the typewriter and set about writing Mr Tolkien’s book. The words came to him, and he wrote them down.

The Lord of the Rings

By JRR Tolkien

A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away there was a hobbit who lived in a hole, not a nasty hole filled with worms, as when you’re digging in your vegetable garden, but a comfortable hole, although not as grand as a hotel, and it didn’t have any modern conveniences, like a dishwasher or an electric oven, but it was comfortable nonetheless, and the roof didn’t leak, despite the fact it was underground.

RJJ frowned at the page. “That’s an awfully long sentence.”

He reached for the backspace key, which the typewriter manufacturer had neglected to install. He looked at the mountain of paper, nineteen reams stacked one on top of the other, a metre high, and he needed to fill every sheet with words. He reread his opening sentence. “I suppose it’ll have to do.”

He returned to the painful process of pounding the keys. By the end of the day his fingertips were sore and red. While he nursed a hot mug of tea between his aching hands, he longed for the soft touch of a computer keyboard.

“Repetitive strain injury… hah! People don’t know how lucky they are! If we still worked on typewriters, I would have health and safety reports piled high on my desk.” He had taken to chatting to his writer’s block while he worked and looked to it for sympathy, but the block had nothing to say on the matter.

Over the next week, his fingers hardened, along with his resolve to replicate Mr Tolkien’s masterpiece.

“Thomas Edison wasn’t lying about inspiration and perspiration. This is hard work! For all my familiarity with the story, I still have to type it all onto paper, letter by letter!”


As he reviewed the opening pages of the manuscript, in his heart, he couldn’t hope to achieve anything better than an approximation of the fantasy masterpiece. He was recording events in the wrong order, forgetting characters, and he couldn’t remember a word of Elvish. Mr Tolkien had created the beautiful language. RJJ thought his Elvish sounded like the exuberant ramblings of the Swedish chef from The Muppet Show.


“How did he do it without a word processor?”

Word processors dominated his dreams, not rings of power or Orcs. Beautiful, simple word processors, with shortcut commands to cut, paste, and change text on the fly to make editing a breeze. Failing to write coherent sentences or to record the movements of the story in the proper order meant starting the page again. It was a nightmare!

The next morning, RJJ reviewed a single page, shaking his head as he read every sentence. He found a bottle of paste in the desk drawer and a pair of scissors, and fifteen minutes later, he had deconstructed the page into fettuccine-like strips.

He pumped his fist in the air. “Hah! Who needs a word processor?”

With vigorous snipping, the paper ribbons became shorter. He arranged and rearranged them until he was happy. Then he glued each one in the proper order to a fresh sheet of paper. RJJ nodded to himself as he read the newly formed page. It was better, even though it looked like a ransom note from a verbose kidnapper. Overhead, Mrs Appleby banged a wooden spoon on a pot to signal dinner was ready. RJJ looked at his solitary page. The word collage had taken him a whole day.

By the end of the week there were more sheets of paper screwed up in the wastepaper basket, strewn across the floor, or tossed into the fire than there were under his writer’s block. The block guarded five pages and looked bored with the task. RJJ had managed to write the important exposition, details of the party, and gossiping hobbits and had introduced the key players: Bilbo, Frodo, and Gandalf.

“At this rate, I’ll be an old man before I finish.”

The block said nothing.

More paper, typewriter ribbons, wood and coal for the burner, and board payments soon ate up RJJ’s money. He asked Mrs Appleby for an extension.

“You’re a fine lodger, Mr Token, but I’m not a bank.”

RJJ phoned to make an appointment with a publisher, bundled up the manuscript, and took the long, nervous walk towards judgement.


Who was Mr Tolkien’s publisher, anyway? RJJ wondered as he wandered. No doubt many publishing houses had printed The Lord of the Rings.


Max Baxter, of Baxter and Dobson Books, greeted RJJ with a broad smile. He smiled and smiled and never stopped, not even when he was talking, as if his face were permanently stretched into a single expression. RJJ focused on the smile, so he didn’t have to look at the torn-off pieces of tissue dotted across Max Baxter’s jaw where he had cut himself shaving. RJJ concluded Baxter and Dobson Books must be successful, though, because Max wore a silk suit and had gold fillings in his teeth.

Max Baxter extended his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr Tolkien.”

Guilt manifested itself as a lump in RJJ’s throat. He was a charlatan masquerading as his hero, but to repair the timeline, he had to do what was necessary. He accepted Max’s firm grip. “Please, call me JRR.”

“Oh no, Mr Tolkien, that wouldn’t be proper. Now, please describe your book…”

RJJ took a deep breath.

“… in one sentence.”

“Uh… um… one sentence? Well, it’s a book about hobbits and kings…”

“Eh? What? Hobbies and things? Is it a craft book, Mr Tolkien?”

“No, no. It’s an important book. Please… I’ll need more than a sentence.”

Max Baxter checked his shiny round, golden pocket watch and nodded once. After RJJ had explained the story, Max Baxter asked to see the manuscript. He opened the bundle of pages to the middle and read. He finished the page and turned to the next. RJJ wiped his sweaty palms on his trousers, in slow motion, so as not to distract his hopeful publisher. Max Baxter turned to the next page and continued reading.

He spoke at last. “Promising material. If you can write to a schedule, we’ll arrange an advance on a publishing fee.”

Buoyed up, RJJ kept writing and the pages built up beneath his writer’s block. After a month he took the pages and packed them in a box. He thanked his block. The block didn’t answer him, but guarding a manuscript was an important task, not one in which it could indulge in idle chit-chat. The block also needed a face, so he drew two circles for eyes and an upturned arc for a mouth. When he wasn’t in the mood for the block’s perpetual smile, he turned it upside down, and the arc became a thinking hat.

The book flowed from him. Autumn passed into winter, and a chilly draught from the window forced him to work with a blanket over his shoulders, even with the wood burner well stoked. Those cold, dark days inspired him to write about Moria, Shelob, and Mordor. Finally, spring cast off the cold, the grass turned emerald green, and RJJ wrote about The Shire. Summer came and passed, as did the golden grasslands of Rohan, and the words continued to flow.

RJJ was close to finishing. He wrote the passage where Sam Gamgee returns from the Grey Havens to his family.

“Confound it!” RJJ addressed his block. “I can’t remember the last line! What was the last line?”

He dropped his hands into his lap. “I’m sorry, block. You’ve been so good to me. You’ve prevented the draught from blowing the pages away. You’ve protected them from Mrs Appleby’s prying fingers. You’ve helped me to write most of Mr Tolkien’s book. I need you to help me one more time… to remember the last line…”

At that moment, blinding white light engulfed him. He couldn’t move, yet he was floating up into the heavens, to the sound of a champagne cork returning to the bottle, but hundreds of times slower than normal. It was a most peculiar deep, squelching sound.


He blinked to clear his vision and found himself back in his office, staring at his computer screen and a flashing dialogue box which said: Solid Waste Delivery Reports. Upload Complete.


He sat for many minutes, without moving a millimetre. Then he slapped both cheeks firmly to confirm it was safe to stand. His colleagues wished him goodnight, as they always did. He caught the same bus home, with the same people, who never spoke or looked at one another, even though many were more familiar than family. His home was where it had always been and hadn’t changed a bit.

Breathless, RJJ closed his front door behind him. “Noodle! It’s me!”

Noodle mooched to his food bowl, brushing RJJ’s leg on the way, and sat and stared at it with the patience unique to cats. RJJ fed Noodle, then himself, before he slumped into his armchair.

He drew a deep breath. “Well, I’m back.”

Then he remembered how the story ended.

* * *

The Appendices


It took RJJ a week to pick up his copy of The Lord of the Rings. So great was his relief, he collapsed into his armchair when he recognised it was Mr Tolkien’s book and not his version and let out a long sigh.


“He must have also made it home. I hope he had as wonderful an adventure as I did.”

Noodle landed on his lap.

“Is it possible that somewhere, in some other time, Mr Tolkien wrote about his adventures, and now there’s an unpublished manuscript for a new book? How exciting!”

Noodle purred and curled up into a cat ball.

“Providing he didn’t have writer’s block, of course…”

Despite everything returning to normal, RJJ never visited another bookshop. He was afraid of what he would find if he looked in the ‘T’ section of science fiction and fantasy books. He packed his desktop computer into a box and put it in the garage. Then he meticulously dusted and polished his desk. Where the computer had been, he placed an old sage-green Olympia typewriter he had purchased from a charity shop. It had been well used, with faded paint and blackened steel gears discoloured with age. He cleaned it with great care, oiled the gears and loaded a fresh ink ribbon. Beside the typewriter, RJJ placed a rough-sawn, near-enough-to-square block of willow. Pressing the key with familiar ease, he printed the first letter of his own book onto the pristine page. That single letter, one of many to come, marked the first day of his more remarkable life.


BREAKING POINT

Breaking Point is the prequel to the novel Rescue One. It was originally the prologue for Rescue One, but with a separate story and characters, it now stands on its own.

The maiden flight of Descubridor

16th July, Liberation Day


While the stars spiralled around Antonio Baros, he had time to reflect on his mistakes, more than he cared to consider. However, his time was also running out. He rehearsed the opening sentences he had prepared for his acceptance speech. When writing it, he expected to deliver it after receiving the Nobel Prize for Physics.

“Thank you! You are too gracious. I do not deserve and cannot take all the credit. The Faster-Than-Light Discovery Programme was a team effort.”


The words trickled from his mouth in slow succession. Each one was a magnanimous lie to assuage his guilt about how he had handled the project. He couldn’t share the credit or attribute the blame to anyone else. The first faster-than-light ship, Descubridor, was dead in space.


He didn’t know how far he had travelled from Earth. The only fact he could prove was that the experiment had been a failure. Einstein had been right. Faster-than-light travel was impossible. Was the frizzy-haired, bug-eyed German laughing at him from the grave? Antonio felt certain of it.

He clenched his eyes together so tight, purple pinpricks of light dotted his inner lids, as if the stars were reminding him they wouldn’t let him escape.


“My God, what was I thinking? Me cago en todo lo que se menea!”


Antonio habitually broke into his native tongue with heightened emotions. He didn’t often use strong language, but the occasion warranted it. His hands shook, not because it was cold. Not yet. He was afraid. However, the tiny cockpit would soon be freezing if he failed to restore power to the ship. For the third time he tried to reboot the ship’s systems. The console responded, briefly, with what looked like the ship swearing back at him in computer code. He deserved it if that were so.
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