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Lemonade

By Tom Ashton

Peter Lemon and Aidan O’Sullivan are the proud co-owners of Grenton Groceries, a successful fruit and veg retailers in Grenton Village, Cumbria. However, commercial bliss is thrown into disarray when Aidan’s brother Norris arrives at the shop, having been recently released from prison.

Soon Norris begins to drive a rift between the men, and, following the advice of a neighbour, it becomes clear to one of them that there is only one solution. 

Lemonade is a story from Ashton’s Grenton Village Collection, and has been described as ‘Cosy Crime’, a subgenre of Crime Fiction in which the crime takes place in a small, socially intimate community, often described using dark humour.
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‘J

ason Carlton Wins General Election.’

‘Can Jason Carlton’s Words Stop Bombs?’

‘New PM Carlton Announces Priority Shake-Up.’

The headlines were similar, below Harold’s game of Patience. He continued to digest them as he laid the King of Hearts on top of the fourth little pile. A knock at the door broke his reverie, causing him to scatter the Hearts across the table. 

‘Good morning, Professor,’ came the sultry and familiar female voice.

Harold scooped up the cards and struggled to jam them back into their packet, as his assistant crossed the room to the window and drew the blinds.

‘Good morning, Anne-Marie,’ he replied. ‘I didn’t know you were in yet.’

She held a crisp white envelope and his ‘World’s Greatest Boss’ mug, neither of which dangled a degree in her grip, as she swivelled and walked towards him. He held out his hands for both, but instead received an expression of suspicion, and then her green eyes dropped to his laptop and the ‘Penis Enhancement’ ad visible on the screen. He slammed it shut, and pulled it towards him, as though frightened she might steal it and show it to everybody he knew. 

She smiled, thin-lipped, and set down the envelope and mug on the desk.

‘What’s this all about?’ she asked. A blue, manicured fingernail, tapped the words ‘Top’ and then ‘Secret’, which were emblazoned in bold red across the top of the envelope.

He read the words. Then picked up the envelope and re-read them. Any amorous fantasies he enjoyed about his administrative assistant were dissolving, replaced instead by a desire to be left alone to read.

‘Are you a spy?’ Because if you are, I think you’ll agree I’m due a generous bonus for Christmas, in exchange for my silence.’ 

So that was it. 

‘I don’t think so,’ he said, ‘it’ll be some drivel from HR. Probably some consequence of the election. This new bloody liberal government... anti-nuclear, you know? Probably harbouring some animosity regarding the A1 project.’  

She bit her lip and rolled her eyes. ‘I see you’re not going to let me in on the act Mr Bond... maybe a Vodka Martini some time might loosen your tongue.’ 

She laughed, that saccharine laugh, and left him to shake his head at his letter. The girl was about fifteen years his junior and an avid reveller in social media scandal. He would not have his indiscretions laid bare online, and risk his marriage again — certainly not while sober. 

As soon as the door clicked shut, he wiggled the paper halfway out of the envelope, but then felt a sting and released it. He stuck his thumb with the blossoming red bubble in his mouth and unfolded the letter with his other hand. Why did paper cuts hurt so much?

The letterhead read ‘National Defence Engineering Systems.’ With a little bloodstain beside it.

‘Dear Professor Harold Dunn.’ It said in biro, before transitioning to type. 

‘We regret to inform you that all production and research associated with the A1 programme will be terminated with immediate effect. We advise you contact human resources to discuss your redundancy package. Please be aware that this is a parliamentary decision, and by no means reflects the desire of the company.’  

Harold dropped the letter a second time and stared at it as though it might explode at any moment. Twelve years of research. A place in history. Anne-Marie. All gone. Just like that. 

Could they do that? They couldn’t do that.

Impossible. 

Harold picked up the phone and speed-dialled number five for HR. His heart rate quickened in a manner that further unsettled him as he listened to the dial tone. 

‘Good morning,’ came a female voice, ‘NDES Human Resources. Molly speaking.’

‘Hi, this is Professor Harold Dunn. Maybe you’ve heard of me. I’m the man who’s just spent over a decade developing the biggest nuclear warhead the world’s ever seen, for you, and I’ve just opened my bloody notice of dismissal!’

Harold glared down at the letter, as though it was re-offending, and listened to some muffled conversation from the other end of the line. A more dominant female voice spoke.

‘Ah, Professor Dunn, hello. We’re incredibly grateful for your service, and we think that’s reflected in your redundancy package set at £60,000...’

Harold spotted a few strands of brown hair dangling in front of the glass of the door. 

‘Marie, go back to your desk!’ he said and then tried to speak in softer tones, in case her retreating shadow was a deception.

‘I don’t want a bloody redundancy package. I want my job. You can’t treat people like...’

‘Ah, Professor, I do empathise with you, but unfortunately new government policy takes a focus on political solutions to our global conflicts, and has made programs like the A1 obsolete. Now they’re demanding we put our engineers to different tasks, building trawlers, supply planes, and such, and we just don’t think your niche expertise...’

Harold jabbed the grey button and terminated the call. What on Earth was happening? He would go down there. He would make them see reason. 

He moved through the adjoining office, almost toppling the ridiculous potted plant Marie had brought in, ‘to oxygenate the place.’ 

‘For England, Harold?’ she said. But he ignored her and wrestled his way through some youths in the stairwell. Probably film students on their way to the studio on the third floor.

They swore at him as he stuck out his elbows. He hated them, and they knew it. They’d caught his glares as they smoked out front and drank their coke in the downstairs lobby. A man of his stature should not be sharing a building with the likes of whom probably voted for Jason bloody Carlton. He had hoped upon completion of the A1 program he could expect to move to an office in a more affluent area. Now he might as well move into a bloody tent.

A further irritation awaited him as he crossed the lobby to the revolving front door, and it was called Mrs Partridge. 

‘Oh, Professor Dunn,’ she said stepping into his path. 

Why now? And what was it this week? Had there been explosions heard from his office again? Maybe he’d been spotted dumping nuclear waste in the recycling bin? Or were people still getting ill because of the gamma waves he omitted? Why didn’t she nag those bloody film students?

‘What is it, Mrs Partridge?’ 

‘A man has just arrived to see you.’ 

She pointed to a well-dressed man in one of the cushy chairs beside the long street-facing window. His suit looked tailored, and the thirty-two-tooth smile he threw his way made Harold suspect the man was a lawyer of some sort. 

‘I was just about to pass the message onto that revered administrative assistant of yours — though I’m not convinced she can answer a phone. Still, that’s not why you hired her...’ She said, giving him a glance over her withered, green-blazered shoulder as she clicked back to the desk. 

Once she’d outrun his glare, he turned and found the man in front of him, hand outstretched. 

‘Professor Dunn?’ 

Harold took the hand but made to move past the man, puzzling only for a moment over the American accent, ‘Hello, yes, I’m in something of a rush, so perhaps you can have Mrs Partridge make you an appointment with my administrative assistant. I can assure you, she does know how to answer a phone, now if you’ll excuse me...’

‘There’s nothing to be negotiated regarding your job with the N.D.E.S, Professor Dunn, it’s all over.’ 

Harold stared at the man, still holding on tightly to his hand.

‘How do you know about that? Do you work for N.D.E.S?’

‘No.’ 

‘So what are you then? An employment lawyer...?’ He froze, ‘Press?’ 

‘Wrong on all accounts,’ said the man, ‘please, come over and have a seat.’

Harold followed him and plonked himself into the leather armchair. 

The man sat down in front of Harold and ran a hand over his bald scalp.

‘My name is John, and I work for the US Government.’ 

‘The US...?’ Harold gulped. Was he being extradited to Guantanamo Bay or something? 

‘Am I in some kind of trouble?’ 

‘I suppose that depends on whether you find your sudden unemployment troubling?’ 

‘Of course.’

‘Then yes, but fear not, for I think I have the solution: a new job, with a generous salary, far better than what you’re used to at N.D.E.S.’

Harold let the air rush out of him, as though he were a balloon deflating. This guy was a recruitment agent, and this was salesman talk. These buggers moved fast. 

He began to feel annoyed again, now caused by the stress this John had put him under. 

‘What kind of job? Where?’

‘The advisory kind, in Nevada, USA. It’s your A1 project we want. Unlike your new liberal government, we intend to have a response when the Russians start firing.’

Harold looked at his watch, if he left now he could be at N.D.E.S in twenty minutes, there might still be time to make them see reason. He realised John had stopped talking. 

‘Look,’ he said, ‘my research... my knowledge... is all bound up in the Official Secrets Act.’

John smiled that toothy grin of his. 

‘Carlton has already sold us your research.’

Harold gawped and forgot all about his stampede to N.D.E.S.

‘You’re the reason I lost my job?’

‘Of course not, your unemployment came about because your new Prime Minister believes Great Britain should set an anti-nuclear example to the world, and men like you do not fit into that picture.’

‘I’m a scientist,’ Harold said.

‘A scientist who engineers devices that kill millions of people.’ 

Harold fidgeted, as he always did whenever reminded of this. 

‘I have a life here. I’m married.’

John settled back in the chair, frowned up at the halogen bulbs, and removed some shades from his pocket. 

Shades, indoors? How American. 

‘And how are things at home?’ 

Harold processed the man’s tone. He couldn’t possibly know about Helen and he, could he?

‘They’re ok,’ he said, ‘but I don’t think she’d be up for moving to... where did you say?’

‘Washington initially, then after the four or five years we suspect it’d take to finish the build, we’d move you and the project to a secure location in Nevada.

‘Where in Nevada?’ 

‘A very secure location.’

Harold grinned in spite of himself.

‘Not Area 51?’ 

John glanced round at the other people loitering in the lobby.

Harold composed himself. This guy was clearly nuts, and something about the opportunistic nature of his visit made Harold feel uncomfortable. That and the way he flicked his tongue over his lips every few seconds.

‘My wife definitely wouldn’t go for it,’ he said and stood up. 

John stood up as well and reached out to grasp Harold’s hand again. 

‘Discuss it with her and call me,’ he said and placed a white business card, blank, save for a telephone number, in Harold’s jacket pocket. 
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J

ohn watched Harold Dunn hurry on through the revolving glass doors and let his tongue taste the air, as the man disappeared from sight.  

He took his cell phone from his pocket and dialled.

‘Bartonville Fruit and Veg, Illinois,’ came the young girl’s voice, ‘can I take your order?’

‘2835, John, 091019.’ 

‘Just a moment please, sir.’ 

There was a crackle of static as the line was transferred. 

‘John?’ MJ1 sounded concerned, ‘the Brit?’

‘It’s a negative. Something to do with Dunn's wife not wanting to relocate.’

MJ1 murmured something at the other end of the line. 

‘Sir?’ 

‘You can’t take him by force John, the last thing we need is for the UK to catch us absconding with one of their nationals.’

John replied he had already considered that and added Dunn’s advice throughout the remaining months of the A1’s construction would be reserved if he were there under duress.  

‘I could give him a few days to change his mind?’ John suggested. ‘Maybe find some way to facilitate the process?’

‘What were you thinking?’

As John rolled some ideas around his head, his tongue slithered out and caught the smell of something unpleasant, light and warm, like urine. He hung up on MJ1 immediately, and strode towards the door and into the street.

Valk cursed the Agent’s incompetence in convincing the human to move his operations to Area 51. The Americans needed to be ready to respond to the Russians. There needed to be a war.

He flung down the newspaper and glowered at the image of the new Prime Minister, Jason Carlton on the front cover. Peace lovers like him weren’t making things easier either.

He exhaled and relaxed into the comfortable chair to consider a new plan of action. It would not do to relay what had happened, to Leader Atherpock without one. 

From what he’d overheard, Dunn’s wife was the problem, so the obvious solution was to remove her. However, humans were weak hearted creatures — would Dunn be too grief-stricken to work if she were to disappear?

A clacking of heels distracted him, and he spotted a young brunette approaching reception, who used the words ‘Professor’ and ‘Dunn’, before being drowned out entirely by the din of some passing students, whom he would have enjoyed skinning alive had he had the time. Valk rose, folded the newspaper, and fell in line behind the girl.

‘I’m sorry,’ the old crone behind the counter was saying to the young woman, ‘your... employer... left. Shan’t imagine we’ll be seeing him or you for some time now, what with the new government coming in and everything. Anti-nuclear, you know? And isn’t that what he’s embroiled in?’ 

The brunette whipped her hair from her face and over her shoulder, ‘where did he go? He’s not answering his phone. We need to discuss this.’ 

‘I’ve no idea. Perhaps he felt he should discuss it with his wife first? You knew he had a wife, didn’t you?’ 

‘What are you implying...?’

‘Excuse me, ladies,’ Valk said, and both women glared at him as he pushed the folded tabloid onto the counter, ‘thanks for the paper.’ 

He winked, contented Dunn’s devotion to his wife might not be as absolute as he’d first suspected.
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H

arold was still reeling from his dust-up with HR, as Helen ladled some blackened chicken onto his plate. He’d encountered Molly first and questioned how a girl who was barely more than a temp could give him his marching orders. He’d felt very foolish after he’d said it. And of course, it resulted in the calling of a superior, who’d turned out to be the other woman he’d spoken to on the phone, Veronica.

If Molly’s empathetic prattle had been passive aggressive, Veronica’s blunt utterances were directly assertive. ‘That’s the offer.’ ‘Lower your tone.’ ‘Leave.’ ‘I can call security.’ 

He’d left before the door-thugs could reach him so he would retire with at least a little dignity, and a sordid cheque for sixty grand, which remained folded in his pocket with his letter of dismissal. 

He turned over a piece of meat. 

‘What’s wrong with it?’ 

‘Nothing,’ he lied, ‘I met a man today.’

During the hour he’d been home he’d been turning over ways to tell her in his head, but then his mouth had just begun speaking on its own accord. It did that sometimes.

Helen swallowed her food.

‘You’re leaving me?’

Harold dropped his fork onto his plate, and they both stared at one another.

‘...because you’re gay.’ She said, her eyes widening. 

‘Oh, yes, very funny,’ Harold said, ‘no, he approached me about a job in the US.’ 

She began chewing again, cheeks flushed. ‘Are you looking for work in the US?’

‘Well, no, but...’ His autopilot failed, so he took the letter and cheque out of his pocket, and slid them over to her. 

She opened the cheque first, and a look of joy, Harold had not seen for a long time, passed over her face. 

He sniffed and pointed with his fork towards the letter, which she opened with intrigue. The intrigue turned to confusion then to horror in under a minute.

‘You lost your job?’ 

He nodded. 

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ 

‘I’m telling you now.’

‘Yes, but what are you going to do? What are we going to do?’ 

‘I dunno.’ 

Her own fork went clattering off the table and the flush spread across her entire face, as her intakes of breath grew more numerous. The slim, five-foot-one woman was like a puffer fish when entered into a hostile situation —  she could give the impression of being much bigger than she actually was.

‘Well, what did you say to this American?’

‘I told him no.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘I don’t know. It didn’t feel right, I thought I might be able to sort something out with N.D.E.S, but it’s this new bloody hippie PM we’ve got. My research is useless nationwide, at least until the next election.’ 

‘And this guy wants to use your research?’

‘He wants me. It’s an advisory position.’

‘So take it. It’s an easy choice, throw away the last ten years of your life and embrace unemployment, or relocate and be successful. I can’t believe you said no.’ 

‘But what about you?’ 

‘They have retail over in America too you know?’ She glowered and then broke into what looked to be a reluctant smile. ‘This might be a good opportunity for us, Harold. A new environment might do us some good.’

Harold felt a little bit stupid. Now that he’d discussed it with Helen, the whole thing didn’t seem so suspicious. The simple fact was he was being headhunted by a rival institution, a big one at that. Things like that happened to people all the time.

‘So you think I should give this guy a call?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Unless...’ She said eyes fixed on him, ‘there’s some other reason you don’t want to leave the country. Someone else? Like that little administrative assistant of yours, perhaps?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he said, eyes diving into his mashed potato

‘Is it so ridiculous, darling?’ She said, and although he wasn’t looking at her face, he knew her eyes had gone all squinty, and the smile had grown so thin her lips had disappeared.

Harold found John’s card, took out his mobile, and dialled.  

It rang once.

‘Professor Dunn,’ it was not a question.

‘How did you know it was me?’

‘Don’t be naive. Now, I’m assuming you’d like to meet?’

‘Say I’m coming too,’ said Helen. 

‘And your charming lady too?’ 

‘Yes.’

‘How about Aspire in an hour? It’s a little cocktail bar on Sidney Street, do you know it?

‘Aspire... in an hour. That’s half seven?’ Harold said looking at his wife, who gave him the thumbs up in that emasculating way of hers, ‘Yeah that sounds fine.’ 

At a quarter past seven, they turned the corner from Woods Lane onto Sidney Street Their hands touched for a second before Harold’s dove into his pockets. 

It was a chilly night. The frosty pavement sparkled in the streetlights.

‘Quiet tonight,’ he said, seeing only a homeless guy snoozing on a bench in a blue sleeping bag, and three kids drinking cider outside the town hall. ‘I remember when this street used to be bouncing. I blame the economy — everybody’s too scared to spend anything.’ 

‘Oh, Harold, do shut up.’ Helen dropped back a pace and busyied herself on her iPhone. 

It was all very well, for her to accuse him of infidelity. He’d found her Tinder account last week. Then there was that other month when she’d stayed out until nine am, after ‘crashing out’ at a mate’s. And the condom wrapper he’d found under his own bed — some foreign brand he’d never even heard of. She’d claim it was all revenge if he confronted her about it, so why bother.

Wouldn’t it be funny, he thought, if I just got on the plane with this John and left her behind? 

Though he knew he wouldn’t, for the same reason he would never confront her about her hypocrisy. The only thing he feared more than being with a woman, was being without one.

As they got closer to the bar, he composed himself for the meeting. He felt a breeze on the back of his neck and looked back over his shoulder. 

Helen looked too, and they both saw a purple Ford Ka, prowling along the road behind them. Was it John? Harold doubted he drove a Ford Ka somehow. Perhaps it was some curb crawling youths. The reflection of the streetlights on the windows made it impossible to tell. As he considered stopping to see if the car would roll past, the driver’s window descended, and a man in a cheap, hooded tracksuit top, leaned out.

‘Professor Dunn, you are going to work for the Americans, da?’ 

Russian? Harold thought. News of his dismissal had travelled fast and far indeed.

‘Why should we tell you anything?’ Helen said taking a step towards the car, and Harold rolled his eyes. The minx always seemed to throw him into some test of manhood whenever they went out together.  

‘Because Russia has a message for you and those American pigs.’ 

The man leaned back, and sparks burst towards them. 

‘Get down,’ Harold said, as the air filled with the noise of screams, and shattering glass, and metal casings bouncing off concrete. Then, it ended, and the car accelerated away. Harold looked up from the pavement and saw a shadow rush out of the bar and fire a single shot into the bodywork of the vehicle before it screeched around the corner and out of sight.

The chavs had vanished and could be heard hollering down the other end of the Town Hall car park somewhere, but the homeless man bounded past in his sleeping bag like some Olympic sack racer, and it was he that brought Harold’ attention to his wife, bleeding beside him. 

‘No,’ he said, as a black, American saloon pulled up and John arrived at his side, trying to pull him into the car.

‘You did this,’ Harold said, springing to his feet and giving him a shove, ‘you fucking killed her.’

‘No, Professor Dunn.’

Harold swung two punches, both of which John caught at the wrists. Around them, residents were beginning to appear, in their dressing gowns with their smartphones held aloft, and sirens could be heard in the distance. Harold kicked John in the knee, who hissed with pain, and then head-butted him unconscious.

Harold awoke with a smarting headache. He pushed himself back off a dashboard, saw it was John driving the car, and noticed a gun resting in the man’s lap, pointed ever so slightly in his direction. 

‘Professor Dunn. I am not your enemy,’ he said.

‘You killed my wife.’ 

‘You know I didn’t,’ said John, ‘I was waiting for you in the bar.’

Harold glared at him and rested his head in his palms. 

‘Did the shooter say anything to you?’

Harold returned his eyes to the windscreen and half-watched the road markings and houses flash past. He remembered the car pulling up beside them, the window rolling down, and then the gunfire.

‘He spoke in Russian,’ said Harold, he said that he had a message for ‘you American pigs’.

‘Then the Russians have discovered we’ve tried to recruit you and wanted to stop that from happening,’ John said.

Harold noticed that the houses were familiar. They were turning onto his street. 

‘You’re taking me home?’

‘It would be proper to give you some time alone to come to terms with your wife’s death, but you’re no longer safe here. You need to pack. We’re on a flight in two hours.’

He rolled to a stop but put a hand on Harold’s arm as he made to exit. 

‘My partner went ahead of me. He said that they burgled your house before they came for you. Might he have found anything that might jeopardise our proceedings?’ 

Harold sighed, reached into his pocket, and revealed a polythene bag containing eight pen drives and an external hard-drive, ‘my research goes everywhere with me.’

John nodded, though something in his face said that he wasn’t done talking. 

‘Professor Dunn, I’m sure your wife’s death is something of an emotional challenge for you right now but... ‘

‘It’s fine,’ Harold said, ‘I’ll go pack.’ 

And as he tottered up the garden path toward his front door, Harold realised it was fine because a nasty part of him was glad to be free. What a loathsome bastard he was.
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(11:00 AM, Wednesday, September 4th, 2019 – Six years later.)

R

estricted Area! Deadly Force is Authorised Beyond This Point! 

The signs grew more threatening and more difficult for Harold Dunn to ignore as he continued down the dirt road towards one of the most secure military installations in the world. Soon he began to spot sound masts and CCTV towers, hidden lazily in amongst red rock piles and cacti, and as he reached out to pat the laminated visitor’s ID badge, on the cotton lanyard beside him, a large white 4x4 rolled to a halt and observed him from the slope ahead. 

The sweat cascaded down his neck, and his heart rate quickened, and he was forced to remind himself that his Google research had told him to expect this. He continued his course without changing speed, past the 4x4 atop the hill, and found another parked across the centre of the road, with four armed men in black and beige camouflage waiting in formation beside it. As he braked, the other 4x4 rolled into the path behind him. 

‘Freeze!’ Said a moustachioed guard, ‘This is a restricted area!’

All the other guards broke out in frenzied repetitions of what the Moustache had just said.  

Harold lifted his palms in clear sight. In the weeks leading up to his arrival, he’d watched several YouTube videos featuring these uncompromising security guards, most of them manhandling UFO nerds scoping out the base. They were known online as ‘Camo Dudes’, and the nerds were self-proclaimed Ufologists preparing for #StormArea51, a trending hashtag, and event due to take place on September 4th. 

‘I’ve clearance!’ He yelled through the open window, feeling his stomach churn in request of an Imodium tablet.

‘Put your hands on the wheel!’ ordered the Moustache, prompting all the other guards to mimic him again.  

He complied, of course, and the guard approached, filling the oval driver’s side window of the rental Audi TT with a broad chest atop a broader gut. Harold turned and saw a meaty face descend, skin burnt scarlet, and a thick moustache bristling on the upper lip, like some enormous caterpillar sizzling in the heat.  

‘Don’t recognise your plate!’ He said in an Alabama drawl, ‘Let’s see your pass!’ 

Harold managed to unglue his hand from the wheel and reached down to the passenger seat, which caused a flurry of raised weapons from the onlookers. Slowly, he lifted the lanyard in plain sight and trembled it into the steady palm of the guard.

He grunted, took several steps away from the car, and began gabbling into a walkie-talkie, as Harold continued to glance nervously down the barrels of the four assault rifles.  

This is it. Harold thought, a dangerous fart erupting from his backside. My pass is going to be inexplicably denied then I’m going to be water-boarded and thrown in a cell for the rest of my life.

His pessimism was cut short by the return of his ID, which struck him on the chin — the guard grinning, perhaps hoping to prompt an act of disobedience. ‘You check out. Follow me.’

Harold wasn’t stupid enough to rise to the bait, though he could feel the small nick on his chin throbbing, as the Moustache and half the guards, got into the 4x4 ahead of him, and accelerated into the distance. He stalled the Audi and then wheel-spun up the next dune, as the guards in the other truck watched, sneers below black shades.

After about half a mile, the dirt road became tarmac, and Harold caught up to the 4x4, which led him to a fifteen-foot wire fence, topped with razor wire, beyond which were a dozen unremarkable looking concrete buildings, and a long, dusty runway. They rolled to a stop in front of another 4x4 parked across the road, blocking the entrance.

The Moustache got out and was approached by a skinny guard with a mullet. The two had a long conversation, with some pointing towards the Audi. They both shared a few laughs, while Harold remained sitting there, his fingers drumming the steering wheel.

The Mullet swaggered over to Harold and said. ‘Don’t recognise your plates! You got your ID?’

‘I just showed it to your colleague.’ 

The Mullet raised his rifle at once, prompting the Moustache to do the same.

‘Alright... alright...’ Harold said, trembling again as he offered his ID up a second time. 

Both men lowered their weapons, and the Mullet took the ID, turned away, and began to speak into his walkie-talkie. The Moustache’s gaze locked on Harold’s, his sneer now an expression of concrete ambivalence and Harold couldn’t help but avert his gaze. Fortunately, he did this just in time to spot his ID flying back in through the window and caught it. 

The Mullet chuckled. ‘Fast learner... Go on through, you’re clear.’ 

Harold was so eager to be away from the pair he nearly hit someone as he accelerated into the compound, and was forced to slam-on, hard. The car stalled a second time, he bumped his chin on the steering wheel right where his ID had broken the skin, and, worst of all, his near-victim turned out to be a beautiful woman. 

He stuck his head out of the window. ‘Sorry!’

‘Professor Dunn?’ She said. 

‘Yes?’

‘Professor Dunn, my name’s Dr Tsai, I’m to give you a tour.’

‘Oh...’ Harold said, dissecting the girl in a second. She was slim, with straight, jet black hair, all the way to her waist. She was professionally dressed, but cut a nice figure in a long black skirt and a button-down white shirt. She was of oriental descent, probably Chinese.

He shamed himself away from further sordid analysis, restarted the car, and, feeling many eyes upon him, carefully pulled forward into a parking space. 

She approached the car and waited as he fumbled his suitcase over the seats and opened his door, nearly hitting her with it.

‘Welcome to Area 51, Professor Dunn.’

He shook her hand, cringing at how sweat-free it felt compared to his own.

‘Call me Harold.’  

‘Lisa,’ she said, over her shoulder, as she wiped her hand on her skirt, and began walking towards a black door in the side of one of the buildings. He hurried after her. 

‘Chinese?’

‘What gave me away?’ She said, ‘I look so Caucasian, and with a name like Tsai... you’re wasted as a scientist.’  

Harold frowned, unable to tell if she was being standoffish or playful. He decided to be optimistic.  

She swiped her ID card through a reader, which beeped for a second before the door swung inwards to permit them entry. Harold decided he liked the sharp angles of her face, and the flick of her mascara.

He followed her down a generic office corridor, of potted plants, wooden doors, and cheap ocean canvases, until they reached another security door. She paused with her card above the reader. 

‘Brace yourself and stay close,’ she said. 

Harold nodded and prepared himself for whatever was beyond the door. Giant, man-eating rats, perhaps? Or scorpion robots with laser beams for stings? 

It was neither, merely a lobby with many exits, containing a huge crush of about two hundred scientists, dropping papers, spilling coffee, and yelling into mobile phones.  

Despite her warning they instantly became separated in the swirling current, and Harold swore many times as his heels were trodden on, his ribs were elbowed, and his head was bashed with a metal tripod. 

He heard someone call his name over the din, and spotted her beckoning him towards an empty corridor on the east side. Teeth gritted against further assault he waded to the edge of the crush and tumbled out. His brown leather shoes he’d polished that morning had been scuffed beyond redemption.

She cocked an eyebrow at his shoes, turned, and then led him away from the chaos, which gave him the impression that it was all normal procedure.

‘I was raised local, as it goes, right here in Nevada,’ she said, ‘Vegas.’

‘Vegas, huh? I’ve always meant to check it out.’

‘Some people find the roads around Vegas a little... challenging,’ she chuckled.

He rolled his eyes in mock exasperation but felt a little uncomfortable that she had, in fact, not forgotten about his haphazard driving. 

Time for a salvage operation, he thought. 

‘Well if you’re such a good driver, a Vegas local, and my de-facto tour guide, then maybe you should take me and show me around.’

Her smile drooped, and Harold realised in the fray he’d just fought his way through, he’d not seen another person nearly as attractive as Lisa. She must get lame pick-up attempts a few times every day.  

‘Unfortunately, I’m a scientist, not a tour guide, and your tour with me is limited to within the base.’

Harold felt the full force of the cold. ‘I know —  I was just saying...’ 

He bartered with a higher power for a witty way to redeem himself before the hostile silence passed the three-second mark from which there would be no return. 

‘So... what are the chances of me seeing an alien around here?’ 

Her glance was disconcerting. 

‘Hey, where better than Area 51, right?’ 

‘Mmm.’

Like the petulant child, too naughty to go to the fair, he sulked, listening to Lisa’s heels clack steadily along the laminate floors. After awkward minutes that seemed like awkward hours, they arrived at a door, much like the one through which they’d entered the base. In fact, all the doors were pretty much identical, except this one was labelled 205.

Lisa spoke with an authoritarian tone. 

‘I’ll come and get you for lunch at 13:00 hours. You’ve an en-suite should you wish to freshen up, and if you need anything else, just dial ‘hash’ and my assistant will help you.’ 

As she handed him a key card, their fingertips touched. 

‘Take it with you if you decide to take a stroll, but you might prefer to wait until I’m with you. You’ve seen how it can get down there during rush hour.’

Her softer countenance had arrived too late. Harold had already worked his way into a humiliated mental fury. 

‘Never mind all that. When will I get to see my A1?’

She sniffed.

‘It will be on the tour,’ she said, ‘see you soon, Professor Dunn.’

Harold scraped the panels around the reader three times before he found it with the card, ensnared by the retreat of the standoffish woman. 

His room was unremarkable but comfortable — small bed, small wardrobe, small bathroom. He showered vigorously, to rid himself of the dust from the dirt road, but became distracted, once again, by the memory of Dr Tsai’s retreating bottom, resulting in his shower lasting far longer than it should have.

When he eventually wrapped himself in a towel and padded from the bathroom, feeling a little ashamed of himself, he picked up his tattered pack of cards off the dresser, then set them back down again, and took to exploring the drawers instead. In the third one down, he found a pair of green binoculars, marked in Sharpie down one side: Andrews. 

As he wondered if there was a Lost Property section he could give the binoculars in to, he lifted them to his eyes, gazing out the small window. The vista led him to inally fully comprehend he was in the mythical Area 51. The view itself was obscured by a thick whirl of sand, but he could see a long runway beyond the initial blocks, where he suspected they conducted the test flights. Suddenly, his observation was interrupted by the two white 4x4s hurtling through the compound towards the gate. 

Off to star in another YouTube video? 

As his eyes began to sting and the idea of a power-nap grew in its appeal, he spotted a group of men, scuttling in ant-like formation across the concrete square, towards a small western building. It didn’t look big enough to fit six men, let alone a dozen. 

It must be a stairwell to an underground hangar. Perhaps his A1 is down there?

All of a sudden, he was disturbed by a sharp rap at the door. Seized instantly by an intense weariness, he shot his watch an exasperated glance. 12.45. His curiosity had gotten the better of him, and now his opportunity to nap had vanished. 

‘You’re early!’ he said, as he opened the door, only to discover a man’s face, where he’d expected to find Lisa’s.

The man smiled. ‘Professor Dunn, my name’s Agent Steve. I’m here to show you to the canteen.’

Harold snorted at the black trilby and trench coat combination. If anyone could tell him about UFO crashes and alien bodies, he reckoned it was this bloke. Although his tone seemed uncomfortable —  reserved —  like he found speaking a chore. Perhaps, he was not the man to ask, after all.

‘Won’t you follow me, Professor Dunn?’

Harold shut the door behind him and fell in with Agent Steve, who set a leisurely pace.

‘Good flight?’

‘Yes, not bad’ Harold said, ‘We had quite a bit of turbulence over...’

‘Good drive in?’

‘Uh... Yeah. No trouble renting the car. Though I think I’ll end up paying for some damages. The roads around here are...’

‘Just hell, aren’t they? Hope security didn’t rough you up too much at the entrance?’

‘They’re pretty intense. Though I suppose when you’re charged with guarding a military base as high profile as this one you’d have to be something of a...’

‘Yeah, they’re pretty thorough. Ha-ha!’ His laugh had an eerie ring to it, which prompted several passing scientists to look round with curiosity. ‘So, see anything of interest with your binoculars?’ 

Harold slowed at this, filling with derision. ‘You were spying on me?’

‘Not at all, Professor Dunn,’ said Steve, without breaking stride, ‘You were merely noticed by someone outside, and they mentioned it to me in passing conversation. A spot of bird-watching, was it?’

‘I was checking out the compound,’ Harold said. 

‘I see.’

Steve stared at Harold as they walked, and would’ve walked straight into several scientists had they not spotted him and stepped out of his way. 

‘What’s that building to the west, out of interest? Is it the entrance to an underground hangar... housing my A1 perhaps?’

Steve came to an abrupt halt so Harold passed him and was forced to stop and turn to look at him. The Agent’s body remained still, eyes locked on Harold’s face, and then he revealed a peculiar tick. His tongue wriggled out from between his lips and began to flicker.

‘Alright... ‘Silence of the Lambs’,’ said Harold, ‘What are you doing?’  

Steve sucked his tongue back in, rolled it around inside his mouth, and then said, ‘That building is beyond your clearance, Professor Dunn. There’s nothing of value to you in there.’

Harold shrugged. ‘Just wondered.’

Steve nodded, turned, and set off back the way they’d come. 

‘Hey, I thought you were showing me the canteen?’ 

‘So did I,’ said Lisa appearing from an adjacent corridor. ‘Thought we were meeting at your room? I was just on my way to get you.’

Harold pointed at the shrinking figure, ‘He turned up and said he was taking me... I dunno...’

Lisa followed Harold’s finger and spotted the Agent before he disappeared into the crowd of scientists surging towards the canteen.

‘What did he want?’ She said.

‘Nothing really, I found some binoculars in my room, and was having a look round, and then he turned up wanting to know what I was looking at.’

‘What were you looking at?’ 

‘Nothing, just that little building over to the west.’

She shook her head. ‘No Harold, Professor Dunn, Hangar 18 is beyond your clearance.’

‘I know, he said that,’ said Harold, his ears getting hot, ‘I only glanced at it. I thought my rocket might be down there.’  

‘No.’

Harold didn’t speak to her again until they’d made it into the busy canteen and secured their place in line. 

‘Who was that weirdo anyway?’

Lisa replied out of the corner of her mouth, her eyes sweeping the room. ‘He’s an Agent. They coordinate a lot of the security on the base and deal with external PR stuff as well. Not too sure. Not much is known about them. Just rumours.’

‘What kind of rumours?’

‘Rumours that they’re not to be messed with,’ she said, accepting a plate of sloppy pie from an unshaven man, in a dirty apron. ‘Try the pie, Harold.’ 

Although he felt irritated by her evasion and condescension, he decided to drop it, eager not to do further damage to their relationship.

He felt his mood lighten as the cook scooped the pie, mashed potato, and peas onto his plate. He was surrounded by some of the most brilliant minds in the world, and they were all dining as though they were still at school. With a wry smile, he fought the urge to flick peas at a miserable looking bunch on the front table and followed Lisa to a table at the back of the hall. 

‘Hi Lisa,’ said one of them with more enthusiasm than the others —  enthusiasm which faded as he clocked Harold. ‘Who’s this?’

‘This is Professor Harold Dunn. He’s just visiting, and I’m giving him the tour.’

‘How nice.’ 

One of the others butted in, ‘The same Harold Dunn who designed the guidance system for the A1?’ 

‘The very same,’ Harold said. 

They murmured to one another, save for Lisa’s admirer who rolled his eyes. 

A boisterous bald man with a large, ginger moustache and bushy eyebrows to match, announced himself.  ‘Professor Dunn, it really is a pleasure to meet you, my name’s Jasper, Dr Jasper Hennimore,’ he cleared his throat. ‘Can you tell us anything about the magnetic guidance system of the A1? Most sophisticated I’m told.’

‘Classified, no doubt,’ said Lisa’s admirer, ‘I’m sure Dr. Dunn can’t tell you a thing.’

‘Professor.’ Harold corrected, staring hard at the man, thinking that he’d quite like to meet him alone in a bar one day. 

‘He can only say no, Kowalski,’ Jasper said.

Harold swallowed his mouthful along with a threat he had ready for Kowalski should he continue in his abrasive manner —  the pie really was very good —  and waved his hand.  ‘Guys, guys, I can tell you in the simplest terms without disclosing anything too technical...’

They fell silent, and even Kowalski’s fork hovered in front of his mouth.

‘The missile was designed for the express purpose of destroying the Russian’s new nuke...’ 

‘The Satan 4,’ said a thin, spectacled man at the end.

‘Yes, the Satan...’

‘Nuke on nuke action,’ said Jasper.

Harold paused at the vulgar remark, forever wary of tabloid journalists who could be anywhere at any time, ready to print a headline to the tune of ‘Eminent Professor revels in the thought of Nuclear Holocaust.’ Though, perhaps not at Area 51, he decided.

‘In addition to the usual systems, the A1 can lock on to something as small as a chemical compound or a metallic particle, from fifteen thousand feet, and will instinctively avoid all incoming bogeys. There hasn’t been one of our test ballistics that’s successfully countered it thus far. Ergo, once we send it up, it can only be stopped if we deactivate it.’

Harold was almost relieved when Kowalski interrupted the flurry of questions that followed.

‘So, I saw you talking to an Agent on my way in. What was that about then? Are you a spy?’

‘If I told you that...’ Harold said with a grin, allowing time for Kowalski to register irritation at the colloquial threat, ‘... no, it seems someone saw me checking out the base from my window and the Agent, Steve I think his name was, wanted to know what I was looking at.’ 

He digested the concerned expressions around the table.

‘What were you looking at?’ said Kowalski.

Harold chewed his last piece of the pie, swallowed, and decided to lie. ‘I was watching those Camo Dudes whizzing around. Was there a break in or something?’

The table relaxed and Lisa raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything.

‘Ufologists at the gate... constant nuisance.’ Jasper said. ‘Even more than usual, preparing for this ludicrous  ‘hashtag Storm Area 51’ nonsense.’

‘Braver men than I,’ Harold said. ‘Those Camo Dudes are intense.’ 

‘Not as intense as those guys,’ said Jasper, nodding towards the group at the front, who were staring hard at their food, eating slowly and in silence. ‘Hangar 18 guys, don’t you know?’

‘Time we went down to Hangar 7 for this long-awaited A1 discussion, don’t you think? Since we’re all so desperate to go,’ said Kowalski.

Harold shrugged, stood, and pulled on his jacket, as Kowalski hurried over to Lisa, offering to take back her tray. If his skin could crawl, it would. 

He followed the pair from the canteen, and as Kowalski yammered on and Lisa pretended to listen, a glint of light blinded his right eye. He stopped, waited for the blue circle to dissipate, and then spotted the source —  a plastic ID card reflecting the sunlight from the window. The ID card was lying on the table where the Hangar 18 guys had been sitting and they’d all been first out of the canteen. He looked up to call after Lisa but noticed she was a dozen paces ahead. Resigned, and alone, he slipped it into his pocket, determined to hand it into the first security guard or Agent he saw. The binoculars too. 

Harold failed in his second attempt to build a card tower, and resolved to read his book, propped up by doughy pillows. He failed at that too. The book was ‘Fear and Loathing: in Las Vegas’ by Hunter S. Thompson, and the scenes remained mere ink blots on soft wood, denied a mind willing to decipher them and hallucinate accordingly. 

His speech, in Hangar 7, was well received. They particularly enjoyed it, as scientists of that sort always did, when he announced the A1 was nine thousand times more powerful than the bomb dropped on Nagasaki in 1945. They applauded. 

When he
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