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1


Ingrid


April sun


bend your arms back


fireworks


Saturn is less dense than water. It’s the only planet in the Solar System like that. Its Greek name was Cronus. It was on its day, Saturday, that Ingrid wrote. By Saturday, two weeks later, a piece of asteroid 944 Hidalgo, near Saturn’s ring, was heading towards Earth. Three days later it would kill everyone.


Cronus was the son of Mother Earth, in Greek mythology, who castrated his father, Uranus, and threw his testicles in the sea. Aphrodite appeared from the white foam from Uranus’s testicles. Cronus ate all his children thinking they might depose him, except Zeus, who forced his father to throw up his brothers and sisters, and castrated him. Family can be tricky at the best of times.


Love is an even rockier road. I knew the mountains and lows of love’s fetid canals, the leaking refrigerator in the plum tree of blossom. All of that I understood, all that mattered was Ingrid’s letters, which I, a man with fire for hands, scooped up like Fabergé eggs rolled down Ladbroke Grove, and I had a hat as big as a bus to catch them.


The mining space station in orbit around Saturn revolved, so that even if she wanted to, it was impossible for Ingrid Bester to see her home of London, England as the timing was all off. This was Ingrid’s first trip in space. She wrote to me every day. We were in love.


She wrote to explain, “The viewing platform is on one side only, the side that faces away from Earth we see through our scopes. Sometimes I sit and peer out just to catch a glimpse, but as Europe comes into view, we turn another inch, and England is lost.”


She said all the other employees could see home, but not her. They were from different countries, different backgrounds, she was having a hard time fitting in. There was a gap in her understanding of who she was, without seeing where she came from. That gap was like the gap of not knowing her parents, or of falling over a waterfall and in mid-fall knowing that as the whirling pool below came up to meet her, she was alone, never moving forward.


She said she was hating space. Hating the repetition. But finding time to not hate. To be herself, despite herself. She said the mining corporation she worked for had identified a new near-earth asteroid, 944 Hidalgo, in the belt near Saturn and they were planning to launch a mining ship soon, on an intercept; to mine diamonds which had been detected was the purpose of the mission, of all space missions, wealth. Of course, she wasn’t involved in manning the ship, her job was purely admin, though she knew more than anyone really how these things worked, she had studied hard and gained her degrees and a PhD in astrophysics; it was just, things got in the way of her progression, mostly other people and their attitude.


Why did they feel the need to compete all the time? She never felt the need. But, anyway, she felt good to be part of the mission, in any capacity.


She wrote, “The time for knowing is past, what the future brings is shaped by the destiny we bring to our future. I wish I could have found love, but then, for what purpose? The purpose of me never depended on you. That purpose is more than the shame you talk about.”


She wrote, “You have such good qualities. Up here the weather is always the same. But I am changing. Maybe I am becoming what you want, docile and placid. That is not what I want. No one wants that.” She said that when the world comes around we are always pointed in a different direction.


She wrote later, “Thank you for your message, I am glad you are happy now, I hope you do not give up your thoughts, your actions. I feel that I have given too much. I had a dream about the shell from the Jokaca Sea. The material to coat inside, the green moss that grows only on the Kerselsha mountainside. The locksmith, Teraxa, you talked about. I constructed my own box. I have it here with me. I am not alone. I store my shame, word by word.”


She said life on the station, in the black night or in the light of the blinding awkward sun or hazy glow from Jupiter, had helped her to contain all her thoughts, and she was careful not to let them leak out like a stray tear. She wrote that she was exercising and meditating, that work was exciting now the launch date was close. She said she had set aside time to reflect on herself, as though she was standing on a mountainside and far below she could see herself, her actions, her thoughts, and not judge them. Words no longer hurt. Impatience was becoming less and less. She had time to allow other thoughts in. She said she could now confront herself like a stranger. As the mining lander launched she felt anger melting away. She had let go of herself, like a large balloon pricked and deflating and happy to see it float heaven-wards.


She said she loved to write with a pen, even though she knew the ink became binary numbers as it hit the page-screen. She thought of days when she would type on a keypad, the touch of that was so different from the grip of the pen. Maybe the art of communication was shaped by the tools we use, like a tongue fitting in behind the teeth in a curl, pronouncing a word so very differently whether said with a smile or a grimace.


She wrote again to say the mining ship had landed on the asteroid. They had begun drilling. All was well. She would be home in another year.


She wrote, “The pen I write with now, that beams the numbers, splutters out every now and again, digital ink falls in a blot on the page-screen. Yesterday it formed a pool of blackness, with a beak and spindly legs that looked like a raven.”


She said how she longed to see an animal, to hear its voice. To touch a tree and feel earth under her feet. There was a longing for a home she had never experienced, as though her memories had been stolen and hidden in a cave, that the rocks themselves had absorbed her thoughts and were patiently waiting for her return to download and decipher them.


Two weeks later she wrote to say the mining ship had drilled deep into an asteroid, 944 Hidalgo. That it had extracted ore of platinum and cobalt, but then there had been an explosion which set off a chain reaction that ricocheted through the honeycomb interior. The ship lifted off just in time, with no loss of life. They were monitoring the asteroid. It had broken in half. The two pieces were drifting apart.


She wrote to me to say, “John, please listen. Update on the situation. I have smuggled this message to you. All communication has been banned. The asteroid, 944 Hidalgo 2, has found a new course, latest predictions are that it will enter Earth’s atmosphere in two hundred and fifty days. They estimate the main bulk of the debris will fall across Ireland and Britain. A sub-zero winter will come, the sun be blocked from view for five years. They say all life not underground will perish. Please, get underground, move to the hills in Scotland, it will be the safest place in Great Britain. There will be massive flooding, a deluge, a wasteland, it will affect the whole world. Millions will die. I will send more when I can.”


Later she wrote, “I hope you received my last message and you are on your way to Scotland. Please go. I told them in no uncertain terms, I could help them, that I had an idea, but they wouldn’t listen. They told me to go back to my room, take my meds, be a good girl. How can I be anything if I don’t speak up?”


“I stare out at the stars and wish I could dive deep into them. It feels like someone is watching out there, as though the stars were holes in the sky like peepholes through which someone or something peers down at me in my capsule room, padded with white like a mental health facility. I have just a tiny desk over my narrow bed, room to only sit up, one sliding drawer for artefacts, mementos from home. There is a fir cone we collected from the standing stones site in Portugal, remember, we had gone there to see forgotten megalithic stones, recumbent mostly, some caught in a tangle of wild brambles, others with trees that had grown around and over them. The fir cone is a strange fit in a world of white walls and metal, in this cylinder floating in space. I put it in my palm and looked into its hard, thick scales, its presence a reminder of home, of all that will be lost. The stones may well survive, Earth will spin around another day, but in three days people I know will be dead, and millions more. This thing will tear out our humanity, claw at the earth and all I think of our small things, those memories of sensations lost to the future. No more peace in those small pockets of my homeland where once I felt something, treasured a moment, laughed, cried, was connected to the landscape. No more all those precious things that make up the glue that holds lives together. When a place is fractured, how hard it is to bury the past when it must be buried with those memories lost in time.”


The fire of a gas stove is blue fierce red. A coffee pot boiling sends streams of smoke and makes a bubbling sound. I looked at the palm of my hand, I held something tiny, it delighted me with the way it glinted. I tied my laces. I walked. The door latch opened to let me out. Out to a London spring day. Slow, the street motion behind me was slow, my frame blocked the sky. Face in shadow, sun behind. I walked the western streets, a road of shops, cafés, smells of the Moroccan food on the street stalls, people I’d seen before, though never talked to. I thought of Ingrid in the sky. The asteroid hurtling towards us. My job as a fireman, the boys in the clubhouse. The ring of the bell when a fire broke out. My love of putting the fire out. Sensations of everything affected me. Small things, sounds, colours, smells. My brain ran through stories all the time, events that hadn’t happened, disasters in the making. The wash of thoughts, the monkey mind, always jumping from one thing to another. I tried to quell it. Tried to count, thinking only 1, 2, 3, to clear my mind. Make the monkey come and sit beside me. But it never worked, and it wouldn’t now, now that we were all coming to an end and still I hadn’t used my power.


My van journeys took me all over the capital, along the Embankment, through the city, tangling up in traffic, stopping slow, edging up through gears, never reaching fourth gear. There were few places to cut free, put my foot down on the gas. My bulk squeezed into the seat; I always had the bulk since a child, as though someone had injected me with a serum to make me grow. I felt like a man-child, bursting at the seams, unable to contain spurts of crazy energy, clumsy with it. My hand can span a dinner plate, hold a basketball upside-down. My arms bulged from shoulder to wrist, legs like balloons ready to burst. Even my toes shot out in thick primordial clumps. I moved slow, aware of my weight, my presence, my shutting out of the sunlight. But I wanted to be unnoticed, to fade into the red brick walls, to shrink my shadow into the world. My secret held great embarrassment and pain. To hide what I had, and yet to be unable to hide because of my size drew me deeper into myself, as though a giant finger was always pointing down at me, marking me out to others, pushing my soul into a cramped corner of myself. It was a good thing people rarely talked anymore. Language had mostly become obsolete; it suited me fine that way.


The plague that had swept through the country had left many of my friends dead. I felt isolated and alone. They had blamed it on the aliens, but there was no proof of that. They had banned the aliens, thrown them out, barricaded the country, allowed no one in. Still the effects could be seen. Buildings that had been burnt to the ground where aliens had lived. To ‘purify and contain’ as the saying went, a scorched earth policy. The piles of stones on the corner of the street reminded me of a row of teeth with one knocked out after a drunken fight. Their absence spoke of intolerance but also of a missing piece in the jigsaw of society.


An antidote had been invented to rid the population of the plague; it had been used worldwide, except in Italy, Venice, where it still raged.


I walked through a concrete arch, along a walkway, down stone steps to a green patch surrounded by graffiti and apartment blocks. Up above the Trellick Tower, an edifice rising skywards. I must be careful here. This was an area set aside for the aliens, when they were still here. No one knew anything about their practices but they left the area alone. A patch of green, graffiti on the walls all around, an upturned supermarket trolley, a light that never went out in the shape of a crescent moon on top the trolley. A marking in the grass that never grew back in the shape of a figure, a person. It was said that they worshipped here, a long time ago, a religion based on a gateway and a ‘star’, but that’s as much as anyone knew. Like the megalithic stones that Ingrid spoke of, maybe they were for ancient religious ceremonies the same.


I picked my way through, took a step, and stopped suddenly. A chill ran through me. Was it fear? The boys who sprayed the graffiti, they had no fear. Suddenly I threw myself to the ground. I could feel a searing heat suddenly pass close over my head, like the exhaust of a jet plane. I pushed my face deep into the earth, buried my hands and legs as much as I could, gripped the soil between fingers, holding on tight. Eyes closed, I prayed, let me survive and I’ll be good. That is all. Let me prepare for what I must do. Let me hear the words from the Tower and act on them in good faith. Let me not fail.


The heat field passed, the discharge caressed my body but did not burn, a cool, thick air hit my face. I breathed deeply and stood. I was alone, as always, stood in a small patch of earth surrounded by concrete. I crossed quickly to the low entrance, stopped, opened a padlock with a key, entered.


I stood in the centre of the basement room, squeezed my hands together, concentrating all my force into them. I held my hands up, palms slowly opening and facing out. Concentrated everything into the palms of my hands. My hands ignited and spewed out fire. A thick stream of flame that came out like the rush at a sluice gate. It was hard to stand upright. Two thick tunnels of fire hit the opposite wall with a blaze of flame. Black smoke billowed out, filling the room. The last of the flame scorched out from my hands. I dropped back, sunk to the floor, and buried my face in my hands.


Shame followed shame. The tinderbox. My shame box. And the fire God said, “Lift up your hands. Make friends with the Sabbath. You were born to be a hell starter.” Everything was black inside, like the crater of an extinct volcano. What are you when your superpower is full of destruction? You are nothing without an adversity. That’s where my thoughts laid. I had this terrible power and I didn’t know what to do with it. I pitied myself but I wasn’t a twelve-year old boy anymore, creating a world where I could feel special, getting the attention I deserved. I was a two hundred and forty pound, six-foot six guy, with fire for hands, worried about touching anyone, worried about touching Ingrid who I had to wear gloves with, and even then, controlling myself so I didn’t turn her suddenly into a kebab. I laughed to myself. Though the thought of it was horror. I stayed away from the world because I didn’t understand it and I was afraid to hurt it. But most of all I wanted to fight the ugliness I found inside myself. That need to destroy was all that I was, to drive headlong into a wall, to tear apart, limb by limb, the fabric of a society, hell-bent on destroying humanity from the inside out. But now. Now I had a purpose. I could use my power for right. I must go soon, maybe I can stop it. Maybe there is a purpose for this power, something to believe in, something to prove. I looked up and saw a face at a window. The face of a teenage woman, hair fringed her face. She stared right at me. I have to kill her.


Ingrid felt alone. But knew it was up to her to penetrate the mystery of what could be done. She had been to see her superiors. She had a plan to stop the breakaway asteroid. It required an enormous amount of power, a fusion reaction, something that the scientists on Earth had never mastered. Her dream had opened up a connection, the bubbling lake, the monster held within. Already rockets from Earth had hurtled into the meteor, to no effect. What was needed was a plasma discharge, but channelling it was the problem.


She went to see the captain of the station and he shot down her plans. There was nothing they could do, and no one else to speak to who would listen. They were lucky to be alive, to have the chance of survival, he said, they could exist in space for many years, they had already made plans to find a new planet.


“Everyone I know would soon be dead, but then, I don’t really like people,” she wrote to him, though of course she didn’t mean it, it was a reaction to circumstances outside her control and so altered her speech that blurted out at moments. The blunt manner of her speech always went down well with her friends back on Earth, they laughed and admired her directness. Here though, it didn’t work the same. She was on unsafe ground. It came over as defensive, without care. She resolved to try and be more sensitive.


She wrote, “I am without words anymore. This place drains words. It sucks them out to space, they become useless in the air, the stars grow out of them and on their bright points, rich phrases, meaningless. I pick them out and spread them on the shore of my lap, they are like crumbs from a rich cake.”


She took the walkway to the observation deck, sat on the curved metal bench. Earth was there far below. She could see Antarctica and Australia, the pure blue water in-between. A drifting cloud over New Zealand. There was the ever-present whine of oxygen being filtered around the spaceship, the crushing enormity of what lay outside their tiny capsule. She suddenly felt a huge pang of homesickness, a nostalgia crept up on her, her thoughts of the past, or him, of what she needed to survive this; the inner reserves it would take to overcome her fear flooded through her.


She remembered walking down a path to the sea together. Feet sliding down the sand, a sharp wind whipping up the sand on a Portuguese beach they had driven to early, a cold front of cloud and rain passing overhead. Huge, monstrous rocks darting up from the beach like a giant had stumbled and kicked up jagged stones the size of houses. The Atlantic sea had sucked up deep mouthfuls of water and spat it on the beach as though in a fit of childish glee. Mist rose in gulps overhead, flattening the horizon.


They walked to the end and she needed to pee so he stood guard, watching for any intruder coming around a thick skyscraper boulder. She saw a bird gliding out to sea, thought of tiny crabs underneath her scuttling away. She stood up and dressed herself, went down to the sea and washed her hands. Mussels thronged in clumps across the rocks. They walked back and ate clams and prawns in a tiny beachside café and waited for the fog to clear. She caught him looking at her and smiled. There was something about that day and his face watching her and the dry wine, and the wind that turned flags around poles and dried wetsuits hung over balustrades, as men with knotted sacks brought mussels back from the sea, that whipped her passion and love.


She slipped off her sandals and felt the cool stone underfoot. A clatter of pots inside the open kitchen. A paper tablecloth, a metal tureen of seafood, a glass of wine. These things she did not want to forget. She closed her eyes aboard the spaceship, let her mind dissolve in memories like a warm, scented bath.


The drive home through twisted, narrow roads in their Fiat 500, shallow fields either side, as though scooped out like a furrow of ice cream, whitewashed buildings in the villages, blue sky.


Later in their apartment in the hills of Sintra she woke at three in the morning and could feel the presence of a ghost, an old man who malingered in the corner of the room, a heaviness in the air which sparkled in the darkness like the sparkle of the stars looking out from the ship. There was nothing more anyone could do, but watch the destruction of the earth, a bystander, in limbo, ghost in the machine.


She went to her cabin and slept. To wait it out and cover her eyes with shame. To retreat and hoist a white flag surrendering all her energy to sleep. If she could reach out and hold onto some kind of firm position without her shifting mind creating landslides then maybe there was a solution. She placed her eyes in the crook of her arm to protect herself from slipping into an opened portal of the nostalgia.


I ran after her, hands still hot with flames extinguished, I saw the heavy fringe, the small stature, the ripped jeans; skull and crossbones earring. She was alien heritage, light green skin, scurrying away, up steps, running, looking back, panicked. Her name is Alice as I was to discover.


My hands, wicks of hands, smouldering. I had to kill her. I picked up speed and she flew around a corner. She slipped and fell and I grabbed her, dragged Alice back, screaming, and kicking. I pushed her across the graffiti yard, down through the door into the basement. Black stained wall at the end from the fire. Hot in there. Smelt of pigeon shit and thick damp.


“Who are you?” I demanded, pushing Alice to the floor, her elbow scraping on the concrete.


“Nobody, I didn’t see anything,” Alice said, backing away across the floor. I turned and squeezed my hands together. Alice’s eyes opened wide, she got to her feet, ran to the blackened wall, searched for an exit, but there was no escape. She turned back to look at me, my hands glowing, pressed together. I raised both hands towards her.


“What do you want?” Alice protested.


“Nothing.”


“What is wrong with you?” Alice shouted.


I breathed deeply, “Nothing you can know.”


“Try me,” shouted Alice.


I walked towards her, she backed into a corner.


“Are you going to kill me?”


I stopped, I looked at her, she was just a kid, was I really going to kill her? I drops my hands. “I’m not going to hurt you.”


“You were,” said Alice.


“Not now.”


My temper had cooled. I backed away.


Alice wiped sweat from her forehead, her hands shaking.


In the corner of a Portuguese café, Oporto, I told Alice everything. The power I’d had since a child, the woman in the lighthouse and how she contacted me in my dreams, her messages to me to find an alien man, the asteroid and approaching Armageddon, the whole damn story. And Alice believed every word because she knew who the woman in the lighthouse was, it was her mother. She just didn’t let on to me. Not yet anyway. Some things had to stay secret.


“So, what’s the plan?” Alice asked.


“I’m not sure, the soothsayer in the lighthouse has not talked to me for the last day. The last thing she told me was that life and death were in equal balance and the fate of the world lay in small twists of fate.”


“That’s quite a dream.”


“It was.”


“I mean, it seems so classic, like a Greek drama, life and death and the fate of the world…”


“I know, I thought I was going mad.”


“When is it going to happen?”


“In two days.”


“Cutting it a bit fine,” joked Alice, “Where is this alien now?”


“I’m not sure, in the North, I think, but he may be on the move.”


“Haven’t any of you heard of email, or … maybe a phone call? Texting?”


“He’s strictly off-grid. I would be if I was him.”


“Why, what’s so special about him?”


“He’s one of the newcomers’ chief scientists. They’ve been working underground since they first arrived, to find a way back to their own planet.”


“I thought that was destroyed, I thought that was the whole point of them being here?”


“They left because they were forced to, they weren’t wanted there, but they knew one day things would change and then it would be time for them to go back. To reclaim their rights.”


“How can we find this alien?” asked Alice.


“It’s his son we want, a boy, he holds the real key to this, we need to find him, take him to the drop zone,” I said.


“What’s that?” Alice asked.


“A body of water,” I replied, eating a slice of pie.


“Where’s the boy?”


I drank my coffee, looked up at Alice over the rim of the glass, “Why did you follow me?”


“I, I … it sounds dumb. Not dumb. It’s just, I can see. I see can inside people.”


“What?”


“I saw the fire inside you.”


I raised my eyebrows.


“You have a superpower of your own then?”


“No. Not really. I always wanted to, you know, have something special, but … you know, when I was kid I thought that if I could be a superhero I could save people.


I used to dream every night of being a superhero, I know … weirdo.… I used to fly around and fight evil in my dreams. I was strong and fearless. So, I decided I’d become her. I made a list of things I needed to do…”


She tells me of when she was a twelve-year-old girl and scribbling in the back of an exercise book a list entitled: “Things to do”. The list read: “Martial arts — judo/karate/krav maga, chemistry/biology/forensics, survival techniques, hand to hand combat, guns — handguns, advanced driving techniques, hostage rescue…”


Alice used to make a tick against each skill.


“I was determined, headstrong, I enrolled in every course, pulled favours, pushed myself in every way.”


She remembered being on a log bridge of an assault course, armed with a fighting stick, halfway across over water. She was wearing blue sweatpants and a blue jersey. Petrov, her instructor, twice her size, thickset and Slavic looking, edged forward to meet her, armed with a pole. His expression was grim, fixed. He advanced and they hit sticks, Alice executed a parry and repost, Petrov didn’t hold back and lunged at her. Alice stepped to one side and guided Petrov’s blow away. Petrov overbalanced and fell headlong into the murky water. He disappeared under the grimy surface. Alice stared down at the bubbles bursting on the surface of the water. A fist emerged from the gloom, one thumb up, and then the smiling face of Petrov appeared.


Another time, dressed in full combat gear, she remembered hacking at dense jungle growth with a plastic machete. Suddenly, she dropped to a knee, lowered the machete, and took out a pistol she had made from wood. She scanned all around, then stood and pushed forward, stumbling out of a bush in an atrium in Kew Gardens. A gardener, sweeping up, barely lifted his eyes at her. She nodded to him and he nodded back in complicity.


On a mountaintop, she remembered being in a small tent perched on the craggy summit of a foggy mountain. She opened the tent flap, tipped out a steaming pan of water, she looked up at the sky, assessing a possible oncoming storm, licked a finger, and raised it to test the wind direction. Alice, huddled up inside the tent, drew a line through an entry entitled: “Survival Techniques”. She sighed, put her book away and disappeared under the covers.


In the laboratory of a university, young Alice, dressed in an oversized white lab coat and goggles, poured green liquid from a test tube into a beaker. There was a pop, a small explosion and a stream of smoke curled into the ceiling. A small group of older university students, sitting in a semicircle around her, looked on in amazement and clapped.


“So how come your parents let you do all that stuff?” I asked.


Alice painted a picture of her home life, “Not parents, just the one, Dad.”


Inside a terraced street, late afternoon with golden sunlight slanting through, Richard, Alice’s dad, gelled quiff and Levi’s jeans, cigarette drooping from his mouth, open black shirt, sat in an armchair, noodling on a guitar, completely absorbed.


“Thing is, after Mum left, Dad kind of went into his shell,” continued Alice.


Young Alice, dressed in her army camouflage gear with green and black face paint on, covered in mud and exhausted, walked in behind her dad. She looked at him, trying to get his attention but Richard was in his own world, oblivious.


“So, I wanted to be a superhero? Seems a reasonable ambition. But MI5 thought otherwise.”


“You tried to get a job with them?” I asked.


“Yeah.”


“What did they say?”


“They don’t say,” said Alice.


“Just show you the door and that’s it?”


“I failed on the psych test, they tend not to explain why you’re too mental.”


“You got that far though, that’s good.”


“I failed, that’s all,” said Alice, exhausted by her own memories and lack of success. “Anyway, it’s ridiculous, I look at myself back then and think, what an idiot, how could I think I could save the world, just childish dreams and fantasies. I don’t know … and then one day, after the plague, I woke up and I could see things.”


“Maybe you can help me save the world.”


“Really?” asked Alice, her eyes lighting up.


I told her about Ingrid in orbit, about her warning of the end of the world and how I knew I could help to save it. She asked when that was, why hadn’t anyone been told. I said I received the message 247 days ago, but I had no means of changing anything, but last night I had a dream, the same dream, a woman in a tower, but this time the woman told me to come to her, so that is what I must do. But I told Alice that I was worried and she might help me with her X-ray eyes to see inside people, to know what lay inside them and did she want to come with me? I could only take her with me if I handcuffed her, and if she ran away and told anyone I would have to kill her. She thought about it, pulling on one green ear, then cleaning her upper teeth rack with one finger staring out the coffee shop window at a man with a placard that said, “The End of the World is Nigh,” and agreed. And winked at me, which didn’t seem appropriate.


“You took your time to do something, 247 days?” she said.


“Yeah,” I answered, “I was thinking.”


“I think you need to think faster, speed up the process. Where’s this tower?”


“Yorkshire.”


“Do we need passports?” Alice enquired.


“No, I got some fakes, I can put your picture on one.”


“So, you had a few, were you looking for a partner?”


“Maybe. Anyway, the whole Yorkshire passport thing is a bit ridiculous.”


“No Irish, no dogs, no aliens, you forget I’m green.”


“Yes. Oh yes. I’ll smuggle you in.”


“Maybe you’ll eat me.”


“It’s a possibility, I get peckish around this time.”


“Confined to quarters,” she wrote, “they didn’t want to hear my plan, and then I took matters into my own hands, whilst they slept I went up to comms and turned a transmitter towards those who might be able to help. I had another dream, I dreamt of a woman in a tower. I tried to contact her, to transmit, but I was caught and brought here to the brig.”


“They don’t want to try, they want to start again; there is a sense of delight in their omnipotence. When one knows the specialness of your place in the world, then a certain hubris takes over. Last man alive, and all that junk. One chink of ego excites the Universe and it comes rushing in to fill the hole with outrageous ambition. The tree withers and dies as the seed grows right next to it.”


She wrote, “There are patterns to our love, like a fern curls up inside itself, or an ice crystal forming, cracking under the weight of expectation. There is a window in my cell. It looks back to Earth, I am swamped with a great longing for firm earth, for my feet to hold fast, for non-regulated air in my lungs, for the catastrophe of life, with all its faults. To reach for the peace of not thinking, to burn down all the libraries of the world, with all the thoughts, to have only one thought, or no thought. Is that the peace of death?”


“I long for life, for all the souls. I am homesick, nostalgic. Looking back when forward, out there, the future can only lie. I don’t even know if you are receiving these messages, I write in secret.”


“There has always been a question that we’ve never answered, up here. With all the developments, all the progress, all the aspirations: what are we here for? I don’t mean in the philosophical way, I mean, here, in space. What is the purpose of all of it, what have we learned? Down below nothing has changed. We haven’t been enlightened by looking outwards, by exploring space, mining asteroids. Where did the mission go wrong, in the largest sense? Right now, decisions are being made without me, we are making for a new home. Can we call somewhere home without roots, without the smell and tastes of home? Time will tell.”


She wrote to me to say there was a rescue mission underway. That a journey had been planned to a star 3.4 light years away at a distance of 20 trillion miles. There was a star there, more massive than the sun, but just fifteen miles across. It spun at a hundred times a second, and orbiting that star was a diamond the size of Jupiter.


She wrote, “Nearby is a planet, that is our destination. It will take 23 years to reach but we will be in a deep sleep. The planet has the conditions for life, liquid water. It is blue, like ours. We are trained for space, we are already here in orbit, away from the politics of Earth, without the distraction of choices. We have been asked if we wish to take someone with us. Do you want to come with me? My parents are gone, my brother also. I have concluded that a life worth living is one where I find a reason for being, maybe you can help me. Will you come?”


She wrote, “I will meet you when you arrive and we will sleep. I cannot stop thinking of a story I read in a book called Zen Inklings, about a butcher in Japan who all his life, cut up meat. He had started as a boy, scrubbing the chopping board, then moved onto cutting out the entrails, then to killing itself, cutting the throats of pigs.”


“One day, a day like any other, he was slitting the throat of an animal, pulling out the stomach, his hands deep in the blood. Outside, it was a bright autumn day and he could see, through a window, flowering grasses in a meadow. He looked at his hands in the blood and the guts and a feeling came over him. He was at one with the meat. I know, it sounds so odd.”


“He stood that way until nightfall, hands in the meat, eyes on the grass, and at dawn he left, never to return, he never killed an animal again. He walked up into the mountains and there he stayed. He wrote a poem which became famous:


‘Just yesterday, the soul of a demon,


This morning, the face of a bodhisattva.


A demon, a bodhisattva…


There is no difference.’


Only he knew there was no difference, and that was the difference.” She wrote, “We will sleep. Stopping time. Allowing us to breathe and think and to dream. Will this be a death that defines us? Can we reach a higher place with the knowledge that we might never wake? Without the constant flow of time, will I mistake myself for someone else when we wake up?”


I wrote to her, “I think our paths lie in different directions. How funny to say that when you are a million miles away. I am an anchor to this earth that you need to leave behind.”


All she wrote was, “What about the cat, she’ll miss you?”


I wrote, “Maybe Fluffball has more chance than the two of us.”


Alice was handcuffed to the steering wheel in the car park of a motorway service station looking pissed off. She was alone, looked around, no one about. She rattled the handcuffs trying to break free. I walked back to the car with sub sandwiches and drinks. Got in. Unlocked her handcuffs and passed her food.


She ate. She looked at me, “You have family?”


“What do you mean?” I bit my sandwich, looked at her.


“You have a mum, dad?” asked Alice.


“No. What’s that got to do with anything?”


“Why not?”


“It’s a story that is long.”


“It’s a long drive.”


“You don’t want to hear about sad things.”


“I love sad things.”


“We were out driving in the forest. I was in the back seat. We stopped at a light. They came over, tapped on the window.”


“Who’s they?”


“Men, gangsters. My dad was a cop. Investigating them. This was in Japan. They started firing and ran away. I heard them shout a name, I…”


“Shit. What did you do? Wait, how old were you?”


“Ten. I took my dad’s gun. Went to their place. My dad had showed me where they hung out. I knocked on the door. A man answered. I asked for I — he came to the door. I shot him. They took me in. Not such a long story really.”


I ate some more of the sub sandwich.


“What about your mother?”


“She was in the car as well.”


I drove. Spoke, “I became one of them, learnt how to do what needed to be done to earn the money I deserved. Nobody hurt me again.… When I was eighteen they gave me the job, to kill someone, but I did not do it.”


“Did you ever use your fire hands?” Alice asked.


“I did not have them then. They sent me to work in a sokaiya. You know what that is?”


“Is this the Yakuza?”


“Yes, they sent me to London. Out of China Town. We invited Japanese businessmen to this club, got them drunk. We acted like investment brokers, gave them a good time, then took them to this other place, there were girls there, we photographed them with the girls.”


“So, you were like a pimp?”


“All we needed was the photographs with the girls.”


“The prostitutes?” Alice insisted.


Ignoring her I carried on, “Then back in Japan we turned up at their shareholder meetings … we’ve bought stock in their business … and one of us stands up and shouts Banzai! And they know who we are, what we have on them. If not, we send them an envelope with the photos, what they’ve been up to on their business trip. The money comes quick after that, the shame is too much.”


“Nice business,” Alice said sarcastically.


“Good money.”


“That’s all you’re about, the money?”


“What else is there?”


Alice stares out of the window. I looked out my side window. There were things she didn’t know, like how I’d helped a woman working there and had to run when she ran, how they were still looking for me. About how the woman died, nailed to a tree in the forest.


“Where’s the woman in the tower?” she asked.


“You know I can’t tell you. She’s up North.”
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