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INTRODUCTION

I discovered these stories among my father’s papers after he died.  I knew they existed because I had seen an old notebook full of them when I was much younger, but what I didn’t know was that he had typed them up and sent them to magazines and the BBC.  He wrote them in about 1949, when he had married, bought himself out of the RAF and had just had a young son, my older brother.  He had retrained as a teacher and was teaching in the village school in Compton in Berkshire and they were living in a frame cottage with asbestos walls.

I believe they were quite hard up at this time and Dad must have taken it into his head that he might make some money from writing stories for magazines and the BBC.  It is a family story that our mother was furious when he came home one day with an expensive portable typewriter.  If he sent them off, he never kept the rejection letters, and the stories remained buried amongst his papers until his death.

Several are quite dark, reflecting his experiences during the war, while others are lighter, simple travel sketches or reflections on his time abroad or optimistic observations about the future.  Some of the punctuation and grammar is idiosyncratic, but I have kept it the way he wrote it and in the sequels I have written to each of his stories I’ve done my best to match his tone and style.

After eighty years, I am proud to see Dad’s words finally make it into print.

Mark Peckett

June 2025

Dedicated to the memory of

John Gregory Peckett
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John Gregory Peckett

Every evening when I come home I look at it.  One day I shall switch it on again.  It stands in the corner, still new and shiny, with its special three-dimensional screen quite blank.  A large silver eye glistening from its cabinet.  I bought it not more than three weeks ago, the very latest model, capable of receiving television programmes from any part of the world, and specially built to receive the very latest three-dimensional colour programmes from the World Broadcasting Corporation’s network. 

I was more than pleased with the results, reception was perfect, or I should have said, nearly perfect.  On one or two evenings about 2130 hours, the picture would fade a little, or even flicker off completely.  It only lasted for a second or two and I wondered if I had imagined it.  And I imagined that occasionally I saw another picture superimposed on the programme following.  A faint, ghostly face mouthing unheard words, or pale hands with long delicate fingers, slowly turning over something unseen.

I came home on Monday evening rather tired.  The work in our electronic research laboratory had been particularly exacting and I was late.  I washed, changed, and sat down to my evening meal, leaning over as I did so to switch on the receiver.  Out of the corner of my eye I saw the picture flick on to the screen.  I glanced at the clock.  It was almost 2130 hours and automatically I looked at the screen.  The picture had started to fade and this time it continued until the screen was quite black.  I reached forward to adjust the controls, but before I could do so the screen began to brighten, slowly at first and then more quickly.  The picture was badly out of focus, but gradually the blurred and indistinct resolved itself and at once I knew that I was looking at my ghost.  He was tall and thin with a slight green pallor to his skin.  In his slender hands he held a box, roughly two feet square and about a foot deep.  From it trailed what appeared to be a piece of ordinary co-axial cable.  Gently he placed the box on the table in front of him and, walking round the table, sat down in the chair.

So far I had not heard a sound and I was beginning to wonder if there was anything wrong with the receiver when he spoke.  His voice was thin and reedy.

“Good evening, gentlemen.  I am Smoggs.  Smoggs the inventor.  You all know what great advances have been made in television during the last few centuries.  To enumerate just a few – ”  Mr. Smoggs’s voice went on, rising and falling, ebbing and flowing in an odd rhythmical way.  I was tired, my head nodded and in a moment or two I would have dozed off. 

Suddenly I was looking into two cold, grey eyes and a thin, reed-like voice said, “Would you like to receive television signals from our stations on the Moon, or even Mars?”

I sat up with a jerk.  Mr. Smoggs was standing behind his chair with the faintest trace of a smile on his face, but his eyes were still cold and grey.  A cold shiver trickled along my spine.  “Because, if you would,” went on Mr. Smoggs, “I can show you how.  It is quite simple.  All you have to do is follow my instructions for the next week and you can build a four-dimensional transmutor, just like the one I have here.” He laid his hand on the box at his side.  “Tonight I will give you a list of things you will need and then all you have to do is to tune into this station every evening at 2130 hours and I will show you how to construct this piece of apparatus.  While you are getting your writing materials I will take the lid off the transmutor and then I can indicate some of the more obvious circuits as I tell you what you will need.”

Mr. Smoggs leaned over his box.  I quickly pushed my plate to one side and reached for my pen and paper.  By the time I had settled down again Mr. Smoggs was holding the box up so that I could see inside.  It appeared to be packed very closely with valves, condensers, relays and various other items of electronics and radio equipment.

Mr. Smoggs started to speak and the list which I wrote down grew steadily longer.  “Finally we come to the refrigeration unit.  That is the fairly large rectangular box which I am pointing to now.”  I looked at the part that Mr. Smoggs had indicated but there was nothing to see except a shiny box, roughly in the centre of the transmutor.  “Lastly,” went on Mr. Smoggs, “you will need one c.c. of liquid helium.  Goodnight, gentlemen, until tomorrow evening.” His spare figure blurred, the picture faded until the screen was black, and then, after one or two spasmodic flickers, the late night newsreel appeared. 

I read through Mr. Smoggs’s list which seemed fairly straightforward, except, of course, for the liquid helium.  I should have to see Charlie for that, though he was sure to ask awkward questions.  Still I could tell him it was for a piece of private research and that he would be the first to know the result.

Suddenly I realised what I was doing, and the utter nonsense of it.  Who had ever heard of television contact with the Moon, let alone Mars?  There just wasn’t a transmitter of that power in existence.  As for the four-dimensional transmutor, I must have dreamt it.  I pushed the list into my desk, switched off the receiver and went to bed.

In the morning I read the list again.  I took it with me to work, and by the end of the day I had collected together about half of it.  I had spoken to Charlie about the helium but I could see that it wasn’t going to be easy to get him to let me have even such a small quantity as I wanted.  As soon as I reached home I dumped everything on the table while I went to wash and change.  The time seemed to drag by and I was in a fever of impatience by the time 2130 hours arrived.  The receiver was already on but I had no idea what the programme had been.

Then, right on time, the picture faded out and Mr. Smoggs slowly appeared out of the mistiness that swirled across the screen.  He started right away and within a few moments I was hard at work, building rapidly to his clear, concise instructions.  

The next few evenings were a nightmare of hard work, especially as I very often hadn’t the vaguest idea of what I was building.  Much of the work was completely beyond my comprehension.  I was also having difficulty getting the helium from Charlie.  He was being even more obstinate than usual.  Matters came to a head on Thursday evening when Mr. Smoggs announced his intention of showing me how to build the refrigeration unit the following evening.  

I worked on Charlie all day, but with little success.  I reached the stage where I knew I would either have to tell him about Mr. Smoggs and his transmutor, or slip back to his laboratory after he had gone and steal the stuff, when he suddenly pushed a small container into my hand and gruffly said, “Here you are.” Then he stalked stiffly away before I could even thank him.  That evening Mr. Smoggs and I built the refrigeration unit and finally screwed down the lid of the box.  I went to bed and slept like a log.

Saturday evening eventually came and Mr. Smoggs made his usual prompt appearance.  “Good evening,” said the thin, reedy voice.  “Having built your own transmutor it is quite simple to operate.  All you have to do is connect it to the aerial and plug the co-axial cable into the usual aerial socket in your receiver.”  Almost before he had finished speaking I was at work.  It was a matter of moments to disconnect my receiver and incorporate my transmutor into the aerial circuits.  

I switched on and waited.  Nothing happened.  I fiddled with the controls, but still nothing happened.  As the minutes went by I became more and more convinced that I had been hoaxed.  I was just about to seize the box which was resting on top of my receiver when I thought I detected a slight alteration in the colour of the screen.  A moment later I was certain.  The screen was changing colour.

I sat down and watched.  The faint green tinge gradually darkened and then became lighter.  But no picture appeared.  And yet, it was a picture, a picture of water, the sort of thing you might see near the bottom of a shallow sea.  Did I imagine it or was that only a shadow at the back?  The shadow moved.  It waved towards the front of the screen, a dark green frond, that slowly waved to and fro.  The camera moved, or did the weed move closer to the screen?

I began to feel strangely afraid.  The weed had come very close now and I could see its shiny green fronds waving gently to and fro.  I half rose from my chair and then sank back terrified.  A thin, dark green smear had appeared on the cabinet at the side of the screen.  The smear thickened, and there, waving about in my room not more than ten feet from my face, was one of the fronds of this weed.

Another smear appeared and thickened into a frond, and then another, and another.  Soon the front of the receiver was a mass of green weed which began to slither across the floor.  It lay there for a second and then slowly began to come erect.  

A few moments later a tall, dark green weed was standing between me and the receiver.  It oozed towards me and then, quite suddenly, it collapsed.  It lay on the floor, heaving.  I sprang to my feet and rushed for the door before I realised that it was no longer coming towards me but trying to get back to the receiver.

At the same time I became conscious of a very high-pitched, reedy voice, a voice faint and thin, but without a doubt a voice of someone in an agony of pain.  The thing writhed towards the screen.  It lifted a frond slowly and painfully, and at once the screen the front of the cabinet became alive with more fronds, fleshy and strong, all reaching forward and downward to the thing on the floor.  They reached it and slowly dragged it back through the screen.  At once the picture disappeared.  I was looking at a blank silver screen.  I rushed to the receiver and switched it off.

Four days later I had a letter from the World Broadcasting Corporation in which they informed me that there had been no broadcasts by a Mr. Smoggs on any station, and that they had never heard of a transmutor.  But on the floor in front of my receiver there is a dark stain, and on the receiver cabinet itself there are a few faint smears.  On top of the cabinet is a box about two feet square by one foot deep.  It would only take a second to turn the switch.
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Mark Peckett

We had to wait three full cycles for him to turn the transmutor on again.  Mmzutz did not recover from his expedition to the world through the screen.  His phytomorphology was too badly compromised.  It took him a whole cycle to die, and it was not pleasant to watch, but we learned a lot through his sacrifice.  It is an oxygen rich world in which we cannot survive in our existing form, but it has been proposed that we make our next excursion parasitically and I have been chosen to carry out the operation. 

It’s strange to think that had it not been for Smoggs we would have been doomed to remain here on our dying planet as each day  more of our precious life-sap steamed skyward, lost to the void, like water from a shattered stem.  It was pure chance that we happened upon him beaming his instructions on how to build a four-dimensional transmutor across the universe.  Had it been a different cycle, our planet would not have received his signal and we would not now be planning to move our whole race, what is left of it, to the creature’s world.  

The wait for the creature to turn its transmutor back on gave me time to train for the transition.  I would only have a few zepto-cycles to achieve spoor status and inhabit the host before succumbing to the atmosphere of that world, but once I had successfully invaded him and attained haustorium formation I would be safe.  The wait was tense as we gathered around the transmutor and I grew increasingly nervous, but supported by my symbiotes, I was ready when the moment came.

At last the screen brightened from black to green and through the haze we saw the creature shifting about indistinctly.  I adjusted the focus, realising as I did so that this was the last time I would ever use my petioles.  In future I would have to get used to using those clumsy pink things which extended from the creatures branches.  I kept concentrating on the task in hand because if I had stopped to think about what I was doing and the risks, I would not have been able to carry it out.  We could see the creature clearly now, pacing about in that jerky manner we had often observed, sometimes approaching the screen and peering in at us from the ugly flower that wobbled on the top of his stem, parts of it opening and closing at random.  All conditions for the transfer were at an optimum and all that was required now was for the creature to stop moving.  At last he settled on the strangely shaped trunk it had placed in front of the screen, and with a last murmur of support from my symbiotes, I pushed myself through the screen.  I had to move quickly.  On our home planet we are used to moving slowly with the rhythm of the sun and the
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