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Chapter 1

 


 


“If I had known today was
going to turn out like this I would never have left the house. Just
goes to show, you never know what’s around the corner do
you?”

John Chapman sat back in the tubular steel
chair and nervously brushed his hands over his short brown hair
before leaning forward again.

“I mean, I get up and drive
to work every morning at the same time, spend the day there and
then home again.”

The table creaked as his elbows bore more
pressure down onto it. He released both index fingers from the
dovetailed clasp of their neighbours and tapped them together in rhythm while
attempting to think his way out of this deep confusion.

Sergeant Cooper, the middle-aged police
officer sitting opposite him could feel his face muscles
tightening, and although still keeping a professional calm, his
stern look betrayed his inner thoughts, Bloody nutcase. How
could he really expect this copper to believe him when he couldn’t
even comprehend it himself?

“You’re sure there’s been no
report of it?”

Sergeant Cooper sighed while still holding
onto his composure, “The number 36 service is operating fine sir,
and as far as the route you mention Mr. Chapman, there have been no
incidents reported today. We’ve also checked the other buses in the
area and the worst we’ve found was a flat tyre on the 128 at 7:30
this morning. All buses have been accounted for and other than the
flat tyre, they’re all running as usual.”

“Well where do you think I
got this from then?” John pointed to the fresh gash and developing
bruise above his right eye.

The sergeant nodded in acceptance. “I think
you need to get that looked at. Hold on.” He disappeared for a
while and returned with an orange first aid box. “Here, give it a
wipe with these, at least it’ll stop you terrorising people until you get it seen
to.” He handed him a couple of sachets of surgical wipes and two
plasters.

“Cheers.”

Do you feel dizzy at all?”

John let out a huff as he wiped his
forehead. “I know what you’re inferring but I’m fine, really.”

Sergeant Cooper looked at him and nodded
without saying a word.

“I don’t understand, you’ve
definitely checked…”

“Sir, really. I’ve taken
your report seriously and checked everything you’ve told me, but
there’s nothing.” He held his hands up in submission. “I think you
need to go home now and sleep on it. If you still feel as strongly
tomorrow morning then you’re welcome to come back.” By then I’ll
be off duty. He stood up pushing the chair away from the table
with the backs of his straightened knees and held his right hand
out in the direction of the door. “I would suggest that you get
that cut looked at sir, you may need it stitched.”

John had never felt so confused but knew
he’d outstayed his welcome. If he was honest with himself he
couldn’t expect any more from the sergeant. “Something’s not
right,” he whispered to himself.


Chapter 2

 


 


John stood outside the police station and
looked up at the clear blue sky. He drew a breath of fresh air deep
down into his lungs and watched the delicate humid cloud dissipate
as he released it up into the atmosphere. It all looked so normal.
The traffic flowed past on the high street in front of him.
Everyone went about their business and yet something seemed
different. He was beginning to doubt his whole recollection of the
morning’s events. He frowned. “What the hell’s going on?” An acute
stabbing pain above his right eye reminded him it couldn’t all have
been in his imagination.

He stopped abruptly in the middle of the
street almost causing a young mother to ram her pushchair into the
back of his legs. It was a scorching 28 degrees at just after 9
this morning, how could it have cooled down so much?

He checked his watch, ‘12:30’.

“Crap! All I need is the
sack now and that’ll finish the day off nicely.”

He took his mobile from his pocket, ‘Network
not found’. “Great! Anything else?” He massaged the back of his
head and grimaced after feeling the lump, yet another reminder of
the morning’s chain of unfortunate events that led him here. The
office could wait. It was the least of his problems at the
moment.

He was attracting some strange looks
standing in the middle of the pavement thinking. The café just
across the road caught his eye. It looked inviting and was a much
better place to gather his thoughts in comfort. He’d only had a
slice of toast this morning and was aware of his stomach
rumbling.

He made his way to the pedestrian crossing
twenty metres up the street. A blind man tapping his white stick
was approaching the crossing and reached it just before him from
the other direction. The box fixed to the post of the traffic
lights let out a loud beep like a checkout barcode scanner followed
by an electronic voice.

“Crossing activated please
wait!”

John’s inquisitiveness took his mind off of
his issues for a brief moment while he tried to figure out how the
new system worked. The box had some text on its face, ‘RF Enabled’.
He wondered if the system had picked up an RF chip inside the stick
or maybe on the man somewhere.

He pushed the café door open and was
immediately met by the sound of cutlery and crockery rattling as
the chatting patrons relaxed. The puff of warm air and aroma of
fresh coffee welcomed him. A young waitress smiled as she weaved
between the rectangular dressed tables. He made his way over to a
free table situated in front of the window. Although bustling, the
café had a relaxed atmosphere about it. He took a seat and reached
over for the Perspex clad menu in the centre of the table. Within a
few seconds of perusing the prices his mind began to wander onto
the confusing and strange events that led him here leaving only his
eyes engaged with the menu.

He recalled waking that morning to the news
broadcasting from the local radio station. The illuminated digital
display of his alarm clock was flashing ‘07:00’. He drifted in and
out of his dream world while laying there listening to the mundane
voice of the newsreader. He nodded off again and woke to the sound
of his wife Faye shouting that he was late.

“Bloody hell! Not
again.”

John jumped out of bed in a panic. This was
something he’d done too often lately. He had a habit of staying up
late to hold onto every bit of freedom because he knew that going
to bed would only bring with it the inevitable, work. If he didn’t
get up as soon as the alarm went off he’d normally end up drifting
off again.

A weather report continued in the background
while he went to the bathroom to relieve his morning bladder.

‘Today will continue the
weekend’s good weather. It’ll be clear and sunny with a high of 29
degrees. Don’t forget, the hosepipe ban is still in force so
watering cans only. Pollen count will be high too…’

“Come on sleepy head!” Faye
called out. “You’ll have to start going to bed earlier!” She ran up
the stairs and gave him a kiss. “I’m off hun. I’ve made you some
sandwiches. Some of us have real jobs to go to!” Faye was the
opposite of John, organised and composed.

The front door clicked shut as she left for
work. He made his way downstairs to the kitchen where the chrome
clock on the wall continually taunted him.

“Great,” he muttered after
looking at the clock again. He washed the single slice of burnt,
buttered toast down with half a cup of tea and left the rest to
take its chances with the day. The newspaper would have to wait
too. Slamming the front door shut behind him he rushed to his
Fiesta parked on the drive. It was an old car but had served him
well for many years but was now at the point where things were
failing.

He opened the door, threw his jacket on the
passenger seat and got in. Turning his key in the ignition brought
nothing but the constant whirring of the starter motor.

“Come on! Not now!” He tried
a few more times to breathe some life into the engine without
success. “Bloody marvellous!” Slamming both hands on the steering
wheel didn’t help either. He reached down and pulled the bonnet
release handle. John normally liked tinkering with cars but not
first thing in the morning when he was running late. His first port
of call was the ignition system. The HT leads had caused problems
in the past, but normally in the damp winter months. Now he wished
he’d got around to replacing them.

He went through each lead, pulling it off of
the spark plug and cleaning it with an old tissue he’d found in his
pocket.

With the bonnet still propped up he sat back
in the driver’s seat of the car and tried again. The first attempt
indicated a sign of life, not quite catching but offering enough
hope for another attempt. John was aware that the smell of petrol
now making its way from the exhaust pipe was a sign that he was
running the risk of flooding the engine. He gave it a minute and
tried again. It coughed a little but eventually spluttered into
life.

John frowned, at the erratic firing of the
engine. It still wasn’t right but at least it was running. He
revved it for a while and warmed it up enough to just tick over.
This gave him time to have another look under the bonnet again to
see if he could find the cause.

With the engine barely idling he leant over
the engine compartment and started to wiggle each HT lead in turn.
In hindsight it was a bit silly considering he had a strong
suspicion it was shorting on the engine block somewhere.

Cylinder one was fine. There was no sign of
any change to the sound of the engine. Cylinder two seemed good
too, as did cylinder three. Cylinder four, “Shit!” His body jolted
upright with the spasm of one of Dr. Lister’s amputated limbs on
his demonstration table. Forty plus thousand volts have that effect
on the human body. The violent jerk straightened him with such
speed that he banged the top of his head on the edge of the bonnet
catch.

“Bloody hell!” The pain from
his head hadn’t quite peaked. Rubbing it and swearing seemed to
diffuse the stabbing sensation a little.

He tried to regain some composure but as the
pain was subsiding from his head something strange was occurring
with his eyesight. It was as though he was observing the world
through a vertical wall of water that had just had a stone thrown
into it. He rubbed his eyes in an attempt to clear his vision. He
sat down next to the car on the grass verge as it continued to run
erratically. The strange mirage type anomaly gradually cleared.
After a couple of minutes he stood up. He’d received a few shocks
from ignition systems in the past but none had disturbed his vision
before. Must have been the bang on the head or more likely the
speed I shot up.

“Are you ready to order
sir?” the waitress repeated her question for a second
time.

John immediately returned from his daydream.
“Ah, yes. Sorry.” He smiled, a little embarrassed. “I was miles
away. Umm, I’ll have a cup of tea…” He hesitated. All this time and
he hadn’t even looked at the menu still in his hands. “…and, yes,
some beans on toast please.”

She smiled politely. “No problem. I’ll bring
your tea over in a moment and the food will be about five minutes.
Is that OK?”

“That’ll be fine thanks.
It’ll give me a chance to wake up eh?”

The waitress grinned before turning and
making her way back to the counter to hand in his order. John’s
smile faded away as he stared out of the window and drifted back to
the morning’s events. He recalled checking his watch and realizing
at 8:15 there wasn’t any more time left to mess around with the
car. He wiped his hands on the old tissue, threw it into the
wheelie bin and made the decision to leave the car until the
evening.

The bus stopped on the main road not far
from his close and followed a main route. It seemed to be the best
bet to get him to work on time.

There were a few commuters waiting at the
stop when he arrived, a good indication that the bus was due soon.
He wasn’t a fan of public transport and couldn’t recall the last
time he’d used a bus. Having a car removed the need and no matter
what the government said, he always felt driving was far more
reliable and liberating than public transport.

He couldn’t help noticing how sedate
everyone in the queue looked. As though they’d left their souls
hibernating at home until the weekend and only their vital
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