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There it is again.

His eyes darted about the car wildly, checking the mirrors, the traffic. He saw a space to park and swerved into it, a toot of annoyance at his sudden departure from the roadway blaring at him from behind. He straightened the car up within the narrow space, took a deep breath, held it. His ears thudded with a rhythmic throbbing as the blood pumped from his heart. He switched off the engine and stared around at the people traffic on the High Street. Pedestrians were dodging cars as they scampered across the road. Mothers pushed buggies. Men did business on the pavement with loud voices and waving arm gestures, whilst frail grannies tapped their canes slowly round them.

He withdrew his handkerchief from his blazer pocket and patted down his brow. It was still dry despite his rising temperature. He put it to his mouth to dab at his top lip. He closed his eyes, trying to refocus. The pain was subsiding. He opened his eyes, scanning through the blur.

There! There it is again.

He clenched his fist tight, the leathery wrinkles folding slower than they used to. He remembered the one-time pain that had shot down his left arm two months ago, forever expecting its return. It didn’t come – not this time.

He stared across to the door. He was sure he had seen it, but the blur was too much. People were ghosting, their shadows chasing after them in staccato washes of colour. Seconds would pass, he knew, and then they would stop. All would stop. His eyes remained fixed on the door.

The fish and chip shop was the only thing he could be certain of. He had seen the doorway swing as he drove along, just as the sharp pain hit his chest. Marjorie had told him not to drive. Just to the library, he’d insisted. He wasn’t supposed to be behind the wheel of a car for at least another four months – doctor’s orders! But by his own admission he was a stubborn old fool who loathed being told what to do or what not to do. He didn’t want to admit that age was getting the better of him and so he grasped for his independence, clawing it in with his frail arthritic fingers and keeping it close for eternal comfort, determined to take it to his grave.

No one stood in the doorway of the chip shop. It was too early; it was yet to open. Yet he’d seen the door swing. He was certain of it.

He stared, eyes piercing the glass door, his reflection staring back at him on the roadside. He unbuckled his seatbelt and pulled on the door catch, opening the door without checking for on-coming traffic. He earned himself another toot and an abusive yell for measure, not that he cared or even acknowledged it; to him it was a muffled noise in the background.

The world seemed to spin – all except him and the door to the chip shop. He focused on nothing else.

There. There it is.

He looked intently, excitedly, as the door opened, fell back halfway and then opened fully again before closing. Two this time. Two people had stepped through unseen, invisible. He pulled back his vision, eyes once again darting, scanning the street for reactions. No one seemed to notice; no one seemed to care. He looked around for other signs, none were obvious. He waited, watching.

There. There it... Wow!

In the reflection a parked car mounted the pavement across the road farther up the street as though shunted hard from the side, the panels crumpling on impact. Shop doors flew open and curtains in the flats above twitched, but there were no people and there was no sign of an offending vehicle. The confused images of solidity that could be seen didn’t react, as though the people were unaware of the realities that he was aware of in a wispy spectral vision.

A dirty grey soot colour, vaguely person shaped, fell into the road from the car that was dissipating from view. He had seen phantoms like these before, mainly at the hospital on his many recent visits, ghostly figures, shadows of things, people not really there, echoes of some other reality. This one was different though, there was a darker element to it, more formed, a deep maroon seemed to seep through it.

He sucked in breath quickly, suddenly realising he’d been holding it in suspense. His eyes began to water, he blinked profusely and reached up with the handkerchief once again. His vision began to clear. Normal. Everything was normal.

The sounds of the street were once again clear in his ears and the people were no longer ghosting blurs. Doors were no longer opening by themselves. The traffic flowed normally, and the stationary cars were all parked properly.

He lent back against his car feeling exhausted. Marjorie was right, he shouldn’t have driven, it wouldn’t have killed him to walk to the end of the High Street, the exercise probably would have done him some good. He turned to open the car door, eyeing as he did so some movement in the chip shop. There was movement behind the counter. The proprietor had entered from the rear while his back was turned. Instinctively, he stepped around the car and crossed the pavement to the chippy.

The red and white closed sign still hung in the middle of the door. He pushed it any way.

“Sorry mate, we’re not open yet,” came a voice from behind the counter before he’d managed to step fully inside the shop.

“Of course,” he replied, his voice coarse and weak. He wanted to say something more, but he didn’t know what. He pushed the door open again as it fell towards him but couldn’t think of anything to say to explain his thoughts. Both men shared a second of confusion before he backed out through the closing door. He jostled with a couple of passing teenagers as he collided with them in the doorway on his turn to the car. His heartbeat was racing. His temples were beginning to throb. All he wanted to do now was get home. He climbed into the car, searching for a turning point in the road ahead so that he could get back home quicker.

He started the engine and veered out into the road, his mind clouding as he felt the blood drain from his face. His foot stamped the accelerator as he gripped at the pain shooting down his left arm. The steering wheel turned sharply. He tried to grab it. He tried to stamp on the brake. Too late. The car came to a violent stop. He had hit something, another car parked on the opposite side of the road. He was vaguely aware that he had also hit his head; blood was dripping down his face. Gasping for breath, he pulled the door handle and fell into the road with a sudden moment of clarity of his vision.

He jerked his head to the side to catch a final glimpse of the chip shop door, seeing, as his eyes clouded over, the ghostly figure of the past staring back at him in wonder.

*****
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First penned in 2006. It was published to my website in February 2017 with additions made in 2024.

This story came from waiting in my car outside a chip shop. The story came to me in an instant almost fully formed and so I wrote it down as soon as I got home.

This method of story writing often occurs to me. Obviously, the fine details and exact wording come as I type them, but the structure is usually precisely as I had pictured it at the moment of conception. This often used to happen to me with poetry (at a time when I was prolific in my writing of it). I would often have to stop what I was doing to scribble down the words that had suddenly flooded my head. It was both a blessing and a curse, and at times I would have to force ideas out for the distraction they caused.

I can still vividly remember the image in my head of sitting in my car in Sunbury and conjuring this old man’s terminal demise.

CPC
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Dr. Zachariah Milligan, formerly of UGSI. (United Global Space Institute) and creator of the Englobolastic Disruptor, was, in his excitement, too restless for sleep. His mind spun endlessly at the thought of his achievement and the unknown territory it was bound to lead mankind into. Tomorrow, he would be the first man to have ever crossed that forbidden field of which others over the centuries could only dream and fantasize about. Tomorrow he would cross the threshold of time.

He mapped in his mind, as he lay awake, all the glorious steps which had brought him to this, his and mankind’s greatest invention: a time machine.

Of course, he had kept his work, up until this point, a secret. There was no way they were going to steal this one from him. This would set him in the record books as the greatest scientist and inventor of all time. Yes, of course, there was the issue of manipulating the past and future and the small matter of complexity that needed to be solved, the issue of creating a paradox, but that was not his purpose, nor his concern. He merely was in it for the achievement and the glory. He would show the directors at UGSI his real worth. He would have them eating out of his hand.

It seemed so simple as he lay staring at the ceiling. All that brainstorming and those tiresome equations which had caused his hair to finally lose strength and part from his head, until only the sides remained. All that hard work, yet now it seemed so easy. It was a simple matter of connecting the Teratasa Ignitor to the Englobolastic Disruptor combined with the collision field, plus a unique design of old and new parts, with his own combustion fuel aided by the conversion mechanism. It was simple.

The end product was, however, less impressive than it sounded. It looked more like an automobile belonging to the late twentieth century rather than the modern magnetically propelled vehicles of today.

It worked. He knew it did. That wasn’t in question. He had sent his test probes, modules small enough to record the necessary data and to return at a predestined time. The modules themselves had to be under a certain weight otherwise they would burn up the entire fuel supply and, unmanned, they would not be able to refuel for a return trip. The next step, naturally, was to send a manned probe to experience the travel through time. This was a step which, no doubt, the big boys at UGSI would consider ludicrous and pathetically insane, but then what did they know? He would have to prove it to them. He would make them sorry for expelling him from the research centre.

It was a shame really that the camera recording probe had failed to record any distinguishable data. All the digital tape had somehow scrambled in the spectrum of time, sending back nothing but speckled static. It would have
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