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"I loved the old Twilight Zone episodes and the best
description I have for this book is that it is similar to those
tales. If you are a fan of these kind of offbeat, unusual but
intriguing stories then you will enjoy the Esther May Morrow
tales." -- The
Romance Studio






"Once you open the cover, you won't be able to turn pages
fast enough to read through this exciting collection of short
stories, all involving the mysterious Esther May Morrow. Mr.
Appleton writes with such description and reality, you'll be swept
into each chapter and experience the story along with the
characters. If you learn anything from his creative genius, it's...
be careful what you wish for." --
The Examiner






"This first collection in [Appleton]'s short story cycle
pulls the reader in easily, incorporating the character of Esther
as a background fixture with enormous impact. Each story is both
unique and complete yet allows Esther to appear in subsequent tales
with ease. This reviewer looks forward to reading more about this
intriguing character." --
Bitten by Books
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 Cretaceous






“Go on,
boy. Go fetch!”

Eyes wide,
head nodding toward the tennis ball, seventy-three-year-old Vincent
Knowles egged his old bulldog on. By now the ball had rolled into a
clump of grass at the base of a silver birch sapling.


“Alright, old boy.” He sighed. “I guess we’re both a bit past
this, aren’t we.”

Errol wagged
his tail. His snowy white coat with a puddle of brown across the
middle shook with exhaustion. Mouth open wide, teeth bared, bottom
lip sagging, Errol pricked his ears. He tried to remain steadfast,
loyal in the eyes of his old master. But his knobbly legs wouldn’t
hold. In the thirteen years he’d been taken through Levi’s park,
he’d never once knowingly failed to retrieve a ball lobbed for him.
Not by Vincent. Not even when two boxers had rushed him at once
like colliding freight trains – sparking the mightiest scrap of his
life. No, Vincent had given him a chance to prove his devotion, and
nothing in this world was more important than the tennis ball.

But Wednesday
had changed all that.

Wednesday –
the day Vincent had had to carry him home...

 


The situation
had been an identical one. Late autumn morning, frost sparkling on
the short grass before it crunched under Vincent’s Wellingtons. A
bitter wind. A sudden, iron tightening of Errol’s chest. A lob too
far.

The old
bulldog fell heavily onto his stomach, panting, before keeling over
onto his side with a wounded yelp. His eyes stared across the
sugary field of his dreams. Unblinking, stiff doll’s eyes, behind
which a lifetime of ecstatic play began to shrink. Crying eyes,
wanting to bound over every inch of grass even though an avalanche
had just collapsed on top of his heart.

 Vincent stopped fiddling with the fur-lined
hood of his parka and glanced over. Downward. Realisation hit him
like the recoil of a cannon. His focus blurred as he
shuddered.

“Oh my
God!”

The dog half
groaned, half howled as Vincent, arms trembling, lifted him for the
first time since he’d been a pup. Where Errol had once climbed
eagerly into the embrace, licking his master’s neck and ears and
face with relish, here the dog was limp as a beanbag. He weighed a
tonne, but Vincent, seventy-three and arthritic, would’ve lifted
him even if he were a Shire horse.

The only
family he had left.

The lifeless
body didn’t seem like Errol at all. Gentle twangs reverberated
around Vincent’s chest – echoing aches surging upward, tremors
triggering a lava eruption. If he hadn’t cried, he felt sure the
veins squeezing his temples would explode.

He remembered
the leather lead in his pocket as they crossed Florence Street;
Errol always stopped there, obediently, to be leashed before the
traffic. Good dog. Bright and intuitive, and a rum ‘un in the
presence of other dogs, particularly cocky big ones.

“You’ll
be alright, boy,” he sobbed, pressing his wrinkly forehead to
Errol’s side in his arms. “We’ll get you to the vet and you’ll be
alright.”

Young Edie
McKay and her black and white collie Prudy both stopped to watch
from Auburn Lane. Vincent quickened his pace. He didn’t want anyone
to see Errol like this; no thought for himself, just for Errol. The
more attention he’d get, the more real it would become. Vincent had
been though it many times before – with his wife, Esther; with his
older brother Tony when he was only nineteen; with his lovely dogs
Sue, Jemima, Pippin, Lulu and Ivanhoe; with his best friend growing
up, Paul Hughes, who’d hung himself on holiday in Tenerife – and if
there was one thing he knew for certain it was that trauma is best
suffered alone. Away from the world. Away from judgmental eyes and
preening platitudes and the limelight. He had always hated funerals
for that reason, and through salty tears he felt dozens of déjà vu
trying to iron his feelings into flat, manageable clothes to be
worn, experience to smooth his sorrow.

Go away, he
thought. Everything, everyone... bugger off!

 


“I can
give him something for high blood pressure,” explained the
young-looking German vet in the consultation room, “but his heart’s
frail. I’m afraid he hasn’t got long left.”

“I
know,” replied Vincent.

“He’s
reached a good age, and I can tell you’ve looked after him well.
Errol is it?”

“Yeah,
Errol. Never been sick a day in his life.”

“It’s a
shame,” said the vet. “I wish zere was something more we could
do.”

Vincent
stroked Errol’s neck where his collar usually was – a subtle but
misaligned depression in the hair. The old man swallowed a lump in
his throat as he realised what the missing collar meant.

No more
Errol.

He’d wrestled
with the notion all afternoon, but seeing his friend so bare, so
vulnerable in a sterile place animals usually came to die, finally
hammered it home. Everything they’d done together for thirteen
years, the whole routine, right down to the poop-a-scoop and the
all-weather walks and the musical chairs in the morning when he’d
let the dog into the living room and they’d both vie for the
comfiest armchair, would soon cease. Not to mention the greatest
comfort in his life – knowing that he had a friend downstairs who’d
do anything for him.

Emptiness. No
more Errol.

The vet typed
something on his computer and, after rummaging around in a white
drawer, turned with a dutiful smile.

“All you
need to do is crush zese tablets and mix zem in with his food.” He
held up a small plastic bottle as though he were on a TV advert,
only without the grin. “You say he has a good appetite; he
shouldn’t have any problems. Cats often turn zeir noses up at zings
we put in zeir food, but dogs trust us implicitly. I don’t have to
tell you.”

“No,
he’ll eat anything... from anyone,” replied Vincent, suddenly
feeling the urge to get the hell out and pay through the nose
already. He could see the vet was eager to end the session there,
to extort the next poor sap in line, and that capitalist stench
flared the old man’s nostrils, leaving him quietly furious as he
nodded goodbye.

“Come
on, boy,” he whispered in Errol’s ear. “I’ll not put you through
that again. You’ve seen the last of this place.”

Eighty-seven
pounds thirty. An obscene amount for fifteen minutes’ consultation,
tablets and a few tests, he thought.


“Animals... soon they’ll only be for the rich. Bloody vets...
they’re as bad as bloody undertakers.”

Outside,
stop-starting traffic shuffled along Bingley Road in the usual rush
hour abacus. Vincent even beat a black taxi over the four blocks to
Fox Row, where his own Fiat was parked.

He set Errol,
who was still limp as a wet rag doll, on the back seat, covering
him with two warm blankets.

“There
you go, boy,” he said. “There you go.”

An aching,
vinegary surge welled inside Vincent’s chest as the old bulldog
cast him an adoring glance. He felt an iron weight in his throat.
Errol then rattled through a deep breath, sighing aloud, his eyes
flicking upward to follow his old master’s as the door closed
between them.

Vincent had to
lean on the roof for a moment. His own heart was under siege.

“Ah,
hell!” he said under a difficult breath. “Get your arse sat down,
old man. Old bastard... ”

Like inflating
a clay balloon in his chest, his every inhalation took an
inordinate effort. Even lifting the latch on the driver’s door now
seemed monumental, and Vincent felt sickly as an oppressive
whirligig of whooshing cars and concrete pessimism pressed him to
his knees.


Diabolical.

The more he
tried to fight, the sicklier he felt. A tight sleeve of lava burned
from his shoulder to his wrist, where it erupted in a horrid, sharp
pain. He staggered away from the car toward a vague shop door and a
sign he thought held the name of his departed wife, the only woman
he’d ever loved.

Esther.

First molten,
then Arctic, his pale head dripped and bubbled as he crashed into a
wooden door. The elastic band straining to hold him together
suddenly snapped inside, and he tasted the long years of his life
as wrung-out, residual bile, before the coolest, sweetest perfume
touched his lips.

Paralysing
tightness, then nothing.

 


When he awoke
in the armchair it was to a soft, lilting melody – a curtseying,
sashaying waltz that would have, in his younger days, given his
romantic side goose pimples. Especially in the presence of Esther.
A fair dancer in his day, he had been Captain Von Trapp to her
Maria more than once to the strains of Strauss.

Where am I? he
thought, wondering why his chest no longer hurt.

“Hello?”
he called out. “Anyone around?”


“Yoo-hoo!” came a reply from behind. It was a woman’s
voice.

“Who’s
that?” he asked.

“Be
right there.”

The room
seemed so quaint and inviting Vincent was sure it belonged to
someone old. Sweetly eclectic if hardly valuable ornaments
populated a tiled mantelpiece and a polished wooden sideboard.
Frilly curtains appeared to genuflect either side of a sewing table
to his left. No television, just a bookshelf filled with
encyclopaedia volumes, a handful of extremely old titles and a
cheap-looking radio wheezing out the waltz.


“Hello?”

“Good evening,” said a dark-haired, middle-aged woman
appearing through a curtain partition to his left. Vincent
immediately thought Barbara
Stanwyck.

“Hello,”
he replied.

Without
realising it, he rose to his feet – a gentlemanly gesture – yet
felt no ill-effects.

“I see
you’re well again,” she said. “And polite, too. Thank you. My
name’s Esther May Morrow.”

“Vincent
Knowles. And shouldn’t it be me thanking you?”

She smiled.
“I’m just glad I found you in time. That was a nasty fall into my
shop. Thank goodness the door was ajar, otherwise you’d have
probably been a goner.”

“I
thought I was…”

“A mild
heart attack.”

“It...
it seemed anything but mild to me,” he recalled, massaging his
wrist. “What did you do?”

“Come
with me,” she said, untying her apron and nodding him toward the
curtain door. Her small, slim figure and prematurely veined hands
suggested to Vincent she’d spent a lifetime washing up, doing
housework, being run off her feet.

Very chirpy,
though. A lot like my Esther... just not in looks.

Rows of
shelves greeted him as he ducked under the low door frame into the
shop. Dozens of wooden shelves, items upon them neatly arranged in
a Sunday morning bric-a-brac sort of way. Without his glasses, he
couldn’t see the contents in much detail, but those he could
discern – a Bedouin headscarf, a violin bow, a beige fedora hat, an
old copy of the Bible, a futuristic-looking crystal clock – tickled
his curiosity.

“What
business are you in, Esther?” he asked, inhaling a gorgeous smell
of fresh pastry from a shelf behind the counter labelled
‘something... something... PIES.’

“Buy or
Borrow. I’m in the time business,” she replied.

He leaned in,
straining his old eyes for a closer look at the label.

Hmm...
FRESH-BAKED PIES.

“Buy or
Borrow? What’s that when it’s at home?” he queried. In seventy
years of car-boot sales, flea markets and what have you, he thought
he’d seen every kind of money-raising idea known to man. But ‘buy
or borrow’?

Esther smiled
and beckoned him over to another shelf set along the back wall –
one full of coloured bottles. Vincent thought it resembled
something from a Victorian pharmacy, or perhaps even older than
that – an apothecary’s stash.

“What’s
this Buy or Borrow?” he asked again, softer this time as he stood
beside her.

“It’s
exactly as it sounds. You say whether you’d like to keep an item or
rent it, and then make us an offer. It’s very rare we
refuse.”

“Fair
enough,” smiled Vincent, instantly dubious of the whole
idea.

Esther’s snowy
white skin contrasted with the colours of viscous liquids across
three jam-packed rows of glass bottles.

Unlabelled... like her,
he thought, glancing approvingly at the woman
who’d saved his life.


“Alright, here we are,” she said, her fingers running across
bottle tops, finally slowing at three pale-grey colours. “I have
just the thing for you.”

“For
what?”

“For
your sorrows,” she answered. “Nothing worse than losing a pet. I
saw your poor dog in the car; he could do with a few drops of
youth.”

Vincent
hoisted an eyebrow. “I beg your pardon?”

“Drops
of youth. I’m in the time business, Vincent. Just give the fellow a
few drops of this and he’ll age backwards to his prime. Easy-peasy,
lemon squeezy.”

The old man
suddenly remembered poor Errol in the back seat of his car, limp
after a visit to the vet, in desperate need of tablets. About to
turn his back on all the nonsense about magic potions and rush out,
he chose to stay and listen. Something about Esther…intrigued
him.

She did, after
all, save your life... old man. You owe her a minute or two.

“And as
for you,” she went on, “I’d recommend something a little stronger.
I gave you a drop of this earlier,” she pointed to an orange
bottle. “Roughly a few months worth, but I’m guessing you’ll want
to go the whole hog. I know I usually do. Let me see…”

His heels
itched as he listened, but a part of him, like caramel in a wafer,
flightily imagined her potions keeping him from the crunch. The big
crunch. Perhaps for Errol, too. The idea brought a bittersweet
smile to his face, and as soon as Esther tilted a red-coloured
bottle, he found himself immersed in her viscous world of time and
alchemy.

“I’ll
take that one,” he said.

“Umm...
let me see... umm, alright,” she replied. “It’s a potent one,
Vincent – a single drop per decade – but I can sense you’re a
careful man. So it’s this one for you, and,” picking out the grey
one, “this one for Errol. His is a single drop per
year.”

“What
else have you got?”

The old man knew he was being greedy – like Oliver Twist
envying gruel in the belly of a grandfather clock – but he was
seventy-three. Too old to be too bloody
careful.

“Well,
there are no tricks here, no catches,” she said delightfully.
“Whatever idea you come up with, I’m sure we’ve got something to
accommodate you.”

Vincent immediately thought time
travel. Something he’d dreamed of ever
since he’d read Wells as a teenager. But
not the future. Far, far back, before civilisation, before people.
As long as I can return if I need. Hmm.

“How
about... the cretaceous?” he beamed.

Staring deep
into his eyes, Esther swept her black hair back behind her
shoulders and gave a thoughtful nod. “Okay,” she said. “I think we
can do that.”

Vincent imagined himself ready for football on a Saturday
morning, so excited was he, and so full of frothing energy.
Watching this mysterious woman retrieve a copper-coloured egg the
size of a cricket ball from a nearby shelf, filled him with
memories of heyday Hollywood movies. Somewhere between
Stanwyck’s Stella Dallas
and the science-fictions of George Pal shone, in
gaudy neon lights, Esther May Morrow’s Buy or Borrow.

Deep down, he
knew it was all hogwash.

So what?
You’re still alive, and she did it. Get over yourself, old man.

He lay two
twenty pound notes on the counter, all the money he had in his
pocket. One of them folded itself back into a tepee.

“Very
generous,” she admitted, placing the two bottles and the copper egg
into a brown paper bag. “For that, you’ve bought yourself a free,
fresh-baked pork pie.”

He held out
his hand, laughing. “Much obliged.”

“Now, to
reach the cretaceous, all you have to do is open the egg – it has a
spring hinge across the centre – in a setting you’d want to wake up
to. For example, if you open it underwater, you’ll end up however
many millions of years ago, underwater – not a good idea. Or if you
open it on the edge of a forest, you might wind up watching a herd
of grazing herbivores. And so on. That’s as specific as I can be,
I’m afraid. The only caveats are the random date in the cretaceous
timeline – like a lottery, it could be any year from millions – and
keeping hold of the egg. Without it, you’ll never get
back.”

“How do
I get back?”

“Pierce
the top of the egg. It’s tough, but a sharp stone should open the
seam.”

“That’s
it?”

“That’s
it,” she replied. “A return ticket – one way there, one way back.
Easy-peasy, lemon squeezy.”

“And I
can reuse the potions ad infinitum? As often as I like?”


“Yes.”

“No
tricks?” asked Vincent, breathless.

She smiled and
gave him the receipt. “Nope. No tricks, no catches. Just…be
careful.”

He took a
deep, multi-vitamin breath and sighed with mineral water freshness.
Esther May Morrow’s had been just the tonic he’d needed.

So what if it
was all hogwash! She was lovely, and so were the far-fetched
notions of time in her shop.

“Esther,
it’s been a pleasure,” he said, holding out his hand. “And thank
you for…saving my life and everything.”

She took his
hand and nodded. “Bye, Vincent, and you’re welcome. Come back any
time.”


“Bye.”

As he closed the front door, happy yet sad to see Errol still
lying limp on the back seat of his Fiat, Esther’s last words phased
in and out of his mind like movie title credits.
Come back any time... any time... any
time.

 


****

 


Two days later, Vincent not having administered the potion to
poor old Errol for fear of its real
chemistry, the bulldog collapsed again, in
virtually the same spot on the frosty field.

Nor had Vincent taken a single drop from his potion, though that had been due
less to fear of physical effects, more to an old man’s final cling
to magic. If Esther May Morrow’s claims did turn out to be a fake
parlour gimmick, that would be that. The end of his boyhood
dreams.

And Errol
would surely die.

On the other hand, if he didn’t try it, Errol was just as
doomed.

“Oh, no!
No! Not yet.”

The old
bulldog lay gasping on his side in the hard grass. Vincent shook
his head furiously as he knelt down, noxious tears forming.

“Right,
to hell with this,” he seethed.

Out of the
pocket of his blue parka he pulled a small bottle filled with grey
liquid. It looked like a clay potter’s runoff residue. Unscrewing
the cap, he then dipped a tiny eye-drop dispenser into the potion
and carefully filled it – six drops worth at most. Errol whined,
his eyes ever on Vincent’s boots beside him, his heartbeat now
arrhythmic. The old man sensed his old dog was slipping away.

“Stay
with me, boy. We’re nearly there. A few more seconds, just give me
a few more…”

Vincent held the bulldog’s jaw slightly open with one hand,
while easing the drops, one at a time, one at a time, onto his
tongue. That Errol didn’t even flinch left his master to suspect he
might be too late, but there was
movement – the laboured rise and fall of a loyal
chest.

Through
stinging tears, the old man aimed his elixir drops; with a
crumbling voice, he counted aloud:

“One,
two, three, four,” and after refilling, on the verge of sobbing,
“five, six, s-seven, eight, nine... and ten. A year for each drop.
Please, please, oh God, please... let this work.”

If anyone
passed by on the tarmac path behind him, he didn’t notice them. But
they would have felt sorry to see old Mr. Knowles knelt over one of
the mainstays of Levi’s Park – a bulldog so familiar to and
well-liked by everyone that its passing would surely signal the end
of an era.

No more
Errol.

While Vincent
prayed under his breath, digging into the icy topsoil with his
fingertips, shivering uncontrollably, pain from his arthritic knee
joints seared decades into his brain. But he wouldn’t move.

Not until HE
does!

A sigh. A
twitch of an eyebrow. An uncrossing of the front paws.


“Errol?”

A massive,
rattling breath. A quick wag of the tail. A stretching of all limbs
at once.

“Errol?
Talk to me.”

The dog’s head
turned to look directly at Vincent. That long, panting tongue
drooped out over his lower gums, and the bulldog suddenly struggled
to his feet, collapsed to his knees, then rose again like a newborn
calf. Stretching one last time, Errol then shook off old age as
though it were nothing more than light drizzle on his coat.

Vincent,
erupting like bonfire night inside, managed to nod stoically as he
hugged his old friend.

“Esther,
I can never thank you. But thank you.”

He let the
moment flow toward his own dilemma – the precipice he hadn’t dared
face until now. Whether or not to sip a little youth himself.

Eternal
falls.

A tot of time
before the cretaceous.

“How does it feel, boy?” he asked, glowing. Errol’s
miraculous recovery had
signalled the end of an era. One of cynicism. Of
old age. The last of a dying breed now with a horizon again. Cold
wind gnawed at his ears, but Vincent remembered his parka had a
woolly hood. He un-crumpled himself to his feet and
laughed.

“Who’d
have thunk, boy? Who in their right mind…”

Errol bounded
about in the frost like a three-year-old.

And that’s
exactly what he is! Right, that’s it... no more stalling. It’s now
or never, old man. Buy or borrow? Damn right... you’re on borrowed
time, and it’s time to buy a ticket!

Thrusting his
hand into his pocket, he couldn’t displace the dog lead with his
fingers. The other bottle was in there somewhere. With a quick
yank, he pulled the chain out by its leather handle. There it was!
The potion – one drop per decade. So close he could taste the
magical ingredients broomsticking over his tongue, one at a
time.

His heart was
not arrhythmic but did pound to a new kind of music.

One, two,
three drops... four...


“ERROL!”

It was then,
in his moment of celebration, that thirty-three year old Vincent
Knowles saw something that shaved a further ten years off his life.
The bulldog, now more agile and playful than any pup, had bounded
across the grass to the silver birch sapling. In his mouth should
have been a green tennis ball, but that was still half-buried in
the clump of long grass. Errol had something else…something that
scraped his teeth as he bit.

The copper
egg!

“Errol,
NO! Drop it! Errol!”

Vincent’s
chest and shoulders encountered a meteoric surge of adrenaline. His
sternum sparked inside as the fizzing, crackling tail of a firework
in a milk bottle. He found himself sprinting toward the dog.
Mid-race, he glanced down at his hands. Still old and wrinkly. He
felt across his face. Still loose and craggy. But he sprinted like
he hadn’t since Saturday morning soccer... forty years ago!

Errol, seeing
him approach, ran away playfully. Lodging the egg between molars in
the side of his mouth, he nodded as he ran. That battering-ram,
barrel run – low to the ground, destined to inflict damage on any
obstacle in his way.

“Ah,
hell.”

Fifty yards
past the saplings, the bulldog ground to a sudden halt. Listing his
head sideways for a better bite, he revealed just enough of the egg
to make Vincent’s white hair stand on end. If the old man had still
been an old man, it would have given him a heart attack.

“Ah,
hell!”

A black vortex
spun out from Errol’s mouth like the unravelling of a giant
liquorice roll. He’d opened the egg! In seconds, the shadow
ballooned to a black dome over the dog, two metres high and two
wide. The fainter Errol became, the faster Vincent ran. Faster,
still faster, still…

Still.

The
frost-topped green field vanished completely, leaving a cavern of
nothingness. Only Errol’s heavy panting told Vincent he still
existed. The black was so eerie, yet so serene, it reminded him of
a graveyard at night with no moon. And it was cold.

“Come
here, boy,” he whispered, crouching to hold Errol close. “You’d
better give me that.”

He prized the
egg from the dog’s teeth, eased its two halves shut, wiped the
drool onto his corduroys, and tucked the copper thing safely into
his breast pocket. He suddenly remembered where it had been – in
with the bottles…and the lead.

You’re a
bloody fool. Pulling the lead must’ve tipped the egg out. Idiot!
Practically handing something like that to a recharging
bulldog.

“Good,
boy, Errol. It wasn’t your fault.”

The sensation
of travelling through time struck Vincent as something of a damp
squib. No motion at all. No flashes or whirligigs or de-evolving
cityscapes. Not even a clock spinning backwards.

So much for
Wells.

He remembered
Esther’s advice on choosing a locale. “Open the egg in a setting
you’d want to wake up to.”

“Fair
enough,” he said. “We opened it in the middle of our favourite
field, boy. Not a bad place to wake up to, cretaceous or
no.”

Errol reared
up and licked his master’s face. The old man gave him a
full-bodied, whole-hearted hug, for all the happy years they’d
shared, for all the new ones granted them.

THIS is Esther
May Morrow’s miracle.

He could have
stayed there for an eternity and called it heaven. The silence, the
relief of his old friend still being able to reciprocate affection,
the lifelong promise of real magic fulfilled. And both of them
feeling so young. All of that... all at once. The outcome seemed
almost inconsequential.

And all for
forty quid…

Then, in the
time it took to blink, he found himself in freefall. Vincent
watched in horror as Errol fell away while his own spine jolted
like the rip-cord on a parachute.

Hmmpf!

An incredible
roar quaked his ear drums as though they were gongs in his head.
And the accompanying smell, jetting overhead on a horrid wind,
immediately knocked him sickly. Rotting meat. He had no time to
investigate. His Wellingtons thudded against something hard behind
as he jerked every which way in mid-air.

Without
warning, his parka ripped loose and he plummeted fifteen feet onto
muddy grass. The impact squeezed his insides together so that he
found it hard to breathe. Errol barked like crazy. Scurrying
backward on all fours, Vincent couldn’t believe his eyes as he
looked up.

His parka now
hung from the jagged tooth of a full-sized tyrannosaurus Rex!

If the
dinosaur had been at all interested in him, he would not have made
it to the skyscraping trees. Instead, it seemed preoccupied with
another quarry – a herd of swift, long-necked bipeds. For that
Vincent placed a hand on his chest and closed his eyes, not quite
sure if he’d woken to a nightmare or to the past, or if indeed the
nightmare was the past.


Cretaceous.

Hiding behind
a tree in the cretaceous.

Okay, get a grip! His blood pressed
hydraulically all over. What else did you
expect? Pop-up dinosaurs? Well, one just popped up, alright –
popped up to eat you! Think, man, think.

The A to B (by
way of X) of their time-travel debacle hit him so hard his cheeks
flamed red with embarrassment. It had almost been the cods-up to
end all cods-ups.

Idiocy! Open
the egg in a setting you’d want to wake up to? And we happened to
open it in the teeth of a prize-fighting dog! Voila... straight
into the mouth of a tyrannosaur. I swear, old man, the younger you
get, the dumber you get.

Late evening
in early prehistory. A slender golden sunset stretched like an
elegant timeline behind the silhouette of a dark forest. Vincent
imagined it as the source of Esther’s potions – a syrupy substance
made of light and time and sweet cough medicine. And she’d somehow
bottled it, perhaps from a wellspring or a lagoon where sky touched
land, a place only she knew about.

Errol wagged
his tail enthusiastically.

“Either
you don’t know anything untoward has happened,” said Vincent, “or
you just don’t care. Errol, say hello to the time of the
dinosaurs!”

A quick,
piercing bark followed by a sneeze.

“Hmm...
I know what you mean.”

In his thick
green jumper and brown corduroys, Vincent was effectively
camouflaged in the muddy, autumn woodland. Errol’s white coat stood
out a mile, though. A vague mist roved across the wide expanse
ahead. Behind, damp leaves carpeted the forest floor. The old man
and his dog waited behind their tree until the last tyrannosaur
tremor faded into the night.

“Any
bright ideas, boy?” he whispered, massaging Errol’s neck. He
considered attaching the lead but thought it better to let the dog
enjoy this second chance on his own terms.

The two of
them bedded down that night in a blanket of leaves piled from over
a half acre of autumn.

At first
light, Vincent stretched and, for the first time in years, felt no
aches or stabbing pains. The arthritis in his knees had vanished.
He saw bare branches swaying overhead and a sea of mist encircling
him. The cretaceous morning didn’t appear any different than
yesterday’s, except in his shoulders. As Vincent sat up, he felt an
iron-caste weight had been lifted.

Man, that
feels good! And fresh air to boot...

He paid no
attention to Errol’s barking at first. Why should he? It was a
noise he’d heard every day for thirteen years, a voice as familiar
as his own. But when a distant, low groan replied, he suddenly
remembered he was not indigenous. And nor was Errol.

“Quiet!
Oi, keep it down.”

The excited
bulldog cantered back and stopped, barking for him to follow.
Vincent knew instantly what it meant. No use trying to argue; when
Errol became this stubborn, it was always important. The last time,
around six months ago, the bulldog had led his master to a little
girl trapped in a barb wire fence.

They jogged together over enormous tyrannosaur tracks –
footprints as long as a man. If he hadn’t had a decent view of the
arcing tree-line, Vincent would not have proceeded. Too risky. The
way the insistent bulldog scurried ahead, though – frequently
checking to see if his master still followed – reassured him. A
thirty-three year old spirit with seventy-three years’ experience,
Vincent Knowles had the best of both worlds. With nostalgia for the
days he’d spent watching Errol run, déjà vu by way of
himself running,
something he hadn’t done for eons before the potion, he looked
forward to his adventure by looking back.

Light
imprints, shaped similarly to the tyrannosaur’s but clustered into
a stampede, pocked the mud between the giant predator’s strides.
The biped herd. Hunter and hunted. Then, as Errol resumed his
barking, Vincent halted with a perplexed frown. He followed the
sequence with his eyes and then in his mind.

What. The.
Hell.

Oddly, the
giant Rex tracks came to an end. It hadn’t doubled back or turned.
The mud seemed to suggest the dinosaur had simply upped and
vanished. He walked on, sifting through the evidence with forensic
punctiliousness.

As if
complicit in the investigation, Errol suddenly shuffled to one
side, and in doing so revealed the final clue.

Oh, God.

It was
unequivocal. A final indelible impression in the earth and then...
Vincent’s shredded blue parka in the mud. He sank to his
newly-healed knees, and looked down in horror.

The copper egg
looked back. It had a crack in the top.

 


* * * *












 Spellbound


I always loved
the drives home.

Dark outside –
a magical, amber dark – when the motorway would roll endlessly,
daring me to stay awake while at the same time lulling me with its
hypnotic glare. There were five of us in the car: me, my brother
and sister, and my parents. Apart from my dad, who drove, I was the
only one awake.

Wide
awake.

I used to
associate insomnia with the legend of the Sandman, who, according
to my mother, would sprinkle sand in the eyes of all children who
wouldn’t go to sleep. I’m pretty sure he visited me once or twice
when I was very young. But that night, he never showed.

I wish he
had.

Cars and
lorries zapped by in the opposite direction on the dual
carriageway. You can always tell the size of a vehicle by the pitch
of its zap; a car, for instance, throws a quick, mellow hello,
while a juggernaut sounds and feels like it’s tunnelling
underground. As the music played on the tape deck, I tried to
ignore it, concentrating instead on the rhythm of zapping traffic.
If I hadn’t, I would have cried.


Spellbound.

The car was a
red Mini Cooper, possibly the smallest car on the market. Quite how
three of us stayed so comfortable for so long on the back seat is
hard to believe looking back, but we did. The previous year I’d
even rested on the back shelf over the boot, but I was eight now
and too mature for that. Torquay, hours behind us, seemed no more
than a puddle of playful memories. We’d spent a week there on
holiday – jam-packed, every place and experience new, though it had
become an endurance toward the end – and now we were heading home.
To 162. To my blissfully comfy upper-bunk bed, where Teddy and
Golly were already waiting. Mature indeed!

But I wasn’t
really thinking of them. Nor of my brother and sister, nor even of
the vehicles zapping by. You see, the music – the melancholy theme
to Hitchcock’s Spellbound – wouldn’t end. The only things I knew
about the film were it was black-and-white, and Mallory from The
Guns of Navarone was in it. I don’t know what forged the link in my
mind. Something in that mournful, mysterious melody opened a
wound…a deep one. I perceived death. For the very first time. An
absolute, irrevocable certainty that things would change. That my
parents – whom I was closer to than anyone, and who were closer to
old age than me – would one day not be here. They would no longer
occupy the two front seats, stick plasters on my cuts, lift me on
their shoulders or let me stand on their feet as they walked. Like
the glary-eyed green motorway signs measuring everywhere in miles,
trips like these were numbered. The safe, snug magic on the back
seat would not last.

They’re going
to die.

I did sob. Hid
it, of course. Let saliva pool in my mouth until swallowing was
absolutely indispensable, and even then tried to muffle the gulp.
When there was no saliva, I thought everyone in the car would hear
my jaw click in my ears as I swallowed. And that haunting music
wouldn’t stop. As well as loss, I heard yearning behind the notes,
as if someone was trying to break free. For an eight year old,
these unformed ideas rose up with raw, sensitive ends in my
stomach. A haywire new world of shocks. I hadn’t really experienced
Bambi or The Lion King beyond the happy-unhappy story turns, and
had therefore never touched an emotion like it. Finding myself, for
the first time, alone in the woods.

They’re going
to die.

I shut my eyes
and pictured mum and dad smiling, laughing – signature profiles.
Those snapshot images never left me. Then I blinked to see my
mother’s black hair pressed untidily against her seatback, and my
father’s unfettered, stoic concentration at the wheel. He’d been at
it for hours.

I breathed a
sigh of relief.

At least
they’re not going anywhere for a long, long time.

The music
track ended and a forgettable tune began. Ten minutes later, we
came off the motorway on a slip road for the all-night Services.
Phantom white lights glowered through the dark. Neon advertisements
for McDonald’s and Little Chef lent a surreal, woken vibe to the
midnight hour. Services are the oases of long-haul travel. They’re
also ghostly and, rather than being restful at night to a junior
passenger, tend to grind the system – like switching gears without
the clutch.

Dad parked and
crept out quietly, trying his best not to wake us. Nicely done. The
others didn’t flinch. I don’t know why he didn’t lock his door, but
as soon as he entered the building, I sneaked out. It was an
escape. The car seat now held an air of unpleasant mystery, not to
mention my brother’s drool.

I pressed the
door shut behind me.

I’ll just have
a quick look around.

Outside. On my
own, in the middle of the night, in the middle of a massive car
park. It’s amazing what you’re oblivious to under your parent’s
wing, and how frightening it is when that protection is removed.
It’s like staring at a radar screen one minute and then suddenly
you’re the blip. In the headlights’ glare and everyone’s stare.
Nowhere to hide. Ford Sierras, Vauxhall Cavaliers, monstrous rigs
straight out of Duel: all belonged to strangers... in my car
park.

I ran-walked
across an exquisite grass verge to a well-lit, hedged pavement
adjacent to the petrol station. The quiet seemed to pulse. Other
than irregular zaps coming from the motorway, and the odd engine
spitting, grumbling as it started on the car park, the night was
without sound. Artificial light only penetrated the darkness so
far. By the end of the pavement, imperious evergreen trees stood
like temple columns, barring my sojourn with shadowy,
bough-to-bough insistence. The edge of night. The deep
unknown!

I should have
headed back.

I should
have.

“But what
for?” I asked myself. “So they can play that music again,
make me think of things I don’t want to think about? What if I just
go on a bit further.”

An
eight-year-old’s mind is an Etch-a-Sketch for the world around him.
Every little sound, smell, fresh colour or strange new person makes
an impression, a scrawled line on the screen. But there’s always an
in-built eraser. When I saw the name of the old-fashioned shop
behind the petrol station, something drew me in. I forgot
everything except the music. Spellbound. Parked cars, the
giant forest, the intoxicating smell of petrol, emptiness, a faint
whiff of honeysuckle. I erased it all.

“Esther May
Morrow’s Buy or Borrow.”

What the heck
kind of shop is that? I thought.

I felt in my
pocket. Fifty pence. I smirked. It hadn’t fallen out on the car
seat this time. The shop resembled Kent Road Tavern near Sherwood
Forest, from Errol Flynn’s The Adventures of Robin Hood. Same
ridged windows, same door with a sliding shutter, same painted
wooden sign. Just a different name.

“Esther May
Morrow’s Buy or Borrow.”

What could
that mean? Buy or borrow? A strange excitement lifted my shoulders
and sprung a skip in my walk. This was my escape. My big moment out
of the poisoned family fold. I had to know what it had led
me to.

The only light
came from inside the shop – orange lamplight. Probably oil or
candle, I told myself. I knew the place wasn’t a real medieval
building, just an imitation one. But it was better to pretend.
Through the window I saw varnished wooden shelves holding
odd-looking trinkets.

Ah, a gift
shop.

Another sign
hanging from a nail by the window read OPEN. The door was slightly
ajar – a big, hulking door that would have, at one time, held Saxon
prisoners. I took a breath and put on my best aloof, adult face as
I entered.

Bizarre.

The shop was
much bigger than I’d thought. The shelves and wooden décor seemed
familiar but kept me on my toes, rather like an old school
chemistry lab. Walking to the counter, I saw knickknacks of every
shape, most no bigger than my hand, and it amazed me that there
wasn’t ten of everything like I’d seen in countless Torquay gift
shops. In fact, there was only one of everything. A compass, a
bookmark, an old deck of cards, a black World War Two German
pistol, a bible, a deflated beach ball, a small canister of butane
gas. There were dozens of shelves with dozens of items on each.
What kind of shop is this? It relieved me to see a sweets
rack at the counter, and another clothed shelf for FRESH-BAKED
PIES.

Six oil lamps
held the shop in a warm, steady glow. Despite the odd surroundings,
I felt very much at home. And mature. Hard to describe, my poise
and that I’d blanked everything else from my mind gave me stature,
a fresh face – Hermes revealing himself to Jason at the ruined
temple before they ascend to Mount Olympus.

I’d never been
confident before.

By the till
was a bell to ring for assistance. I hit it with my palm, and
immediately a woman appeared. Middle-aged, taller than my mother
but equally dark-haired, she wore a green apron and a light blue,
summer dress. She puffed her cheeks as she blustered behind the
counter, either fed up or exhausted. I suddenly realised I didn’t
have anything to say. What an idiot! The first taste of confidence
and what happened? I panicked and released the hot fifty pence
piece I’d been grinding in my sweaty grip. The groove marks of its
edge left a sickly pale impression on my red palm. I quickly hid
the embarrassment.

“And what can
I do for you, young man?” she said, eyeing the coin, smiling.

“What have you
got for fifty p?” I asked.

“What would
you like for fifty p?”

“Err…what have
you got?”

She laughed.
The backs of her hands were veined and seemed a lot older than her
face, which was pretty in a cold, Barbara Stanwyck sort of way. She
seemed to like me, though. Her eyes never left mine, not even when
she picked up the coin and handed it back to me.

“If you can
find something you want and you think it’s worth fifty p, it’s
yours,” she explained. “No tricks.”

My first
thought was to raid the sweets rack. Tonight, though, I was too
mature. But how can she trust me like that? Maybe ‘no tricks’
means she’s relying on me to be honest. OK, let’s have a
look.

My cheeks
burned red as I pretended to browse professionally, lifting random
items, inspecting the undersides for no apparent reason. I’d seen
adults do that. I knew she was watching me, and it made me
incredibly self-conscious. At that age, of course, there’s nowhere
to retreat from shame. My eyes watered and smarted as I fought the
beetroot embarrassment.

A distraction.
Quick, you need a distraction! Right, what’s this? An old hat…like
Sherlock Holmes wears. That’s worth a lot more than fifty p,
though.

I shuffled
from shelf to shelf, stopping every now and then to look something
over. The sheer randomness of items kept me enthralled. If it had
been a regular gift shop, I’d have hot-footed it out of there
without saying another word. But Esther May Morrow’s was
mysterious, an anachronism, as if it didn’t belong to any
particular country or century. I picked up a Bedouin headscarf, a
sleek silver object that appeared to be some sort of pocket-sized
telephone, a jewelled dagger, a wind chime with Oriental writing on
it, an old water canteen from the war…

“Why don’t you
try that?” she shouted, without even looking up from her book.

I didn’t know
what to say. The green bottle was scratched and worn, as if it had
seen a lot of action, and there were far more interesting things to
peruse. On the other hand, beggars can’t be choosers, I thought,
nervously fingering the fifty p in my pocket.

“There’s no
prices,” I replied.

Whistling as
she put down her book, the lady walked toward me, brushing her
finger over a couple of shelves to check for dust. I didn’t want
her to come over.

“I can’t see
any prices,” I repeated, suddenly thinking how worried my dad would
be if he got back to the car before me.

“Oh, we don’t
set prices,” she said. “Everything here’s buy or borrow, which
means you say if you want to keep it or borrow it, and then make us
an offer. It’s very rare we refuse anyone.”

I’d never
heard of it. Buy or borrow? That sounded screwy, even to an
eight-year-old’s logic.

“Are you okay,
if you don’t mind me asking?” she said. “Shall I help you choose,
and you can tell me what’s wrong?”

Of course I
didn’t want to tell her about Spellbound and the fact that
my parents were going to die. But, up close, something about her
made me feel safe – freckles on her arms, perhaps, or the slender,
fragile curve of her shoulders. Very feminine. Very familiar.
Someone who might know what I was talking about.

“I’m here with
my mum and dad,” I said up front.

She
nodded.

“I... I was
lying on the back seat.” The awful concept again stuck in my
throat. “And I realised... the music made me think... mum and dad.
They’re not going to be here forever. Everything’s going to change
one day... sometime. Don’t want it to, that’s all.”

The shopkeeper
put her veined hand on my shoulder. Bitter sadness welled up inside
me but I held a stony neck and face. I didn’t know where to look.
She sighed a lovely sigh. Unscrewing the cap from the canteen, she
let it dangle from a cord round the metal neck.

“You’ve just
faced a brave thing,” she said, matter-of-factly. “Never forget
that music. It will always remind you of how much you love your
parents, and how much you mean to them. Here,” she said, pouring
the contents of a clear glass bottle into the canteen, “you’ve
earned this. Just don’t drink it all at once.”

I walked back
to the counter with her holding my hand. After taking my fifty p,
she smiled and whispered, “It was nice to meet you, Brian.”

“You too…”

“Esther.”

“Thank you,
Esther.”

“You’re
welcome,” she replied, handing me a receipt. “And feel free to come
back for a refill any time.”

I smiled, she
waved as I left the shop, contented. The night air was still and
silent. No breeze.

“Cool commando
canteen.”

I’ll just tell
dad I found this.

Running back
along the well-lit pavement, I yanked the tight-fitting sleeves of
my white woolly jumper up to my elbows. The sweat on my forearms
quickly cooled, and with it went the itch. Easier to breathe.
Confident. Then suddenly, as I passed the petrol station and set
foot on the grass verge, it hit me.

She knew your
name! How did she know your name?

I didn’t stop
to find out. The car was just there, all alone across the car park,
under a glaring white light which drooped like the head of a
hunchback streetlamp. No sound whatsoever, anywhere.

I’ll just tell
dad I nipped to the toilet.

I breathed a
sigh of relief. He wasn’t back yet. Mum sat asleep against her
seatback, while my brother and sister hadn’t moved. Stuffing the
receipt in my corduroy pants pocket, and the canteen up inside my
jumper, I pulled the door handle ever-so-gently.

It wouldn’t
budge.

You’re not
pulling hard enough.

Again, no
luck. I thought mum must have woken up to lock it from inside, for
security. Or perhaps dad, arriving back to find me gone, locked it
and went to search for me. But the handle always lifted, I thought,
even when it was locked.

Great! Now
what?

Not a single
car passed on the motorway. Not one zap. No one entered or left the
building or the garage. There was still no wind, and the night
itself seemed asleep. I stood there like a boy outside detention,
anxiously checking the Service building entrance for signs of my
dad. I’d recognise him straight away; his small frame and brown
jacket were unmistakable.

I waited.

A grey rock
the size of a dobber marble irritated me to my left. I went to kick
it, full steam, penalty shoot-out style.

“Shit!” I
fumed, hopping after apparently having missed and kicked the floor.
The crumpling pain shot aftershock splinters through my ankle, up
into my shins. “Shit! That hurt.”

Livid, I bent
to pick the rock up and throw it to kingdom come.

That’ll teach
you!

It wouldn’t
budge. No matter how hard I pushed and pulled, even back-heeled, it
stayed wedged in the black tarmac. But I was certain it wasn’t
attached to anything. It looked as incongruous as whipped cream on
a wheelie bin. Why wouldn’t it budge?

I checked to
see if anyone was watching. Not a soul. A car had stopped a few
metres past the car park exit, its lights left on, but no one moved
inside.

Strange, I
thought, why they’re so still.

It didn’t
occur to me anything significant had happened. Why would it? I was
nearly eight and, to quote the song from Disney’s Bedknobs and
Broomsticks, “at the age of not believing.” Santa drove a Capri,
witches wore black eye-shadow and Meatloaf t-shirts, and everything
had a boring explanation.

OK, the stone
is part of the ground, there’s been a road accident and the police
have stopped all traffic. Dad’s inside having a cuppa. There’s no
sound because there’s no wind. So boring it must be right.

Five minutes
passed. Still no sign of dad. I kept checking to see if mum was
awake, but she wasn’t.

Fact: the
younger you are, the longer it takes time to elapse. Idle minutes
are torture. Grown-ups can sit blankly for hours in waiting rooms,
on planes and trains, in cars; kids need distractions at all times.
Even cynical eight-year-olds.

Should I go
and find dad? I could just say I needed the toilet. He’d be OK with
that. But what if he’s seen me waiting here... what if he knows
I’ve been wandering?

I danced on
the dilemma but decided I’d waited long enough. The building was
well-lit, inviting. The automatic doors were out of order, and
someone had forgotten to close the side door, so I waltzed right
in. Two vending machines, a coin-for-a-ride Knight Rider car, a
pinball machine and a grotty swing-bin populated the small foyer.
No people. I expected to run into a cleaner at any moment, but all
I found were CAUTION, SLIPPERY SURFACE signs and empty wet
corridors.

The
restaurant!

I knew dad
would be there. He drank enough tea and coffee in a day to keep an
entire plantation in business. Plus, he’d been driving for hours
without a break. Breezing in as if nothing had happened, I saw him
straight away. He was sat near the ‘serve yourself’ trays
containing cheap cutlery and ketchup sachets which I could never
open. Staring outside, he seemed in a complete daydream, or
whatever the night-time equivalent is. I saw another man near the
counter from the corner of my eye, and someone in a cap leaning
over the till. None of them made a sound.

“Daddy, I had
to go to the toilet,” I said, standing next to him. “I think
mummy’s locked me out.”

He didn’t
reply. Or even turn to face me. And he held his plastic coffee cup
half way up to his mouth. He’d always had a steady hand, but I
couldn’t see even the slightest movement.

“Daddy?”

I went to tug
his jacket. The fabric wouldn’t give at all. I poked his shoulder.
Nothing. He was completely still and, despite pushing and pulling
at his back and shoulders, I couldn’t change anything about him. My
dad was frozen stiff, yet neither warm nor cold.

“Daddy! We
need to go!”

I couldn’t
move him. My legs went rubbery, my heart kicked like a machine gun
in my chest. Hard to breathe. He seemed so different it frightened
me. I couldn’t think what to do or where to turn. My head down –
not daring to look at him any more in that state – I ran over to
the counter for help.

My world came
crashing down.

As I’d always
revered anyone who served at a till – handling more money in one
shift than I’d seen in my entire life – it shocked me to the core
to find that she, too, was frozen. Dead still. Like something from
Madame Tussaud’s.

I stepped
back, shaking, my mind collapsing like The House That Jack Built. I
brushed against a rigid arm. The other customer! His suit and tie
were impeccable except for a mustard stain on his sleeve he was in
the process of wiping off. In the process of...

The restaurant
suddenly terrified me more than any dentist room or headmaster’s
office ever had. My foot accidentally kicked the leg of an empty
chair. It should have moved but didn’t. I went to pick up a ketchup
sachet; it neither moved nor squished at my touch.

Running back
over to dad, I burst into tears. I tried to tug his sleeve one more
time and then sprinted out. To the night. To the still night. My
canteen fell from my jumper and clanked on the tarmac. I paid it no
mind.

“Mummy!”

I could hardly
see through the water flooding my eyes.

Her face
through the window looked just as I remembered – warm, carefree,
resting. I could easily remember what it felt like when she hugged
me or let me press her soft cheek. Mummy.

But I couldn’t
open the door. The handle would not budge, not even when I used
both hands and imagined myself ‘with the power of Greyskull’.

The night was
frozen, the world was frozen! I didn’t have to believe, it
was really happening. Cars, trees, blades of grass, rocks on the
tarmac, door handles, ketchup sachets, people... nothing moved. I
cried and cried. The thought of losing everything, everyone in my
life was simply beyond comprehension.

I wandered out
onto the motorway. Setting foot in the middle of that road seemed
as criminal to me as anything on T.J. Hooker.

But I had to
know.

Drivers stared
right through me as I approached their windshields. A strap holding
two kayaks on the roof rack of a car had a loose end; it had frozen
in mid-flap. Two static lorries, side by side, filled me with dread
as I walked by. Fearing the entire night might resume at any time,
I daren’t pass in front of any vehicle.

Even the stars
in the sky did not blink.

A hundred
yards down the empty motorway, I sat on the spiky grass between
lanes and didn’t move for what seemed like hours. Hours? If time
had frozen, what was there to measure? I thought of home and the
cats and dad’s historical movies and mum’s piano teaching and my
BMX. A long, long way away.

Then it popped
in there.

Esther May
Morrow’s.

I remembered
the canteen – old, scratched, seen a lot of action. What was
special about a canteen? And what did a rusty thing like that have
to do with anything, let alone the end of my world?

Esther May
Morrow’s.

Her exact
words had been, “You’ve earned this. Just don’t drink it all at
once.”

With a
scorching laser focus, I latched onto the glimmer of a hint of a
hope that those words had something to do with it. What else could
there be? The bizarre medieval shop behind a garage, open past
midnight when it sold nothing but trinkets and fresh pies – that
had to be connected.

Time’s
stopped... and I’ve just been in Kent Road Tavern?

I was in a
state. Just before peeing myself in the middle of the M6, I held
the urge and scurried over to the hard shoulder, braving the sting
until I could unzip near a hedge. It splashed from the leaves like
they were concrete. I didn’t feel relieved.

The lights in
Esther May Morrow’s were still on. A truly horrible feeling hit me
as I sprinted toward the door... that Esther herself would be
frozen. My last chance. If she couldn’t help me, I knew I’d never
see my parents alive again. The idea spurred me on even more.

The door
pressed open as I pushed. Not realising how important that fact was
– that it could be opened – I tore past the shelves.

“Esther!” I
yelled. “Help! You have to help!”

No response.
Running toward the counter, I started to panic.

“Esther,
they’re... ”

“Frozen?” came
the soft reply.

I blinked and
wiped the tears from my eyes.

“They’re
frozen,” I sobbed. “You have to do something!”

“Surely you
don’t need a refill so soon.”

“What?”

“For the
canteen,” she explained, standing up and leaning toward me with her
elbows on the counter, her chin resting on clasped hands. “You
bought a canteen, remember?”

“I... I bought
it, yes.”

“And you
haven’t drunk a single drop yet, have you?”

“No.”

I couldn’t
imagine what the heck drinking water from a canteen had to do with
my whole world ending.

“I assumed
you’d figure that part out,” she went on. “Time has stopped for
you, Brian. You stopped it when you said you didn’t want things to
change. You didn’t want your parents to grow old and leave you. You
needed everything to stay exactly as it is.”

My head swam
in a shark frenzy of horrid recent memories.

“Why are you
being so cruel?” I asked. “What did I do?”

She managed a
sympathetic smile.

“Everyone
who’s ever bought that
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