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	DEDICATION


This novel is dedicated to Mark and Jayne Hawxwell,


who literally took us in off the streets


when we arrived in Barry from Spain


and had nowhere else to go,


and to my wife, Pranom Jones,


for making my life as easy as she can.


She does a great job of it.


∞ ∞ ∞


Karma will repay everyone in just kind.


 




	INSPIRATIONAL QUOTES


Believe not in anything simply because you have heard it,


Believe not in anything simply because it was spoken and rumoured by many,


Believe not in anything simply because it was found written in your religious texts,


Believe not in anything merely on the authority of teachers and elders,


Believe not in traditions because they have been handed down for generations,


But after observation and analysis, if anything agrees with reason and is conducive to the good and benefit of one and all, accept it and live up to it.


Gautama Buddha


∞ ∞ ∞


Great Spirit, whose voice is on the wind, hear me. Let me grow in strength and knowledge.


Make me ever behold the red and purple sunset. May my hands respect the things you have given me.


Teach me the secrets hidden under every leaf and stone, as you have taught people for ages past.


Let me use my strength, not to be greater than my brother, but to fight my greatest enemy – myself.


Let me always come before you with clean hands and an open heart, that as my Earthly span fades like the sunset, my Spirit shall return to you without shame.


(Based on a traditional Sioux prayer)







	

	1 THE ALIEN CONSPIRACY


It was a warm summer’s morning, and it was too hot for the old man to lie on the beach any longer. He sat up rubbed his eyes and looked in the mirror app on his tablet. His creased face and squinty eyes made him look older than his sixty-two years. His thin grey hair, once brown, stuck out like a toilet brush and he had two-days of stubble. A crumpled short-sleeved shirt, knee-length shorts and old, but once expensive sandals completed the depressing image of a man who, once well-cared for, now neglected his appearance.


Tutting to himself, he walked down to the sea, splashed some of the cool Bristol Channel onto his face to wake himself up and returned to the small plot that he had staked out with his towel. The beach was already half-full with young families and more were arriving by the minute. He dried his face, wetted and combed his hair, packed his few things into his duffel bag and trudged up to the road. His back hurt again and his feet were slightly swollen and red from having been exposed to the sun for too long when he was asleep.


‘You silly old sod, Michael! Now look what you’ve gone and done!’ he said to himself, although not out loud. He often talked to himself these days, perhaps he always had - he couldn’t be bothered to remember, but he was grateful that he hadn’t yet got to the stage of voicing his thoughts. ‘You should know better than not to allow for the moving shadows at your age…’


‘It wasn’t my fault… it was the alien abduction… the gamma rays my feet were subjected to when the Greys abducted me…’ he countered. A car’s horn caused him to realise that he was in the middle of the busy Beach Road. He held up his hand and smiled an apology as he shuffled on to the safety of the opposite pavement.


“That’s it!” he exclaimed under his breath, and then thought: ‘I was lying in bed with my beautiful wife, when aliens walked through the wall and started to carry her away. “No, don’t take her, take me instead!”, I pleaded, and blow me down, they did ‘n’ all… and that’s how my feet got burned and my back got hurt. Gamma radiation on the feet and a poorly-placed implant between two of my lower vertebrae’.


He stood outside a coffee shop wanting one to wake himself up fully. “I’m not paying those prices for a coffee!” he said aloud looking at his watch. “I’ll walk into town and have one there. The beach will be too hot and too busy for me for at least another five hours”.


So, he shuffled on, his back pain slowly easing as it got exercise, although his feet still throbbed.


‘At least I’ll be safe from abduction in this crowd’, he mused as he walked against the tide of people streaming towards the sea. ‘I’ll be safe for at least a mile… at least an hour… and then I’ll duck into Joe’s Greasy Spoon. They won’t think of looking for me in there either!’


‘What are you talking about you dozy old sod? They can track you with the RFID implant in your back!’ said his alter ego, Ralph.


‘Oh, yes… Ah, but because they misplaced it, my vertebrae have crushed and destroyed it; so it’s not working any more!’


‘OK, that might work… if you can believe that beings intelligent enough to traverse the universe would misplace an implant…’


‘Well, they’re only human…’


‘You just said they were aliens!’


‘Yes, I did didn’t I… but I didn’t say that they were infallible!’


‘No, that’s true. So, how many of them got lost coming to Earth?’


‘I don’t know… they didn’t live to tell the tale… they crashed into the Sun,’ he chuckled to himself.


‘Oh, I give up. I can’t have a decent conversation with you!’ said his alter ego.


‘That cuts both ways’, he replied and noticed a woman walking towards him with a worried look on her face as she gave him the once over. “Good morning, madam!” he said to her. “Make sure you put plenty of X Factor sunblock on, the Sun is mighty fierce today”. She pursed her lips, looked the other way and hurried on past thinking him to be drunk.


“Oh, well,” he muttered, “you sure as Hell can’t please everybody, so, you might as well just please yourself”.


As he entered the High Street, where the Greasy Spoon was, a jolly, short, student-type woman handed him a glossy brochure. “Support the High Street Traders!” she said with a practised smile as she turned to say the same to another passer-by. He wanted to refuse it, but again just couldn’t be bothered, so he entered the café and put it on the window table where he normally sat, fully intending to leave it there for Joe to dispose of when he left.


“Morning, Michael, my good man!  Ah’s your bum for cracking walnuts today, chiefy? The usual is it? The VIP brunch?” said the tall, good-looking sixty-odd year-old man behind the counter. He was wearing a chef’s tall white hat, white jacket, a long white apron over shorts, flip-flops, and a lugubrious smile on his large, sad-looking mouth. His eyes were bright and grey displaying a keen sense of humour.


“Yes, please, Joe. And my bum’s fine at the moment, thanks, but I don’t know what it’ll be like after one of your delectable breakfasts. I can see that you’re rushed off to your feet at the moment, but could you put this on charge for me, please?” He handed Joe a seven by five inch tablet.


“Ay… less of that. I was only being friendly! There’s always at least one joker in the pack, I’n’ there? Anyway, I got a backlog, it’ll be about fifteen minutes”, he moaned as he took the tablet and walked off.


Michael looked around the café pointedly, but already knew that there was only one other person in there. It was the same sort of banter every morning, but it was good-natured, and both men knew that they didn’t mean anything by it. Michael picked up the magazine and flicked through it, glad of something to while away the time with now. His eyes settled on an article about a local estate agent, whose office he passed almost every day on the way to Joe’s, although he had never paid it the slightest bit of attention before. The photo showed the owner with his staff. They were all smiling. ‘Well, they would be, wouldn’t they?’ he thought. ‘No boss is going to allow his staff to look grumpy in a glossy promotional magazine’.


He studied their faces, and thought that they looked pretty genuine in spite of his rationale. ‘They could be aliens morphed into human form… they could be an alien outpost… there must be some reason for them to be smiling… no other bugger is around here’.


“One VIP Brunch, for the miserable old sod in the window seat!” he called out as he put the items down. “One bacon sandwich; extra toast; coffee and a glass of water with an ice cube. Just as sir likes it. Will there be anything else?”


“Yes, less of the sarcasm”


“Yes, sir, sorry, sir. Tomorrow, less sarcasm for the gentleman. You got that, Mary?” he shouted into the kitchen, although there was no-one there, because Joe ran the place single-handedly.


Michael watched Joe go back behind the counter, took a sip of water and picked up half of his sandwich. ‘Joe could be an alien too… feeding the population of the town with laxatives so there would be less resistance when the invasion came’. He smiled broadly to himself at the idea, but Joe misread it.


“That ‘it’s the spot, does it? Something brought a smile to your face anyway, unless it was wind”. It was Joe’s turn to laugh.


“It’s very nice, Joe. Up to your usual standard”.


“We aim to please, you know that, Mike. Don’t forget: if you liked your meal, tell your friends, and if you didn’t, keep it to your-bloody-self!” He laughed again, and Michael smiled again at the old joke.


It all brought five o’clock, as the saying went… it all helped pass the day… the seemingly interminable days. He nodded ‘Hello’ at the other customer and then shook his head, “Old Joe’s a card, isn’t he? He gets worse every time I come in here”.


In truth, Michael spoke more to Joe and heard more from him during the hour or so that Michael spent there every day, than he did with all the other people he met throughout the rest of the day… and sometimes, too often, in fact, there wasn’t anyone else who said a word to him. It bothered him sometimes, but only because he thought that it ought to. Most of the time, he was quite happy talking to himself and making up stories in his head. A lot of his previous friends had not been able to understand that about him, which was why he thought that it ought to worry him from time to time.


When he had lingered as long as he reasonably could over his meal, Joe waited a while too and then started to clear away. “Can I get you another coffee, Mikey? On the house, of course, and another glass of iced water?” He did that sometimes when he thought that Michael could do with it.


“Yes… thanks, Joe. That’s very kind of you”, he replied. Joe took the drinks over and set them down. “The coffee’s free, two quid for the water, OK?”


“Yes, I’ll be sure to leave it to you in my will” he retorted. “Hey, Joe, before you rush off, who is this guy in the article… the estate agent?”


“Oh, er, Mr. Parker… Roger Parker. He don’t come in here much, but he always says ‘Hello’ if I sees him on the street. He seems like a nice enough bloke”.


“Yes, he looks like one too… Roger Parker… sounds like an affirmation from the guy with the paddles on an aircraft carrier to an incoming pilot: ‘Roger, park ‘er. Over’ he thought, and said aloud, “An alien…”


“No, at least, I don’t think so, Mike. He’s got a British accent anyway… ‘though I don’t suppose that means anything these days. Some foreigners speak better English than what we do, don’t they? You’d be able to tell, I suppose, you spent a lot of time abroad, didn’t you? That’s where you picked up that poncy habit of drinking water with your coffee. Why don’t you just put milk in it like everybody else?”


“Yes, I did pick up the habit abroad. It suits me because I like black coffee, but that burns my stomach, unless I water it down. It makes perfect sense”.


“I suppose so, but when in Rome… eh? That’s what they say”.


“Each unto his own, Joe. Don’t let it give you ulcers”.


“Oh, you do what you like. I’m easy… you know that. No, siree, it don’t bother me. You please yourself”.


“Thank you, Joe, that is very gracious of you”.


“No skin off my nose, brother,” he said returning to his pastime of cleaning imaginary dirt off his cooker and work surfaces.


Michael skimmed through the article and studied the photo again, then counted out the money he owed and stood up slowly.


“Er, all right to use the facilities, is it, Joe?”


“Sure, you know where it is”. Joe retrieved Michael’s tablet, put it on the table and collected his payment. When Michael returned, he picked up the tablet and placed it in Michael’s hand.


“Can’t be without your remote control, can you? It’s fully charged again now”.


“Thanks, Joe”, he said shuffling over to the doorway. “See you tomorrow, I expect”.


“I’ll be here. Thanks, Mike, you take care now”.


“Cheers”, he replied stepping onto the pavement and squinting against the Sun. He had no clear plans for the rest of the day. Normally, he would spend his time in Joe’s working out what to do, but he had spent it reading about some strangers instead. As if he would ever need an estate agent again at his time of life, he thought.


His usual options were to return to the beach, if it wasn’t too hot or raining or go to the library, coffee shop or pub, where he could read and surf the Internet. He did not own a phone, but he could use Skype and Facebook to talk to the few people who cared about him. He walked a few paces down the way he had come and leaned against the wall. His feet wouldn’t get him the two miles to the library, not today. He considered sitting in the pub car park and piggybacking off their Wi-Fi. He didn’t want to spend his small amount of money on alcohol or more coffee at that early hour. He liked to keep that for emergencies like when the weather was inclement.


Michael considered himself to be a happy sort of person by nature. Furthermore, he believed in Karma, so accepted whatever happened to him as Fate, but it still seemed unfair sometimes. He staggered forward and stopped himself from falling by putting the palms of his hands on the roof of the car parked alongside him.


There was an immediate wailing of sirens. He looked over the roof of the large black car, and straight into the faces of the people in the photograph he had just been studying. They had gathered at the display window of the office, and a man was reaching for something that a girl was holding out to him. He took the device and pointed it at Michael.


‘A ray gun!’ The thought flashed through his mind, just before the alarm stopped and the office door opened.


“Are you all ri….?” the man asked, as the alarm cut in again.


Michael understood, stopped leaning on the car, and the man fired the ray gun again. The sirens fell silent, just as the man reached him.


“Are you all right, sir? You looked as if you were about to fall then”.


“Yes, I’m fine, thanks. I burned my feet this morning…gamma rays…” he mumbled looking down at the key fob in the man’s hand. “that is, I went to sleep in the shade, but the Sun came around and burned my bare feet… er on the beach. I’d been swimming… early morning swim”.


“OK”, said the man looking concerned. “Let’s get you into my office and one of the girls will make us a nice cup of tea”. He put his hand on Michael’s back and steered him across the road into his office where a girl was holding open the door. She smiled at Michael as he passed, and the man asked her to make a pot of tea.


“Take a seat by here, and get your breath back. My name is Roger, Roger Parker”, he said with a broad grin extending an arm.


“Nice to meet you, Roger. Thanks for your help. My name is Michael, Michael Jones. Sorry about your car. I hope I haven’t damaged it. I might have fallen flat on my face if it hadn’t been there”.


“No, no damage, I’m sure. The alarm is very sensitive. Too sensitive, I think, sometimes. Ah, here’s Joy with the tea. Thanks, Joy”, he smiled, “Just leave it there, I’ll be mother. How do you like your tea, Michael? Milk and sugar?”


“No sugar, please, Roger”.


“Would you like a drop of something else in there… a fortifier?”


“Oh, that’s very kind of you. A small medicinal whisky or brandy would not go amiss”, he replied looking at his watch. “Yes, why not? We are well into the afternoon”.


“I have some excellent Martel here, if you like”. Michael nodded. He hadn’t tasted Martel for years. They clinked glasses and studied each other as they wished each other good health and took a sip.


“Ambrosia…” purred Michael.


“Isn’t it just!” agreed Roger.


Michael felt that if things had worked out well for him, he would have looked more like Roger - they were the same age and the same height - as near as damn it, but Roger was elegant in his expensive light-grey suit and coiffured grey hair.


“Cheers!” Roger toasted again.


“Down the hatch!” replied Michael before finishing off their Cognacs.


Michael imagined that he was being drawn into an alien trap, but he decided to go with the flow anyway – he had nothing to lose.


 




	2 THE ALIEN HOUSE


Michael wasn’t used to drinking so much any more and especially not shorts in the afternoon. He and his new-found friend drank three by his reckoning, but it could have been more. He was beginning to feel their effect, but still keeping up with the conversation, or so he thought.


“Yes, I am originally from Barry”, he heard himself say, “but I spent many, many years away. How how about you, Roger?”


“Yes, I’m from these parts too, but from one of the outlying villagers. Debonneville. Do you know it?”.


“I know of it…”


“Yes, but I spent several years in the Far East after uni. Then I came back here and… well, here I am now…”


“And I recently came back from Thailand and Spain and here I am now too. I really appreciate your having helped me out this afternoon. I hope I haven’t upset hour schedule or anything”.


“No, don’t worry about that. The girls can run the shop without me. It has been really nice meeting you. I’ll get us a lift home now. One of the girls can drive, I’d better not”.


“No, there’s no need, Roger, I can find my own way… don’t worry about me”.


“I wouldn’t hear of it, Michael. Joy! Could you come here a moment, please? Thank you. Would you drive Michael and myself home, please? I don’t want to risk my license and Michael has a problem with his feet… sunburn, you know”.


“No, Roger. No problem at all. Just let me know where and when”.


“Thank you. In about ten minutes. I’ll give you a shout”.


Michael was happier than he had been for a very long time - years, but he was beginning to realise that he was getting himself into a situation.


“There’s no need to give me a lift home, Roger, I’ll either walk it slowly or get a taxi”.


“Nonsense! We’ll get you home. Just wait there a moment”. He called Joy and she appeared, keys in hand. They both helped Michael to stand up and stood either side of him as they walked to the car.


“Really”, he protested, “I can get home alone…” but they wouldn’t hear of it. They ushered him into the car and and thoughts of alien abduction passed through his imagination. Joy pulled the large black Bentley Continental into the one-way street and asked which way they wanted to go.


“Michael? Where to?” asked Roger.


“Er, the beach, please…”


“Isn’t it a bit late to go to the beach? Let us take you home”, said Roger.


Michael didn’t know what to say. Various options flowed through his brain, but he didn’t like any of them.


“OK, Cadoxton train station, please”, he said trying to sound confident. “You can drop me off there, please. I’ve had a lovely afternoon, Roger”.


“OK, Joy, the train station, please”. Having been given a direction, Joy headed away. When they arrived in the vicinity, she asked. “Where now, please?” Roger echoed the enquiry.


“Anywhere around here will do, thanks!”


“No, I wouldn’t hear of it, Michael. We’re here now. Where do you want to go exactly?”


“OK, OK, Roger, you win… I’m homeless! Are you happy now!”


“No, far from it”, he said. “We seem to get on, would you let me put you up for a few days? At least until you get yourself sorted out?”


Michael stared at him and checked Joy’s face in the rear view mirror. It wasn’t the first, or even the tenth time, that a total stranger had helped him over the decades. He weighed up his options.


“All right… I’m sorry for snapping at you like that. I am a bit down on my luck at the moment, but I will be back up there soon!” he said. “I’m just waiting on a deal…”


“Of course, Michael, I am just offering you a leg up… until you get yourself sorted out. Joy, take us home, please”.


It was true that Michael hadn’t spent much time in the UK for twenty years, but he still knew his way around. The Bentley Continental sped on almost silently past landmarks that he thought he had forgotten. Tears came to his eyes, which he hoped he managed to conceal. At least, no-one mentioned them.


After about twenty minutes, the car pulled right into a lane called Caldicot Avenue, which Michael didn’t recognise and then through huge gates that were still withdrawing on their own, and onto a drive of two hundred yards of gravel, which circumnavigated a huge round building in the front garden. When the car stopped, all that Michael could see was a large, ancient, partially-dilapidated house with hundreds of patches on it. He didn’t know what to say, so he tried to be polite.


“Impressive…”.


“Yes, I knew that you would see the potential in it”. They got out of the car and Joy walked away to leave them alone, or so Michael thought. As he stood looking at the tattered mansion with his hand on the bonnet of the car, all he could think of was,‘Wow!’


Three Afghan hounds were galloping towards them at an incredible pace, but they paid Michael no heed. “There, there, my beauties! Have you had a good day?” Roger asked them as they stood on their hind legs licking his face. “That’s enough now, babies, go and play. We have a guest”. The dogs dropped to all fours and frolicked off. “Sorry about that, but you know what dogs are like. So, you like it?”


Even in it’s current state of disrepair, it was impressive in its Gothic splendour.


Michael stood in awe of the building, but had to turn to Roger, and voice his innermost thoughts, “Wow, and Wow again… this is your house, Roger… I mean, you live here?”


“Yes, I do. I am so glad that you like it”, he said. “Let’s go in”, and so saying, he put his arm around Michael’s shoulder and ushered him inside. Joy had left the large, oak, iron-studded, front door open for them, so they walked through it into a large hallway.


“Crikey, Roger, I’ve lived in bedsits smaller than this hall alone!”


Roger smiled, put his arm around his guest’s shoulder again and led him on. “Let’s go through to the Grand Hall, or as we like to call it, the Family Room. This and the kitchen are the two most complete rooms downstairs, and there are a few bedrooms finished on the first floor. Please, go on in”, he said opening the door. Michael walked in and stopped mouth agape.


“I haven’t been in a room this big since the graduation ceremony at uni”, he stammered.


“Yes, you could get a few hundred in here for sure. Take a look at that view before we find somewhere to sit down”. They walked the ten metres to the nearest window in silence as Michael tried to take it in. When he reached the nearest of three tall mitred windows, he was flabbergasted. The garden was nothing short of a paddock or meadow in which several sheep and Shetland ponies were grazing. Beyond that stood a leafy wood.


“Is the wood yours too, Roger?”


“Yes, everything you can see all around the house belongs to the property. The woods are my favourite; they are so peaceful… especially at night and especially under a full moon. We don’t tolerate hunting, but we allow people to wander across the land. So, you might see someone every few days, but never at night”. Michael nodded that he understood.


“Let’s take a seat”, he suggested looking around. “How about those armchairs… or perhaps the bar there, if your back is playing you up?”


“How did you …”


“I can see the symptoms. My Dad had a bad back… I’ve had one… it comes and goes, you know?”


Again, Michael nodded agreement. “OK, the bar”.


“It’s nice to sit there. It’s higher than the armchairs, you can see further”.


They sat on barstools on either side of a chilled black marble counter top. “What do you fancy? Beer, tea, coffee, soft drink, fruit juice?”


“I’ll have whatever you’re having, Roger. Thanks”.


“Two beers it is then. Urquel?”


“Sure”. He surveyed the wall between the windows. There were tiles, photographs, paintings and drawings of various sizes hanging at apparently random locations, but they all shared a common theme - Space… Outer Space. The realisation sparked Michael’s earlier fantasy about Aliens.


“I see you have noticed our collection of modern art”, said Roger sliding over a half-filled glass and bottle, thus breaking Michael’s reverie.


“Yes, I’m a bit of a space fan myself”.


“Of course you are, Michael. All of the boys of our generation are… and some of the girls… Sputnik, Yuri Gagarin, The 1969 Apollo 12 Lunar Landing, Star Trek - The Final Frontier - that music was so inspiring, wasn’t it? The Hubble Space Telescope… Mars landings… Wow! Michael, eh? Wow! Our generation was so lucky to have experienced all that”.


Michael was nodding enthusiastically, but he didn’t want to speak lest he break the spell he was bound in.


“Of course, one could argue that the discovery of the DNA Sequence was more important, but was it more exciting – more inspiring - to young minds? No, I don’t think that it was”.


“Oh, I agree with you there one hundred percent. Spot on…”. They clinked glasses, and as Michael lifted his stylish tulip glass, his eyes strayed to the meadow again and the thought crossed his mind that alien spacecraft could easily land in the garden at night and go undetected. As he lowered his glass to the counter, he looked at Roger, but Roger was already smiling at him as if he had read Michael’s mind.


Roger Parker - flight controller of alien spacecraft.


“You could easily get an alien spacecraft in that garden of yours and no-one would ever know”, he ventured.


“No, they wouldn’t. You’re right”, he smiled.


“So, Michael, if you’re going to be staying here. Why don’t you tell me a few things about yourself. Nothing secret, just trivia… whatever you like. Let’s get to know each other a bit better”.


“Sure. Well, I’m from Barry, but I left at eighteen to study Russian at university in 1972. I’m pretty good with languages. Then I moved to The Netherlands for nine years and learned Dutch. The guy who helped me learn Dutch to a high level, did it by talking about computers, which I knew nothing about. I bought a home computer as soon as I knew they existed in about Eighty-two, but I was still so ignorant about them that I didn’t buy a storage device, a tape drive back then, so I couldn’t load any programmes. It was a Saturday, but by the time I had realised my mistake, it was evening and the shops were shut, so I spent all night and all day Sunday typing in Basic code just to make it do something.


“I realised then that if I could talk to humans in thousands of words in seven languages, that I could learn the 256 necessary to talk to a computer and it changed my life.


“I went from being a linguist to computer nerd in about thirty hours. I studied all the home computing languages including machine code and I’ve used a computer every day of my life ever since”.


“Yes, they are fascinating! I agree Space and computers…”


“After The Netherlands, I came back here for thirteen years to work in my father’s construction company. Then, well, that went bust after he retired; then he died and I met a girl on holiday in Thailand, so I went over there and married her. We’ve been married for fourteen years, but I don’t earn enough to be allowed to bring her back to the UK with me - in fact, I don’t earn anything”.


“That’s awful, Michael, so what is your wife doing now?”


“Moping about in her village with her family and crying a lot. That’s why I’m sleeping on the beach… trying to save up…” Tears welled up in his eyes, “but it’s pointless really. I either need a job earning twenty-five grand a year, or have sixty-five grand in the bank, and neither of those things is going to happen by my sleeping on the beach… Still, it’s a gesture… what else can I do?”


“I don’t know, my friend, we will have to think about it. What did you do in Thailand?”


“Oh, at first, I had a hundred and forty websites, and then I started writing books”.


“You’ve been around a bit then!”


“Yes, you could say that”, he said trying to smile.


“Let’s have another beer”.


“How about you, Roger?” he asked, when he had resumed his stool. “You’re a successful estate agent?”


“Yes, I suppose I am, but that wasn’t always the case, and perhaps it won’t always be so either”. He took another sip. “While there is a certain amount of satisfaction to be gleaned from finding someone their dream home, or even just somewhere better to live, I don’t feel as if I am actually putting anything back into society… I’m not creating anything, I just move the occupants about. Do you know what I mean?” Michael didn’t like to agree, so he just pulled a wry smile and waved his head about in a gesture of ‘well, perhaps’.


“You still make people happy though”, he came up with eventually.


“Yes, a dozen a week perhaps, but… in a couple of years time, most of them will want to move again. It seems as if they are never actually completely happy – not really”.


“But that’s the problem with consumerism, and happiness is a state of mind, although too many people confuse it with shopping and owning - even owning money.


“I’m learning now though that you can’t even live with your old tart if she’s foreign, unless you’re rich…”.


Roger clinked his glass against Michael’s. We have more in common than you might think. I too left for university in 1972, but I studied accounting. When I had finished, I took a gap year and headed for Asia I met the love of my life in Japan and we got married. I brought her back, but my parents were furious and when her holiday visa expired she went back alone, while I tried to find a way to bring her here permanently.


“My parents could have helped, but they resented the marriage, because the war was still fresh in their memories. Anyway, to cut a long story short, after nine months of struggle, expensive phone calls and occasional letters, she decided that she was too big a burden on me, but that she couldn’t live without me, so she committed suicide.


“In her last letter, she said that she hoped that I would now be able to find a woman that my parents would approve of and that we would become a close family again.


“Neither of her hopes came true. Cheers. Oh, perhaps I shouldn’t have told you my story… I don’t mean to suggest that your wife might…”


“No, of course not… I didn’t take it like that… people are different, cultures are different, and times are different. The only thing that doesn’t bloody change is that there’s one law for the rich and one for the rest of… Don’t do as I do, do as I say!


“Sorry, again… I didn’t mean you… you must be quite well off now too…”


Roger said nothing, whether he agreed or not. Michael assumed that he was thinking about his wife of forty years previously. He sipped his beer and looked out onto the meadow, which was now a landing pad for flying saucers. He was actually looking for burned grass and depressions where huge metal struts had sunken into the ground, giving his newly-found friend time to recover his composure.


“Well, that was then, and this is now, eh, Michael? We just have to get on with it and do our best to do our best”.


“I believe in Karma, and I believe that we choose what course we want to follow before we get ourselves born, but there are some things… You know, even if my wife and I did choose to experience this separation, however long it may be, I find it difficult to accept that the rich can marry whom they like, but the poor have to marry British – not that there’s anything wrong with being British.. but  where is the justice in that?


“All right, all right, I know, there isn’t any and there are lots of other injustices in the world too… I can understand death, even for the young… I can even understand poverty, though it riles me.. they have been around for ever, but some bastard stood up in parliament and proposed this law and the majority of his fellow shit-heads agreed with him! That makes my blood boil. Sorry for swearing… and losing my temper”.


Roger dismissed the apology with a backward flick of his hand. “You have nothing to apologise for. It’s enough to make any thinking person angry”.


“The thing that gets me is, I have talked to many, many people about this, and ninety-nine percent of them think you can bring your partner back from anywhere, if you are married. People just don’t know about this. Well, you do, and you had to find out in a particularly painful way. I heard of a guy in Bristol a while back who hanged himself because he couldn’t bring his Thai wife back. He was about our age too. I will admit that I’ve considered it a few times…”


“I imagine that there are a lot more suicides because of this than we are told about”.


“Yes, I bet there are…”


Both men fell silent thinking similar thoughts. Roger broke the silence after a few minutes. “We have company! They’ll cheer us up. Another beer?” Michael nodded and looked around as the three girls from the office came in with the three Afghans. It struck him immediately that the girls and the dogs bore an uncanny resemblance to one another.


He also thought that the six happy creatures would have brought a smile to the Sphinx.


 




	3 THE ALIEN HOUSEHOLD


Michael was mesmerised by the three girls and the three dogs. He had swivelled to his right, facing the windows, as they had entered, and he was watching them to his right, so he was unaware of Roger’s reaction, but Roger could see his profile between him and the new arrivals. Michael’s expression brought a smile to his face, but if he hadn’t been there the girls and the dogs would have done that anyway. They each dropped parcels on the armchairs or put plastic bags on the floor nearby and made their way over to the bar with the dogs nuzzling into them. Michael swivelled around to watch as the six greeted Roger as one with a hand or a paw to the shoulder and a kiss or a lick to the cheek, and he responded with kisses and pats all round.


The girls could have been triplets. They were not identical, but they were each about twenty-two years old, five foot ten with shoulder-length blonde hair and they obviously tried to look alike with their make-up and their clothing.


Michael wasn’t drunk, after all, he had been practising for forty-five years, but the sight made him heady, and even though he missed his wife, he couldn’t help but think that Roger was a lucky man, even if he had suffered and worked hard. Suddenly, as he was daydreaming, the gang of six turned on him and bestowed kisses and licks on him. He didn’t dare return the girls’ kisses, but he patted the animals, and said, “I apologise for the state I am in ladies… I know that I must smell bad”.


“We have smelled worse, and I’m sure that you’ve smelled better. Don’t worry about it”, was Joy’s ambiguous reply.


“You don’t know our colleagues yet, do you, Michael? Michael, this is Jan; Jan, this is Michael. Michael, this is Jenny; Jenny, this is Michael”. They both lent over, kissed him lightly on the cheek, shook his hand and giggled, “Pleased to meet you, Michael”.


It reminded him of how shy teenage Thai girls in the village had reacted to being introduced to him, their first live Brit.


“And these beautiful creatures are Sheba, Karma and Koli”, she added pointing each dog out.


“OK, girls, what do you want to do first? Drink or shower?” They decided to shower first, but promised to return within the hour. “How about you, Michael, do you want a shower now or another beer first?” The question caused a mental image of him in the shower with the three girls to flash into his head. It embarrassed him, but he found it enjoyable.


“Oh, I’ll have another beer and wait my turn. I don’t want to rush the girls after they’ve been working all day”. As he was saying it, he felt as if he was giving his fantasy away and that embarrassed him even more.


“There’s no need to worry about that, Michael”, said Roger grinning at him. Every room has its own en suite facilities. As it happens the girls share one room, I have a room and we have a guest room, which is now yours. And before your fantasy runs wild, my friend, the girls started to share a room when we began to do the place up and they liked the arrangement so much, that we haven’t bothered to change it. Let sleeping dogs lie, as the saying goes, eh?”


Michael could only nod at first, as be wondered whether this man could read his mind. “Absolutely!” he finally managed to get out. “I think I’ll still take that beer if it’s going though”.


“Of course it is, and when we are done with this one, I’ll show you to your room”.


As Roger got the drinks, Michael thought about the similarity between the girls and the dogs, and the sound of girlish laughter percolated down from somewhere above him.


He tried hard not to think about the girls having a water fight in the shower, but it was very difficult and he was losing.


Michael matched Roger’s pace with the beer, because he seemed to be drinking more quickly. Michael wondered whether he was holding his host up and certainly didn’t want to be a burden. When Roger said, “Ready then?”, Michael said, “Sure” and stood up. He followed Roger to the door, picked up his duffel bag, and they proceeded up the dark, original staircase.


“It’s a bit dingy in some places in the house because we’re not completely electrified yet. The old, dark wood and dark wallpapers don’t help either. The corridor on the next floor is brighter though because of the windows at each end of it. Yes, here we are. The occupied rooms are all at the back of the house at the moment because that’s where the best view is”. He stopped at a junction on the rear wall of the house.


“To the left, above the family room, is my suite, and to the right are yours and the girls’ rooms. So, we will go to the right”. He stopped after five or so metres and put his hand to his ear. “That is their room. You can hear them, eh? They always seem to be having hi-jinx”. He shook his head and smiled. He was having happy thoughts. “And right next door… here, is your room. I hope that it is to your liking. You’ll find a dressing gown in the wardrobe, put that on and bring all your clothes down. We’ll put them in the machine and you can have them back later.


“Tomorrow, we’ll pick up the rest of your things. See you downstairs in an hour or so, but there’s no hurry. There is no password for the Wi-Fi, so call someone if you like. See you later”. Roger turned the knob to open the door and pushed it, but didn’t go in. Michael stepped up to the threshold and stopped dead in his tracks.


The room reminded him of a Victorian or Edwardian bedroom from the film 20,000 Leagues Under The Sea, complete with a speaking pipe, gas lamps and a brass bed. He walked in, shaking his head and closed the door. It was a decent-sized room, approximately ten by five metres with the longest dimension running along the outside wall into which were also set three mitred windows, although they were much smaller than those downstairs. Still they provided adequate lighting once he had drawn the curtains fully.


He opened one of them to provide some fresh air and inspect his view. It was the same as from below, but the added height provided a different perspective. He was roughly at tree-top level, but he could still not see beyond the wood. He wanted to just sit and stare, but he forced himself to take a shower, after which he felt much better.


He checked the clock on the wall and decided to sit in the window for half an hour and relax. After a while, the table top reminded him of something from his childhood and then it struck him. The table looked like an up-market Singer sewing machine. He checked underneath and sure enough, there was a half-drum.


He pushed on the centre section of the table and it gave way. Fully revolved, it revealed a computer monitor and keyboard. He activated it and went on line. He didn’t have time to speak to his wife but he sent her a message, then folded his clothes into a neat pile and sheepishly descended the staircase.


‘I have been abducted again, but this time, the captain of the alien ship is treating me like a personal friend rather than a Guinea Pig. I have my own room, presumably so they have constant ready access to me, but I am now going down to dinner - I am naked under this surgical gown… I can only hope that I am not on the menu’.


‘Why would they want to eat a tough old boot like you, when there are so many tender young things around? You are such a silly old git?’ replied his alter ego.


‘Some people prefer mutton to lamb, you know?’


‘I doubt whether real aliens even know what mutton is!’


‘Perhaps not, but here I go anyway, a lamb to the slaughter’.


‘You just implied that you were mutton! You can’t have it both ways, you know!’


The doors to the family room were wide open, but he gave one a tap anyway before entering. He was stopped again. All six of them were laughing and joking at the bar end of the hall wearing dressing gowns. Joy called him down to join them.


“Is that what you want washing?” asked Jenny, “Give it here and I’ll pop it in the washing machine for you”. He was a little embarrassed, but she took the bundle out of his arm and glided away.


“Take a seat, Michael”, said Roger, “How about an aperitif?”


“Yes, sure, thank you…”


“You’re wondering why we are all in our dressing gowns, aren’t you?”


Michael was caught off guard again. “Well, yes, I was, actually, but in Thailand, many families wear their sleeping attire after their evening shower. I’ve just never seen it done here”.


“Well, we do it sometimes… not every evening, I’ll grant you, but we didn’t want you feel out of place, so that’s the real reason for it tonight”.


“I appreciate it, because, well, I’ll be honest… I was feeling a bit uncomfortable at the prospect of being under-dressed”.


“Exactly what we thought. We want you to feel completely at home here. Bottoms up! Help yourself to hors d”oeuvres and snacks. The main meal will be ready in the dining room in an hour. Having lived in Thailand for so long, I assumed that you like Thai food…”


“Yes, sure!”


“Good. It was a pretty safe bet. Most people do”, he smiled naturally. “There’ll be plenty to choose from anyway. Does your room suit you?”


“Oh, Roger, it’s a dream and the view is to die for. I had the best shower I’ve had since I’ve been back here, and I discovered the computer terminal inside the desk. That is brilliant! I grew up with those old Singers. Was that your idea or did you buy it like that?”


“My idea, or one of the girls suggested it… I don’t recollect now, but I had them made up”.


“Well, my hat’s off for that one”.


“Thank you on behalf of all the household. Your input would be most welcome. We like to think of this as a house of ideas”.


“Like a commune?”


“Maybe, partly, but this is not a commune. Perhaps you’ll find out more about how things work around here if you stay… Don’t read anything into that by the way… I am neither encouraging you or setting a time limit. You, and we, will know when the time is right. Anyway, let’s not get into that right now. That is one of those automatic things… like love. You know when you fall in love and you know when you fall out of it again. It doesn’t require discussion.


“Did you get the chance to speak to your wife, Michael?”


“No, it’s one a.m. over there right now so, I assume she’s asleep. The village practically goes into lock down after nine thirty. The street dogs make movement around the village unpleasant once it gets dark. I was there for thirteen years and was never bitten, but it is still not a nice experience.”


“No, I remember now. Six hours the diff, eh? Well, you can phone her later”.


“Yes, I probably will, or at least send her a message. Thanks”.


“What is your good wife’s name by the way? Forgive me for not asking earlier”.


“Dew. Dew Jones”. Tears appeared in the corners of his eyes.


“It must be difficult, my friend”, he said touching Michael’s forearm briefly. “Don’t worry, we’ll try to sort something out”.


Michael could see no way out and didn’t want to get his hopes up or commit his friend, so he smiled weakly, but said nothing.


When a gong like that on the opening to a J. Arthur Rank film sounded, everyone got up, encouraged Michael to do the same and they all headed to the room next door, the dining room. It was about a quarter of the size of the Great Hall. The massive oak dining table could easily seat twenty-four, although, only one end was laid with places for one on the right side, three on the other and one at the head. As expected, Roger sat at the head of the table and Michael was shown to a place next to him. His eyes told him that the cutlery was solid silver, but he didn’t dare pick one up until the first course arrived.


“This is all very grand, Roger, is this how you eat every night?”


“Basically, yes, but sometimes we eat out or in the garden… sometimes in the woods too. It just depends how we feel”.


“Excuse me for asking, but are you all family?”


“My goodness, no!” he chuckled and the girls giggled too. It was obvious that he was not the first one to try to divine their relationship. “I’m sorry, Michael, but that is one of the most predictable questions people ask us.


“However, we are not related and they are not my concubines and I am not their Sugar Daddy. We are equals, I just happen to have more money than they do and I don’t like living alone. What is the point in having… just having? The joy you derive from having, is actually from sharing. I could come back here every night and be the king of my castle and…. what? Watch Coronation Street on my own?


“Surely, it’s better to share with a group of people that you like, admire and respect, leave the TV off and have a great conversation or whatever?


“I have enough money, but I will never have enough true friends. I trust these ladies with everything that I have and that I am”.


Michael was awe-struck. “It is a philosophy that I am sure many people would agree with, but not have the courage to put into practice”.


“You’re right, unfortunately… it’s like Westerners who have adopted a belief in Karma… they talk about it, but still complain when they get mugged or their mother gets knocked down by a drunken driver. You either believe in Karma or you don’t. You cannot pick and choose where it should be applied.
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