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"We are all but
smoke and steam, and thus we will fade, and in death it will mean
nothing and do nothing."

 


Billy Flowers
1922-2000


 


 


 


 Chapter 1: Green Mist

 


 


 


 In the summer of 1963, Billy Flowers was the head
porter at Wentworth Train Station. He got the job when Ned Larkin
died. Ned was a good man, but that wasn't enough to stop him from
dying of a heart-attack, and at the age of just forty-four. His
legacy was that he left a son named Jimmy, who was less than good.
Which, Billy thought at the time, was typical: that often a good
man fathers a bad man, and vice-versa.

Still, at the
time no one knew Jimmy was bad.

No one knew a
lot of things, truth be told.

But first there
was the cloud, so low and thick that the air beneath it felt like a
noxious gas. The heat was tremendous, too. It made people snappy,
and apt to say things that ordinarily they wouldn't. People
fainted. Dogs growled at nothing. The town's postmaster had been
shot dead. A clergyman's teenage daughter, Elizabeth Driscoll, had
gone missing. And just to add to the mayhem, there was talk of
spaceships in the sky.

However, Billy
had his own worries to contend with: his brother Stanley. Stanley
had been working on the railway line between Wentworth and Unity
Gate when a sleeper slipped off a crane, it bashed poor Stan on the
head, and now he was dead to the world.

Every night
Billy went to Stan's bedside, hoping he would be sitting up, taking
in some food, and when Billy walked in he'd smile, and everything
would be right again. But that didn't happen.

Billy was
losing the brother he loved, and he was heartbroken.

Then things got
worse.

Worse...and
strange.
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Billy wanted to
be with his brother every minute of the day, but that was
impractical; he had a job to do. Not that he could concentrate
fully on his job, but as his wife Cassie pointed out, there was
nothing he could do, anyway. It was all in the lap of the gods.

So that was
where Billy left it, with the gods. He didn't trust those gods,
though, because it seemed to him that in this part of the world at
least, the gods had fallen to hell, hell had taken offence, and it
had coughed up that hot foul air, and the low swirling cloud the
air was trapped under.

But yes, Billy
had a job to do, and it was a job Horace Bailey had been
doing...when it came to the shifts, anyhow; Horace had been working
Billy's nights since Stanley's accident. However, Billy decided
that Horace couldn't do those indefinitely, even though he hadn't
complained. In fact, Horace had urged Billy to stick to the days
until Stanley was out of the woods, but Billy said no to that.
Horace had done enough, thank you very much. So on the Monday,
which made it a full week since Stan had been whacked on the head,
Billy returned to working the nights.

The whole
evening had been unspectacular. Just trains rolling in and out,
with passengers either getting on or off, depending on their
requirements. Unspectacular? The lightning bursts were fairly
spectacular, if nothing else. They crackled and fizzed deep within
the clouds, turning the clouds into lanterns that cast a fuzzy,
sporadic light all around the station. On one occasion, Billy was
sitting on a bench on Platform One, when all of a sudden one of
those bursts went off, and he swore he saw his shadow leap across
the rail tracks, and just for the briefest moment, he saw it
sitting on a bench on Platform Two. Saw his own shadow staring back
at him. Nonsense, of course, just like all that talk about
spaceships in the sky. Had to be stress, that was all, the stress
of Billy's brother in a coma. His brother who had been a beautiful
boy, and he was a beautiful man, too.

You didn't hear
that too often, a man calling his brother beautiful, but to Billy,
Stanley really was beautiful.

A beautiful man
who was now in darkness.
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At eleven
o'clock the last train rolled in. The passengers who alighted
looked tired, sweaty, and a little irritable. Billy took their
ticket stubs and showed them through the turnstile, which led out
of the exit and into the car park. The car park that was really
nothing but a patch of potholed dirt that the buses, the coaches,
and the taxis stopped at.

Billy went back
out onto the platform. He saw a young couple to his left, but right
up the end where the ornate, Victorian roof ended. They were
kissing, cuddling, and giggling. He left them to it...for now. He
intended to have a chat with Seth Carpenter, the engine-driver, but
when he and Seth were done, if the couple were still there, then
Billy would usher them out before locking up for the night. They
were doing no harm in the short-term.

Billy saw Alan
Buckley, the train's guard, checking the carriages, making a sweep
through them. Buckley might find that someone had urinated in a
carriage, or even left a condom, one which had been used, as well.
It happened. Unpleasant. But mostly he checked in case any
valuables had been left, which, if Buckley found any, he would hand
to Billy to put in Lost Property. All valuables had to be logged,
too, which Billy would do before going home. This involved noting
the time, the date, and an item's description.

However, the
carriage lights went out, the check was soon done, and Buckley
alighted from the guard's van, his shift over. No valuables,
either, by the seem of it. Billy raised a hand to Buckley, and
Buckley raised one in return. Then he exited the station to be
reunited with his brand-new, red-and-cream Lambretta scooter.

Billy turned
and went down to see Seth Carpenter, who, by then, had gotten down
off the footplate. He was taking a sip from the silver flask he
kept inside his overalls, and now he tucked it back in there. After
that, he wiped his face with a rag that looked dirtier than the
grime he was trying to remove. The engine beside him was swathed in
steam: a beautiful Pacific, resplendent in its dark-blue and red
livery. Billy could hear Roy Braveheart, the fireman. He was up in
the cab, tidying up, before Seth finally took the engine down to
the sheds.

'Evening, Seth.
How's it going?'

'Badly. It's
too hot, Billy. Only a fool would work in this weather. Mad dogs
and Englishmen, eh?'

'Pretty much.
Still, once you get a cold beer down your neck, you'll feel a lot
better, don't you think?'

'I reckon I
will. But anyway, here's me complaining when you've got Stan in
hospital. Any news?'

'Nothing.'
Billy looked through the white railings that ran along the back of
the platform. He could see his house from here, one of eight in the
terrace. His house in which Cassie would be waiting with a beer on
the table and a dinner on the go. He turned back to Seth. 'If
there'd been any news, then I'm sure Cassie would have been across
to see me. But she hasn't. So I assume that Stan is still out
cold.'

'I'm sorry to
hear that. I've been praying for him every night. I'll keep it up
until he snaps out of that coma he's in. He will, too. We just need
to keep the faith.'

Billy
nodded.

That was when
he saw green in the air, a fine mist of green, the tiniest of
droplets. This was accompanied by a sound so thick and deep, it
made his ears pop. He looked up. He saw no plane up there, low
under the swirling cloud, but whatever it was, it was up there all
right, a craft of some kind. A craft that seemed to push the world
hard down on Billy's shoulders, and right then, he almost sank to
his knees, so weighty was the pressure. It wasn't just Billy,
either. He saw Seth buckle a little, too, enough to make him drop
his rag. As he bent down to pick it up, Billy saw those droplets of
green on Seth's back, seeping into his work-shirt.

That sound,
though, it wasn't loud. Not like a jet-plane, or even a steam
train. More like a double-bass being plucked, Billy thought, but
tunelessly, if that made sense. A sound that rumbled right through
him, deep in his rib-cage, making him feel as if he was ten-stone
heavier. There was a long, fading swoosh after that, and when Billy
looked back up, he still saw only the low cloud along with the
lightning, but nothing else.

He turned his
attention back to Seth, who was upright again and staring at Billy
with his mouth open. 'What's up, Seth?'

'There's green
stuff on your shoulders! On your hat, too!'

'I can see it
on you, as well!'

Then, like a
magic trick, it was gone. That fine, green mist which made Billy
think of a comic-book green, a glowing green, all of a sudden
disappeared.

'Now it's
gone!' Seth said. He rubbed his eyes. 'I must be seeing things! And
what was that sound? That weight, too, pushing down on me?'

'I don't know,'
Billy said. 'It almost had me on my knees.'

Then someone
shouted out: 'Oh, you slut, Barbara! I saw what you did!'

There was a
slap after that: a man's hand, so sharp and brutal, against a
woman's skin. The woman screamed, and then began to cry.

'God Almighty,
what's going on around here?' Seth said.

'Something that
shouldn't be.' Billy began to walk back up the platform. Behind
him, Seth was at first hesitant, given that he had an engine along
with three carriages to return to the sheds, and furthermore, he
was close to retirement, so the idea of getting involved in some
kind of a scuffle likely didn't appeal to him - that's what Billy
thought on the matter. But eventually Seth followed.

Then that voice
again. 'You've been seeing Doug Gratton! My best friend Doug
Gratton!'

'Alec, I've
been doing no such thing! Why are you behaving like this? What's
wrong with you?'

'There's
nothing wrong with me! You're the one who's wrong!'

'Please, stop
this! Stop saying these things, these horrible things! Why have you
ruined the evening like this?'

'I'm not the
one who ruined the evening! You did! Oh Christ, Barbara, but I
trusted you, and this is how you treat me?'

By then, Billy
was close enough to see it was the young couple who'd been
canoodling, but now they were at loggerheads. The man was standing
outside the roof, while the girl was in the shadows, underneath. He
was waving his hands around, and if not that, then he was jabbing a
finger at her. She was sobbing her heart out and holding her right
hand up to her left cheek: the place where he'd slapped her,
obviously.

'Hey, what's
going on here?' Billy called out. 'Did you just slap that
girl?'

The man looked
around, surprised. Man? He was really nothing but a boy, Billy
realised.

'I did,' the
boy said nervously. 'And I'm sorry, I didn't mean to. I saw what
she did and couldn't help myself. My hand lashed out.'

He was crying,
too, Billy noticed, although he understood none of this. 'Explain
yourself? What do you mean, you saw what she did? She's been with
you all night, it would seem to me. Is that right?'

'Yes...it
is...but I saw her. I saw her with Doug Gratton.'

It was then
that Billy saw the Royal Navy uniform, along with the round cap
clamped under the boy's arm. He was pale and thin. His eyes looked
hurt and wet, yet Billy saw kindness in them, even now. Clearly a
boy not normally prone to violent outbursts. He was trembling. He
ran a hand through his short, fair hair. Confused, he looked up at
the sky, the bubbling, electrified pot of stew that it was. Then he
looked down at the ground. Not just at the ground, but at his arms,
his legs, and around his feet, as if he expected to see something
puddled there. The green mist. The boy - the sailor - had seen the
green mist, too, Billy realised. The green mist which had been on
him one moment, and then...it had vanished. But all of that was
secondary for the time being. What mattered was that a male had
struck a female. Unforgivable.

'How did
you see her with this Doug Gratton?' Billy asked.

'God knows,'
the girl piped up. 'We saw Alfred Hitchcock's The Birds at
the Essoldo in Battenford. A lovely evening, it was. When we got
off the train, we started kissing, and then, out of nowhere, Alec
went mad at me. Pushed me away and slapped me. Accused me of seeing
Doug Gratton.'

'I don't feel
too well all of a sudden,' the sailor said. 'I ought to get back on
board. Maybe see the ship's doctor, if he's around at this time of
night.' He took his hand away from his face, which was slick with
sweat and tears. He looked at the girl with deep, genuine remorse.
'I'm sorry, Barbara, truly I am. I don't know what came over me.
This isn't like me, you know it isn't. But I slapped you all the
same...and that's not good enough. If my father was here, he'd slap
me for what I've done. And I'd deserve it.'

He turned to
Billy, and now snot was running freely out of his nose. He wiped it
away. To Billy, the young sailor's eyes looked like they'd been
poked by the devil's hot, sharp fingernails. 'And I'm sorry to you
as well, sir, for causing this rumpus. Will you call the Mod-Plod
on me?'

'There'll be no
need for me to telephone the Military Police, if that's who you
mean. You're already halfway to sorting this out of your own
accord. Still, slapping this girl here? That's not good, son.
Whatever came over you, you need to make sure it doesn't come over
you again.'

'I know that,'
the sailor said. 'I feel terrible. Never done anything like it
before. Not even come close. But it doesn't change the fact that I
saw Barbara here with Doug Gratton. Saw her and him...you
know...doing it.'

'We didn't,'
the girl said. 'I don't even like Doug Gratton. Why would I
do it with him?'

'I don't know
and I don't care, not anymore,' the sailor said. 'You went with him
behind my back, and I won't forgive you for that. Can't
forgive you.'

'Blimey
O'Reilly, am I not getting any of this,' Seth said. 'I reckon this
weather, along with the noise of the engine all day, is addling my
brain.'

'No comment,'
Billy said, making sure to crack no jokes while he was still in the
thick of all this between the sailor and his girl. Or ex-girl, by
the way it was heading. But he could only agree with Seth, anyhow.
'The truth is, I'm not getting any of this, either. Did you somehow
see this in your head, son, while you two were kissing? You know,
like in a dream?'

'I can't say,'
the sailor said. 'No disrespect, sir, but I just want to get back
to my ship. Back to the frigate Moonglow where I belong.'

'Oh Alec,' the
girl said. 'Let's go outside and talk about this, can we? We'll
find a coffee shop and make things better between us.'

She was still
mostly in the depths of shadow. She stepped out and Billy saw lips
as red as blood, and makeup that made her eyes as big as coat
buttons. For a girl so young - no more than eighteen, Billy
reckoned - there was a lot of cleavage on display, the kind a man's
eyes went to, even when he didn't want them to. When it made him
look like he'd never seen a pair before. But of course Billy wasn't
here to judge.

She took her
hand away from her assaulted cheek. A flash of lightning went off,
and Billy saw a little redness there, but nothing that wouldn't be
gone altogether by morning. 'So what do you think, Alec?' she
asked. 'Coffee and a chat to get this ironed out? Would that
help?'

Billy said,
'What I think is that you two should go your separate ways. Just
this evening. Tomorrow's another day. Maybe you could meet up for
coffee then. Not that I'm handing out free advice. But generally,
in my experience, things have a better shape to them after a good
night's sleep.'

All of it true,
to Billy at least. But it had flowed out of his mouth that much
easier after seeing how the girl's eyes never quite met squarely
with her boyfriend's. Always a little to the left, they were, or to
the right, or gazing down at the ground. Which meant she either had
a shy streak...or that she had indeed messed around with this Doug
Gratton fellow. And no one who was scared would invite the boy
who'd just slapped them around the face to coffee, would they? But
someone who was guilty? Well, that might just be a different
matter.

'Yes, we should
do that,' the sailor agreed, nodding at Billy. 'Go our separate
ways and perhaps have coffee tomorrow. And my head's splitting like
the blazes, anyhow, like it's been hit with a hammer. Feels like
I'm going down with something, the flu, maybe. I need to get back
to the Moonglow. Really, I do.'

'Very well,'
Billy said. 'You get off to your ship. From now on, though, I
suggest you keep your hands in your pockets, if you ever get the
urge to cuff a woman again. It was my grandfather's belief that a
man's pockets were his saving grace in times of anger.'

'I'll bear that
in mind,' the sailor said, putting his cap on and squaring it. He
wiped his eyes on a crisp, white handkerchief. Blew his nose, too.
The small smile he gave to the girl Barbara was a mixture of regret
and disappointment. But Billy saw fear in that smile as well. Like
the slap the sailor had given the girl was almost a gift compared
to the hell that had suddenly slapped him.

He apologised
once again, and then off he went. He went past the tea room, which
was closed, its sash windows glistening with smoky shadows and
conflicting light. After that he passed Mr Wellbelove's office: the
stationmaster around here. He then went passed the door marked Lost
Property, took a right through the turnstile, and then he was gone,
his shadow tailing him like a gumshoe. There was a cry after that,
which all of them heard, and easily enough. The exit was at the end
of a short, brick tunnel. Even the smallest sounds echoed in there.
The cry they heard turned into distressed sobs which finally faded
along with the sailor's footsteps.

'Poor
blighter,' Seth said, once again wiping his face with that dirty
rag of his. His hair was sticking out this way and that. The
stubble on his face was like a pin-cushion. He turned to the girl.
'You upset him a good-un there, Miss. He's cut to ribbons.'

'I can't think
why,' the girl said. 'I don't understand how such a nice evening
could end up like this.'

Billy looked up
at the roof, which sheltered three-quarters of the platform, while
the last quarter was exposed to the elements. It was getting late.
The last bus would be leaving soon, and Billy wanted the girl on
that bus, just to tie all this up. He didn't mince his words with
the girl the moment his gaze fell back on her. 'You two were
kissing...where exactly?' He pointed at a spot to his right. 'Would
you say your boyfriend was standing outside of the roof with you
just inside it?'


'Yes...perhaps,' she said. 'What are you getting at?'

'I'm wondering
if you heard anything, or maybe even saw something?'

'Like a green
mist?' Seth chipped in. 'Did you see a green mist, young lady, like
a mist you might see in a science-fiction film?'

Billy frowned.
'Hold on, Seth. We don't want to frighten her.'

'It's okay,'
the girl said. 'I didn't see any green mist, but then again, my
eyes were closed. But I heard something all right. Felt it, too,
like a heavy weight pushing down on me. I thought it was Alec. He's
a bit stringy but still strong enough. I thought he was pressing
down on my shoulders with his arms. And the sound I heard was like
a horn of some sort. But deep. Very deep. I thought it might be a
foghorn down in the docks, although I've never heard one like that
before.'

'So I was right
after all,' Seth said. 'I didn't imagine it.'

'No one thought
you did,' Billy said. 'Still, none of this means very much. There's
been a lot of talk just lately about spaceships, but all the same,
I refuse to believe in such things until I see them with my own two
eyes.' He took his cap off and began to fan his face. 'But the
green mist? I saw that, all right. I heard that noise, as well,
deep as a double-bass. Do I think it had some kind of effect on
that poor boy? It may have done. But that green mist fell on me,
and I don't feel like slapping someone. How about you, Seth?'

'I'd gladly
slap those two dogs of Gloria Turner's. They always look like they
want to eat my dinner and then eat me for afters.'

Billy smiled.
'I reckon you'll need to address that with Gloria.' He put his cap
back on, which hadn't done much to freshen his face, anyhow. Had
just wafted hot, stale air at him. 'Either that, or you go back to
cooking your own dinners.'

'I'd rather
not. I'm no Fanny Cradock.'

A smile once
more from Billy, but then he fixed his gaze back on the girl. 'This
has been a strange end to my shift. Still, green mist and weird
noises aside, let's get you out to the last bus, shall we? Where do
you live?'

'By the boating
lake.'

'Do you have
the fare?'

'I do.'

'That's good
then. And maybe, after you and your boyfriend have coffee tomorrow,
everything will be fine again.'

'I hope so, I
really do.'

They all walked
towards the exit.
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Down by the
engine, Roy Braveheart was now out of the cab, wrapped in a shawl
of steam, a big dark silhouette clutching a shovel across his
waist. To Billy, he looked like Frankenstein's Monster...although
the effect was heightened by the blazing zips of lightning, along
with the angry grumbles of thunder. Roy gave the impression of
someone who might suddenly start smashing up the white picket fence
down there, and after that, lurch towards Billy, Seth and the girl
with the intention of smashing them up, too. His shadow stretched
out before him. Metal cuffs around his meaty wrists with chains
running off of those would have suited him. Bolts through his
tree-of-a-neck, as well, and trousers ending just below the
knees.

'My God!' the
girl gasped. She clapped her hands to her face, then stared at Roy
through her fingers like he'd just walked out from one of those
much-rumoured spaceships: an alien from another planet. 'Am I
seeing things?'

'No,' Seth
said. 'That down there is my fireman, Roy Braveheart. He might look
like something out of a horror film, but in truth he's as gentle as
a lamb. Wouldn't harm a hair on your head.'

'Quite right,'
Billy said. 'The last thing you need to worry about is Big Roy.
That poor girl, Elizabeth Driscoll, went missing a few nights ago.
None of us know what's happened to her. Not yet we don't, anyway.
Still, if some man is behind her disappearance, then it wouldn't be
Roy.'

'No, it'll be
some weasel you wouldn't notice, even if he trod on your toes,'
Seth said. 'My, but everything around here is going to the dogs.
Must be something in the water.' He looked up. 'Or something in the
sky.' He gave Billy a depressed look. 'Anyway, I'd better get back
to my engine. To Roy as well. Take care, Miss. You too, Billy. I'll
say my prayers for Stan tonight, same as always.'

'Thanks Seth.
Take care yourself.'

'Bye,' the girl
said, tinkling her fingers.

Then both she
and Billy went outside. Thankfully the bus was still there, with
Dennis Roper, the driver, standing beside it, smoking the last of a
cigarette. The bus was no double-decker, either. In the daytime it
would be, but at night, after nine, the bus company changed the
double-deckers for buses no bigger than bread vans. Economical
sense, that was all; at night, the passenger volumes dropped
steeply. These smaller buses did not need a conductor, either, just
one man to drive and to take the fare. Which was how it would be,
wholesale, in the future. But in 1963, Wentworth had a bus company
ahead of its time.

Billy whisked
the girl over there, although he was careful not to lead her into a
pothole that might send her sprawling.

'Hi there,
Bill, how's things?'

'Not so good,
Dennis. Stan's still out like a light.'

'Sad news,
that,' Dennis said, finishing his cigarette and then snuffing it
out. His face was horse-long, his teeth like piano keys. 'All the
lads at the depot have got their fingers crossed that he'll snap
out of it soon.'

'That's good of
them,' Billy said. 'In the meantime, I need to get this girl here
down to the boating lake. Going that way, are you?'

'Even if I
wasn't, I'd make the exception after the disappearance of the
Driscoll girl.'

Billy nodded.
He turned to the girl, his eyes mild but his voice direct. 'You've
got your ride, but no more upsets with that boyfriend of yours, eh?
What he did was wrong, but I can still tell he's a decent lad, in
spite of it all.'

There was a
scrim of guilt in her eyes, Billy saw. Nonetheless, she tossed her
hair about, all flirty, and pouted in a way she probably thought
was sexy, but all it did was make her look even younger, like a
wilful child. She cocked a hip and said to Dennis Roper: 'How much
is the fare?'

'Nothing to
you, Miss. We just need to get you home, yes?' Dennis stirred the
money in his leather satchel, like he'd taken a fare, then wound
the handle on his ticket machine. The ticket rolled out like a
paper snake. He snapped it off and handed it to her. She took it
and boarded the bus after thanking Billy for his assistance.

She sat among
the other passengers, half a dozen, that was all. Their faces were
shiny, their eyes sleepy, their clothes loosened to the very
precarious rim of decency. One small slip and Billy thought flesh
would tumble out all over the place. Even with all the bus's
windows open, it looked roasting-hot in there.

'So what's the
story?' Dennis said. 'That girl's got a red mark on her face. Slap
her one, did he, that sailor? I saw him walk past here just
five-minutes ago, bawling his eyes out. When you came out with that
girl, I gathered something must have happened.'

'You don't miss
a trick, do you, Dennis? But you're right, he slapped her, although
it wasn't in his nature, I'm sure of it. He just lost his temper. I
want to say for no good reason, except he did have a good reason.
But it's one I've no wish to go into, not at the moment. Just want
to get home and find out from Cassie if there's any news on
Stan.'

'I ought to be
getting off, too,' Dennis said. 'What's the time?'

Billy took out
the pocket-watch his grandfather had passed down to him: a silver
Longines with a white dial, fancy gold indices, and
delicately-crafted hands. It was attached to a chain which in turn
was attached to Billy's trouser belt. He usually kept the watch in
his waistcoat pocket, but it was too hot for a waistcoat. He tilted
the watch towards the bus's cabin lights. 'Eleven-twenty.'

'That makes me
six minutes late,' Dennis said. He climbed up into the driver's
seat, but it was slow work owing to the limp in his left leg. When
Dennis was a teenager, a big dark truck came out of nowhere,
snapping his right leg in two and all but smashing his left into
smithereens. The truck was never found. Dennis always said it was
still out there somewhere, waiting to finish the job. He stuck his
head out of the cab. 'It's a good thing I smoke, otherwise I'd be
halfway to town by now.'

'I'm sure,'
Billy said, stepping back as Dennis started the bus's engine. It
rumbled loudly into life, and coughed out a cloud of thick, brown
smoke.

'Give Cassie my
best,' Dennis said. 'And my thoughts are with Stan.'

'Thanks,' Billy
said. 'Say hello to Patricia and the boys for me.'

Dennis drove
off with a wave as ornamental as the fan-like swish of a peacock's
tail. The bus jounced up and down over the potholes, then wallowed
down Station Hill Road towards town, blowing out smoke which simply
hung there like a dirty fog.

Billy slipped
his watch back in his pocket. Through the fence along the edge of
the platform, he saw Seth's beautiful Pacific pulling away, with
Seth's jaded upper half sagging out of the cab. Roy Braveheart was
standing beside him, filling just about all the rest of the
cab.

The sights and
smells of a steam engine never failed to grab Billy's attention.
Still, progress was progress, and the death-knell for Seth's
Pacific - engine number 57063 and christened the Wentworth Wind -
was already tolling from a future that promised a more superior
rail-travel, and steam trains would play no part in that. They were
to be tossed into the junkyards and left there to die as rusty,
embarrassing hulks. Not exactly a fitting end for such pretty,
ironclad things.

Billy shrugged.
We are all but smoke and steam, and thus we will
fade, and in death it will mean nothing and do nothing. Such
were his thoughts as he headed back into the station.

And it would
become a station of secrets and death.

And it would
steal Billy's good soul if it could.

 


 


 


*****

 


 


 


Back on the
platform, and Billy saw Harry Rattray, the station's signalman.
Harry's signal-box was built on a high red-brick plinth, its timber
structure painted cream-and-green, with sash windows that faced the
tracks. It was in darkness now, and here was Harry, at the bottom
of the steps leading down from the box, ambling along at a snail's
pace. Walking that way to avoid Billy, no doubt - there was no love
lost between them. Why that was, Billy had no idea. But talking to
Harry was like pulling teeth. The fact he was Cassie Flowers's
cousin made this social dead-end all the more baffling, for Billy,
anyhow. But of course family could often be as distant as
strangers. A link to blood was no guarantee of friendship.

Still, Billy
never had the desire to ask Harry what the problem was. It was his
view that kind of approach rarely yielded anything but an even
deeper rift. Better to just let things go on the way they were, as
awkward as it was.

So here he
came, the top two buttons of his shirt undone, his tie pulled down,
his cap in his hand. His eyes were like dry, empty holes.

'Hi there,
Harry. How's your day been?' Billy sounding as perky as a
cockerel.

'Long and hot,'
Harry said. He yawned and scratched the tip of his nose. Then off
he went through the turnstile and over to his house, which was
three doors down from Billy and Cassie's. No asking how Stan was.
No good night, be seeing you. Just a swivel of the heels and
gone.

'My, but you
are one hard nut to crack,' Billy murmured. 'But I won't take a
hammer to you, Harry. Never have, never will. That's not my
way.'

An iron bridge
linked Platform One to Platform Two. Billy mounted the steps and
went over it. Before the war, he and Stanley used to stand on this
bridge and watch the engines rolling in and out. Stanley's dark
jewel eyes would glitter, his sunbeam smile would pouch his cheeks,
and the fringe of his fine, blond hair would flutter in the
engines' updraft. Sometimes he would hold Billy's hand like Billy
was his father, which in a way he had been, and still was, given
that their father had been a ghost at the beginning and a dead-beat
shadow at the end.

On Platform
Two, the flower-baskets, suspended on chains hanging from under the
glass roof, were still as stones. The same for the information
boards - not a twitch. The air under the roof was baking-hot, and
it hit the back of Billy's throat like dust. The luggage trolleys,
which he had secured earlier with chains, stood side by side like
varnished skeletons.

Halfway along
the platform and Billy went down the tunnel that led to the
station's rear gate. He was about to take out his key ring when he
saw the rear lights of a car parked there, the engine idling. The
car was yellow with white-and-chrome side panels: Horace Bailey's
meringue of a Ford Consul.

'Horace?' Billy
said. He went through the gate. 'Everything okay?'

Horace looked
around, startled. A small, wiry man, he was, with dark skin and
eyes of the most lovely, dazzling blue. The kind of eyes a woman
might wish to tumble into, had Horace been gifted with the looks of
a film-star, which unfortunately he was not. His eyebrows were
heavily-arched and thick as cord. His nose was a hook. His hair was
oddly straight at the front but then, halfway back, it changed into
a clump of tight curls that dripped with sweat in the heat. He was
wearing a crumpled white shirt and baggy, navy-blue trousers.

At the sound of
Billy's voice, he looked, just for a moment, like he wanted to get
out of here, and in a hurry. But then he reached into his car and
came out clutching a brown, fluted bottle with a Bakelite screw
cap. 'Oh, hello there, Bill. You kind of caught me at it
there.'

'At what?'
Billy went over to him.

Horace held out
the bottle. 'I was going to give this to Dave Gravely, but he's not
in his workshop. I thought he might be.'

Billy took out
his watch. Regarded it in the wedge of light spilling from Horace's
Consul. He closed the watch's cover with a snap and returned it to
his pocket. 'It's almost eleven-thirty, Horace. Dave the Grave
works late much of the time, I'll give you that, but eleven-thirty?
Never known him to work that late.'

Horace's face
burned red. His left hand, the one not holding the bottle, began to
writhe nervously at his side. 'You're right there, Bill, but at the
moment, Dave is renovating Mr Wellbelove's office desk. As you
know, the girls, Polly and Dora, set up a temporary desk for him,
but he's not happy with the arrangement. Just wants his own desk
back, and as soon as possible.'

'So what's your
point?'

'That Dave
wants to get the desk done pronto. The problem is, he said that the
teak oil he used has left a greasy residue. Embarrassing for him,
given that he takes great pride in his work.' Horace thrust the
bottle at Billy. 'But I found this in my garden shed. It's a bottle
of the finest teak oil that my father gave me many moons ago. I
brought it along for Dave, but of course he's not here.'

Billy glanced
over at Dave the Grave's workshop. The only light in the windows
was the perpetual flicker of the lightning. He turned his gaze back
to Horace. In a soft, thoughtful voice, he said, 'What is it,
Horace? All right, I get the legitimacy of you being out here on
the strength of that teak oil. It makes sense...of a kind. This
late, though? Come on, how long have we known each other? Must be
fifteen years. I know what's going on.'

Horace took a
big, trembling gulp of air. His scrawny chest pushed sharply
against his shirt, pulling it tight against his ribs, disclosing
the hollow of his stomach. 'You do?'

'Of course I
do,' Billy said. 'Still, your secret's safe with me. You know it
is.'

Horace licked
his lips. Beads of sweat ran down the sides of his nose. 'That's a
comfort to me, it really is. But I didn't think you knew.
How could you know?'

'Alma,' Billy
said. 'I know that sometimes you see her around the house. Has that
been happening again? Is that why you're out here?'

Horace released
that big gulp of air. He laughed, but it was a laugh without
humour, an explosive cry that shuddered up his face. He sniffed.
'Crikey, but you hit the nail on the head there, Bill. Can't get
much past you, can I?'

'True enough,'
Billy said. 'And it frightens you, doesn't it? Seeing Alma around
the house just makes you want to flee? Which is just what you did
tonight, I reckon. Would I be right?'

'You know you
are,' Horace said. 'She's been gone almost ten years now, that
sainted wife of mine, but still I see her at the end of the bed,
her hair as dark as oil while mine is growing grey. She comes to me
as real as you. I can smell her sweet perfume and feel her cool
breath on my face. And once again I've taken to sleeping in the
shed because it's the one place she won't set foot in, the same as
she didn't in life.'

'That's no way
to go on. You think you need to see the doctor again?'

Horace shook
his head. 'No. He was no good to me then, and he won't be now.
Eventually Alma will leave me alone, the way she did before. I'm
run down, that's all. As soon as I'm back to my old self, she'll
leave me alone, all right, I'm sure of it.' He gave Billy a pinched
but grateful smile. 'You're a good man, Bill. If there's a better
man out there, then I haven't met him. Doubt I will.'

Billy flushed a
little. 'Just being a friend. And I'm suffering with Stan at the
moment. He fills up my mind like there's no more room in there. In
a daze myself. So these days even I know about ghosts and how they
can come to a man.'

'How is Stan,
anyway?'

'No better.'
Billy's throat tightened. 'It feels like I'm losing him, Horace.
Like I'm losing him in a big, deep hole that I can't get him out
of.'

'Don't think
that way, Bill. Stan might not be a giant like Roy Braveheart, but
he's got a spirit that can beat this thing.'

'God, I hope
you're right. Losing Cassie would be like losing my heart. But
Stanley? Losing him would be like losing my soul, the very core of
me. Does that sound wrong? To suggest that losing my brother would
hurt even deeper than losing my wife?'

'Not at all.
You and Stan have a bond that is almost mystical. The way I see it,
you are in that place he's been taken to, right there beside him,
every step of the way.' Horace gave Billy a small, reassuring
smile. 'He's lucky to have you. If you'd been my brother, my life
wouldn't have turned out the way it has. It would be a thing to be
proud of.'

'My, but you're
being hard on yourself there, aren't you? You've always done your
best, it seems to me. None of us can help the cards we've been
dealt. And I've always been proud to work alongside you, Horace.
You're reliable, hard-working, and completely unselfish. After all,
you worked all my nights last week. Just volunteered with no
quibbles. You'll probably tell me you wanted to get out of the
house, away from Alma. But don't spoil it by saying that. I'd
prefer to think you did it for me and Stan. Wholly for me
and Stan.'

'And that would
be the truth,' Horace said. 'Nights or days, it makes no difference
to Alma. But of course it's not Alma, it's me.' He tapped his head
with a finger. 'Up here is what I mean. When my head goes
skew-whiff, that's when Alma comes to me. I just need to straighten
out the kinks up there, and then she'll leave me be.'

Billy nodded.
'If you need to talk, then let me know. I've always got time for
you.'

'I know that,
and I'm thankful for it.' Horace looked up at the sky, bulging as
it was with those circling storm clouds out of which not a single
drip of rain could be strained. Just dry, ugly sponges that spat
lightning and roared thunder. 'Well, I suppose I'd better be going.
Got a sleeping-bag waiting for me on the shed floor.'

'Right you
are,' Billy said.

Horace got in
his car - the Meringue - and left, heading downhill, much like
Horace's life, so it seemed to Billy. But then again just about
everyone's life seemed to be heading downhill at the moment. Like
something they were all hurtling towards with no idea of what,
exactly.


Slump-shouldered, Billy turned and locked up the station's rear
gate. Then he went back over the bridge and found himself staring
at the three newspaper bulletin boards which were fixed, side by
side, to the wall outside the ticket office. On the first: DO WE
HAVE VISITORS FROM OUTER SPACE? On the second: LOCAL CLERGYMAN'S
DAUGHTER MISSING, police suspect foul play. On the third: TOWN'S
POSTMASTER SHOT DEAD, reward offered. All three bulletins written
in big, stark letters on sheets of off-white paper clipped under
diamond-shaped wire-mesh.

We are all but smoke and steam, Billy thought yet
again, and on that note, miserable as it was, he locked up the main
gate and went home.
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Cassie was
standing on the front doorstep, her arms folded across her
minuscule chest. Her little lollipop face bobbed from side to side,
as she tried to catch sight of her husband coming across the
scrubland which lay between their front garden and the station. Her
hair was up in a headscarf, and she was wearing her light-blue
housecoat, the one she always put on after a bath.

A smile broke
across her face the moment she finally spied him, and Billy saw her
relax, shown by the way her shoulders dropped and the way the
creases in her face smoothed out. She waved, a little excited flap
of her hand, and Billy waved back. He opened the front gate, saw
how lifeless the flowers were that flanked the path, but he made no
comment on that, even though those flowers were his pride and
joy.

'You're a
little late, William.' Cassie was the only person who called him
William. 'I was worried.'

'No need to be.
There was a wee scuffle between a young sailor and his girlfriend.
It was soon cleared up.' He decided not to tell her about Horace
Bailey and the visitations of his dead wife.

Some things
seemed too dark to tell.

And the green
mist?

That seemed
beyond anything he could even think about, let alone tell to
Cassie.

He smiled. 'How
are you, pretty girl?'

'A little
tired, but all the better for seeing you.' She went down the
hallway, and Billy followed, after closing the door. Once in the
kitchen, he took off his hat, his tunic, too, both of which were as
warm and stiff as cardboard. He hung them on a hook on the back of
the kitchen door. He slackened his tie right down after that, and
aired his neck by running his fingers around the inside of his
shirt collar.

There was a
bottle of pale-ale on the dinner table, fresh out of their compact
Electrolux fridge. Billy poured it into a glass and drank half
straight down. Like heaven, it was. While Cassie served up dinner -
a plate of mash, cold meat, peas, and pickle - he asked her about
Stanley.

'No change,
love,' she said. 'But the doctor said all his organs are working
fine, and that his chest sounds clear, all of which is a good sign.
No activity, though, like a flicker of his eyelids, or a twitch of
the fingers. He's still lifeless from that perspective.'

Billy said,
'Blimey, is it possible for a man to die, even though he's as fit
as a fiddle? Because that's where this seems to be going. The only
problem Stanley has is that he was hit on the head.'

'But it's a
huge problem, William - that's what you need to understand. Not
even that brain-specialist from London could determine if Stanley
would recover from this, and if he did, what the effects of such a
blow would be. He could be fine, just like before, or he could be
slow, like someone who can barely count or say the alphabet. Or he
could even end up in a wheelchair. Sorry it's not what you want to
hear, but you need to be realistic.'

'I'm trying,'
Billy said. 'It's just that this is chewing me to bits. I thought
I'd be able to cope with whatever life threw at me. I'm realising I
can't.'

'You've got
support, remember. You've got me' - she scooped a thick bundle of
envelopes up off the dinner table, and held them out for him to see
- 'and just about all of the town, by the seem of things. Look at
all these. Cards, they are. The letterbox has been flapping away
non-stop for the past week. We're all but drowning in a sea of
get-well wishes for Stanley. I can't take any more down the
hospital because it's beginning to look like a post-room with
Stanley's bed floating in the middle of it all.' She put down the
bundle of cards and pulled out a dining chair. 'Now come and eat
your dinner. You keep worrying like that, and you'll end up in an
early grave.'

He did as she
said, he ate dinner, even though his stomach felt like a knot that
wouldn't let any food past. As soon as he tucked in, though, he
found the knot slackening off and the food travelling down a little
more smoothly. He finished his beer. Cassie gave him another, which
this time he gently sipped; the first one had barely touched the
sides. When he was done, he looked around and saw her sitting in
the easy-chair by the open back door, gazing outside, her face pale
and shiny. Her left hand was slung over her stomach like she was
nursing a pain.

This was a
common sight these days, Cassie holding herself there. But pressing
her on it either earned Billy an impatient stare or a shake of her
head. If there was a problem, then she wasn't about to open up, no
matter what. So Billy left it there, thinking if something serious
was afoot, then Cassie would let him know...at least he hoped so.
But then again, she was the kind of woman who only said what she
wanted to. Which left Billy up an alley most of the time.

'Everything
okay?'

'Fine. How was
your dinner?'

'Just the job,'
Billy said. 'Did you do much today?'

'I went to the
hospital, of course, and sat with Stan. Held his hand. Spoke to
him. The nurses said it's good for him to hear a familiar voice.
They said it might help to rouse him out of the coma. Not that I
had much to tell him that was good. After all, this damned
weather's still in, strangling the life out of everyone. Then we
have the death of the postmaster, and Elizabeth Driscoll is still
missing. There didn't seem much I could say that had any hope in
it. So mostly I spoke about you, about how much you love to garden.
I said you've made the front garden really pretty, with planted
borders, and with rope-tiles down the path. Told Stanley it's nice
to sit out there, too, and drink lashings of ice-cream soda. That I
can have the radio on and listen to the Beatles, and Gerry and the
Pacemakers, and the Hollies, and Billy Fury. Or maybe change
stations and listen to The Archers, or have a laugh at
Beyond Our Ken, or Tony Hancock. And that I can watch the
trains, as well, pulling in and out of the station.'

Billy smiled,
but more with his eyes than mouth; he was suddenly dog-tired.

Cassie yawned
with a hand over her mouth, and at the end of that yawn, she
shuddered. 'I'm all done. Looks like you are, too. I'm off to bed.
How about you?'

'I'll probably
puff my way through a bowl of tobacco. Just wind down a little.
Then I'll come up myself.'

She nodded.
Blew him a kiss. Her left hand was still on her belly, like she was
carrying a wound. She went out the kitchen door, then poked her
face back in again. 'William?'

'Yes.'

'Are you sorry
we couldn't have children?'

'No.' Outside,
thunder rolled like a mighty drum. 'But I'd be sorry if I didn't
have you.'
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He cleared the
table and washed the dishes. Put Cassie's best tablecloth back over
the table: a crisp white cotton cloth on which baskets of colourful
flowers had been hand-stitched. Her fancy glass fruit-bowl he
placed in the centre, leaving it all as she liked it.

That done, he
stoked up his pipe, then sat where Cassie had, by the back door.
The occasional faint breeze blew in the kitchen, but it was hardly
there, like something more sensed than felt. His shirt and trousers
were clammy. His face was greasy and shone in the light spraying
from the lamp on top of their rental television.

From here, he
could hear the sounds coming out of the train sheds, the sounds of
hammers, drills, cutters, and grinders. Men like Matt Shelley,
Lenny Bristow, Pete Bates, and Bob Cornwallis, all of them grafting
in the midnight hour, and then deep into the night.

And Stanley was
no longer among their number. Might never be again, either, which
was a thought so shattering for Billy, he felt it like a weight of
iron. Tears popped into his eyes all of a sudden. He put a hand
over his mouth, or else he would cry. Just sob like a child. Cassie
was right, he had support, and he needed it. Never before had Billy
felt so helpless. Up until now, he'd been the one on whose shoulder
people cried. He doubted he'd ever do that, just let the tears flow
on someone else, but the truth was, he didn't know what he might be
capable of just now. Everyone had their limits, and Billy believed
he was close to reaching his.

He drew on his
pipe, clouds of smoke wafting around him and then hanging there,
almost still. A clap of thunder went off, and Billy jumped, the way
he always did if the phone rang, thinking this would be the
hospital to say Stan had passed away. God, how could anyone live
like this? It was like being wired to some electrified torture
device that could give you a jolt whenever it wanted to.

He placed his
pipe in the ashtray. Time to go up to bed...but, his bed became a
walk too far away for a man whose allowance of wakefulness had
suddenly run out. His eyes fell shut like the slam of carriage
doors.

He fell
asleep.

He dreamed of
Stanley - Stanley who was standing outside the back door, so close
to Billy that Billy could have reached out and touched him. There
was a hole in Stanley's head that was frilled with jagged, white
bone, his hair around that hole all sticky with blood. The hole was
filled with a bright-green light that glowed behind Stanley's left
eye, lighting it up like something that might suddenly unleash a
death-ray.

Billy
screamed...but he couldn't stand, could only scrabble to the side
of his chair, as far as the arm would allow. Sag-jawed and
wide-eyed, he stared up at his brother, who seemed about seven-foot
tall - his shadow lay across the kitchen floor like a felled tree.
Lightning lit up the sky behind him. It lit up Stanley, too,
turning him translucent so that Billy could see his brother's heart
pulsing away in his chest.

Stanley placed
his left hand on his heart, not as if in pain, more as if he were
indicating sincerity. He pointed his right hand at Billy, then
said, Go to the shelter, Billy. Go to the shelter and save what
you can.

The
shelter? Billy said. I don't know any shelter.

But Stanley
turned then, and he was gone.

Billy's eyes
snapped open. He thought he'd been asleep no more than five
minutes, but when he looked out the back door - which was still
wide-open - he saw daylight, but of the dull, no sunshine variety,
lying there like a wedge of gloom at his feet. He stood up to look
out the door, half-believing he'd see Stanley walking along the
rear path, that bright-green light still burning brightly in his
broken skull.

There was no
Stanley.

Only Billy, who
was suddenly down on his knees, half-in, half-out, of the back
door.

He was ill, he
realised. His head hurt, his eyes stung, and his bones felt
brittle. When he put a hand on the back of his neck, it felt so
hot, he thought he'd see a burn mark on his palm when he took it
away. Sweat poured off his face like rain. His shirt was damp at
the back and under the arms. His throat was so dry, he could barely
breathe. On bendy legs, he went over to the sink, holding onto the
drainer for support. He ran a glass of water. Gulped it down like a
man in a desert. Ran another. Gulped that down, too, until his
belly ached. Even so, there was still room for one more. This time
he drank it steadily.

After that, he
went over to the mirror above the fireplace. As he did, he brushed
against the table, pulling the tablecloth askance. My God, what the
heck! The face that stared back at him was the colour of clay. His
eyes were bloodshot. His nostrils were clogged with snot. His hair
was mashed against one side of his head, while on the other, it
stood up like a bundle of greasy cocktail sticks. What the hell had
taken hold of him while he'd been sleeping?

He held his
hands up, and they were not just shaking but jerking. He was
standing that way, looking at those hands of his, when Cassie came
into the kitchen. She looked absurdly healthy, like she'd floated
down from another universe. A smile had begun to form at the
corners of her mouth, but it soon disappeared the moment she saw
him. Really saw him. 'Oh my God, William, what's wrong with
you?'

'No idea,'
Billy croaked. 'But if I were you, I'd give me a wide-berth. Stay
out of my way, my peach. I don't want you going down with any of
this.'

She skirted the
table, deftly as a ballerina, and somehow managed to straighten the
tablecloth at the same time, with one clever flick of her fingers.
She ran the hot water tap, grabbed a white, towelling face-flannel.
Ran it under the steaming water, then tossed it towards Billy, who
caught it, despite the shakes in his hands. 'Use that to clean your
face. To freshen yourself up, as well. Here, sit down.'

He did as she
said and sat in the chair she'd pulled out for him. The wooden seat
felt as hard as stone. The flannel was soothingly warm. He ran it
around his face, but gently because his skin felt tender, as if
sunburned. He ran the flannel around his neck, too, and could
almost hear it sizzling with the heat.

'Now take
these.' Cassie placed a glass of water and two aspirin on the table
before him. 'Then it's bed for you. You can't possibly go to work
in that state.'

'Yes, I'll go
to bed, no problem,' Billy said. 'But it's not work that's
bothering me. It's the fact that I won't be able to visit Stan.
Can't take these germs into the hospital.'

'Looks like the
flu,' Cassie said. 'A bad case, at that. No, you won't be able to
visit Stan, that's for sure. Sorry, but it'll have to be me, and
only me, for the time being.'

Billy nodded.
It would be a wrench, not being able to visit Stan, but for some
strange reason, that dream had given Billy comfort. No reason it
should have. It had been a dream close to a nightmare, but all the
same, seeing Stanley walking and talking had been heartening the
way that seeing him lying in a hospital bed was not. At least in
the dream he'd been animated, if no more than a monster, and he had
spoken, too. Go to the shelter, Billy. Go to the shelter and
save what you can.

Billy picked up
the aspirin and washed them down. That done, he flapped the warm
flannel over his face, then said in a muffled voice: 'Do you happen
to know any shelters around here, Cassie? Like old air-raid
shelters, perhaps?'

'What are you
talking about, William? You're ill. Let's just concentrate on that
for the time being, can we?'

'Yes, of
course. But do you?'

After a while,
Cassie said, 'Well, yes, a few of the shelters are still around.
There's one down by Grafton Lane that the kids play in much of the
time. There's another at the back of Plough Street shops, although
that one's boarded-up. Might even be bricked-up. Quite right, too.
Those places are dangerous.'

'Couldn't agree
more,' Billy said, removing the flannel from his face. 'Still, I
had a dream last night. Stan came to me. He told me I should go to
the shelter and save what I can.'

'So what are
you thinking?'

'As silly as it
seems, given that it was nothing but a dream, I'm thinking that
maybe he was telling me I can save that girl Elizabeth Driscoll.
That maybe someone's got her tied up in an old air-raid shelter
somewhere.'

'Why would
someone do that?'

'Why would a
man murder the postmaster?' Billy countered. 'Why would a man start
a world-war for that matter? It's wrong, Cassie, but that's how
things are.'

Cassie wrapped
a hand around her tummy. As she did, she flinched a little.
'Yes...and there are people who are ill, namely you. So I don't
want you poking around in any old air-raid shelters. You're going
to bed. In a moment or two, I'll bring you a cup of tea. A slice of
toast, as well.'

'That's telling
me,' Billy said. 'Still, it was just a dream. Doesn't mean
anything.'

'It does,'
Cassie said. 'It means you want your brother back, which he was in
the dream. So let's hope, in that way at least, that it was a good
dream, a dream that bodes well for Stanley. For you as well.'

Billy went to
take hold of her hand, hoping to pry it off her tummy, but he
thought better of it. He couldn't afford to pass this infection on
to her. If he did, then both of them would be out of action. He
stood up and once more wiped his face with the flannel. Through
sticky eyes, he looked down at that stack of get-well cards. He
said, 'You know something, Cass? I'm lucky to have a girl like you,
and we're lucky to have such good friends and neighbours.'

Thunder boomed.
Lightning glimmered.

Still no rain
fell.

As for friends
and neighbours: at the end of it all, Billy would wonder where they
all went to.
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Unable to eat
more than two bites of toast and to take a few sips of tea, Billy
lay in bed, the radio on his night-table tuned to the news. As
months went, July had started off fairly dull when compared to
June, a month in which U.S. President John F. Kennedy had declared
that segregation was morally wrong and it was time to act; that
Alabama Governor, George Wallace, had blocked the entrance of the
state university to African-American students, but later backed
down when President Kennedy called in the National Guard; that Pope
John XXIII died at the Vatican and was replaced by Paul VI; that a
sixty-six year old monk, Thich Quang Duc, set fire to himself on
the streets of Saigon in protest against President Ngo Dinh Diem's
oppression of Buddhists in South Vietnam; that civil rights leader,
Medgar Evers, was assassinated in Mississippi; that cosmonaut
Valentina Tereshkova became the first woman in space aboard Vostok
6, and that President Kennedy gave his "Ich bin ein Berliner"
speech at the Berlin Wall.

Plenty to chew
over there. But July? Clearly too much had taken place in June, and
it had left July all but barren...except for here in Wentworth,
which was nothing but a tiny dot on the south coast of England.
Still, when it came to the local news, which directly followed the
worldwide news, it was all Wentworth, Wentworth, Wentworth: the
disappearance of Elizabeth Driscoll, the shooting of the
postmaster, Edwin Thorpe, and the unusual weather, of course, which
hung, not just over Wentworth, but stretched as far as Drum Tower
to the west and White Mist to the east. Still no rain, and
according to the news, no sign of it breaking, either. The area
would continue to boil under that low, spinning cloud.

At the point
where Billy decided to turn off the radio and doze for a while - he
was holding a hanky up to his runny nose, and he was either too hot
or too cold - the final piece of local news concerned a Lady
Constance Bowers-Walker, who lived in Settle Cove, a town on the
coast between Battenford and Drum Tower. Lady Bowers-Walker stated
she had seen on the previous night, around eleven p.m., a craft of
some kind. Her recollection was that it had been whitish-silver
with bright lights underneath, and that it had dripped some kind of
green fluid that vanished the moment it made contact with the
ground. She had been standing on her bedroom balcony, she said,
smoking one last cigarette before bed, when she heard a most
unusual noise which made her think of the long, deep blast of an
alpine horn. She felt enormous pressure on her shoulders, too, and
her ears popped. She looked up, saw the craft under the cloud,
following the course of the railway line, and then it faded out of
view.

Billy sat up,
his eyes itchy and weeping. He gazed over at the window - which
looked out over the station - thinking about the young sailor last
night. Recalled how snot had been running out of his nose, and how
his eyes had looked like they’d been poked by the devil’s hot,
sharp fingernails. Billy had no mirror to look into, but he thought
his own eyes looked much the same. And snot? The hanky in his hand
was already a green, disgusting mess. He remembered what the young
sailor had said: I saw what she did and couldn’t help myself. My
hand lashed out.

My God. Billy
thought he almost certainly had the flu, but what troubled him -
frightened him! - was that this strain of flu might not be from
here but from somewhere else!

That just had
to be completely mad, and furthermore, this was Billy Flowers, a
man by his own admission who was not exactly an alternative
thinker. He read crime novels by John Creasey, Raymond Chandler,
Georges Simenon, and Dashiell Hammett. No characters in those books
dressed in spacesuits and carrying ray-guns, only desperate men
with switchblades and deadly women who'd bleed you dry. He listened
to Billy Eckstine, Frank Sinatra, and Tony Bennett. He was a "My
Foolish Heart" man, not much of a "Please Please Me" man. The idea
he could even consider that he'd been infected by some alien
virus was frankly ludicrous...yet, the virus had swooped on him so
damn quickly, and on the young sailor it had pretty much been
immediate. Why that was, Billy had no idea...

Then...maybe he
did.

He thought age
might have something to do with it: that the younger you were, so
the quicker the virus infected you. Which meant that Seth Carpenter
could still be feeling fine, given that he was more than twenty
years older than Billy.

Billy got out
of bed, although it was a struggle; he felt like a man twice his
age, and the unbearable heat wrapped itself around him like a
quilt. He went down the stairs clutching the handrails either side
for grim death. His nose leaked, and it dribbled down his pyjama
top, but he would not let go of the handrails until he reached the
bottom. And Cassie? Her plans were to visit Stanley and then to
pick up some groceries on the way back. Her orders, before she
left, had been that Billy should stay in bed, but he couldn't. He
had to phone Seth, if, that was, Seth was at home and not already
at work. If he was, then this flu - if Billy's theory was correct -
was going to lay into Seth while he was behind the controls of the
Wentworth Wind.

At the bottom
of the stairs, Billy blew his nose on that ruined handkerchief of
his that was fit only for the rubbish bin. He would have to grab a
fresh one out of the airing cupboard once he was
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