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“Stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid” Alan thought to himself in a way that he hoped would 

not be noticed by those passing by him who were forced to look the other way at the sight of a 
grown man seemingly punching his own hip while pretending not to. However, the hip 
deserved it, Alan realised that his planning had left something to be desired and a little more. 
Whatever had possessed him to meet Kalvin outside the Baker’s in the High Street at 6pm on a 
Wednesday. It showed a lack of forethought akin to that of Monsieur Bonaparte’s ill fated 
winter breaks in Russia plan. Alan enjoyed having things in control and this lapse looked like it 
could go on to ruin his weekend as early as Wednesday evening, and therefore he was 
understandably upset.  

 
By arranging to meet Kalvin outside the Baker’s, Alan had placed himself at the mercy 

of all the elements which the gods in charge of ruining successful encounters delight in. Alan 
was not a habitual meeter of people outside the Baker’s and he had already decided that he 
had let down himself, his friends and his family by doing so. Alan, as we all do, knows that the 
secret of a successful encounter is reducing the element of embarrassment for he who arrives 
first. This can only be achieved in one single all pleasing environment, a bar. Meeting in a bar 
would automatically eliminate Alan’s current feelings as no-one gives you a second look and if 
they do, there are a myriad of ways to combat them. The well-versed bar- meeter has a wide 
range of defences to protect him from unwanted glares and emit an air of authority so that no-
one would dare suggest this were a person bereft of friends or lacking somewhat in social 
faculties. Instead the tools of the trade of the experienced bar meeter allow him to give off an 
air of aloofness whilst he casually reads book or newspaper, every now and again checking his 
watch, not nervously but in a confident “Yes, that is the time” kind of way. If he were unknown 
to staff and locals, (not advisable for novices as this requires the control generally only offered 
by the advanced-level bar-meeter), the initial looks over the doubting shoulders would be 
instantly rebuffed simply by taking a stool and simply saying “When you’re ready love” thus 
leaving all the occupants of the bar aware of the newcomers status as a person awaiting 
company. This is immediately reaffirmed by the subject’s lack of necessity to begin an aimless 
conversation with an unfortunate victim in the proximity, always a sign of a person who is 
clearly not expecting to be joined in the near or indeed very far future.  

 
All this Alan had given up in favour of the Baker’s and now he began to feel self 

resentment as time rode on to 6.08pm and still no sign of Kalvin. Would that he were in a bar 
now, thought Alan still trying to show no signs of the internal torture that gripped every bone 
in his body. Passers by continued to adopt the wide berth policy. Apart from the confidence 
one can exude when meeting someone in a bar which gives them a unique sense of 
importance in the world and its environs, clearly this self satisfying moment would not be 
enjoyed waiting to go in for an interview or stand trial for high treason, the bar also brought 
with it a wonderful and unspoken etiquette. Alan, for example, had arranged to meet Kalvin at 
6pm. Imagine  that Alan finishes work at 4.30 and lives 16 minutes by foot or 3 minutes by car 
from the pub. This means that Alan’s house being incidentally 13 minutes by foot from his 
office would allow him to utilise the comforts of the very same by 4.50pm. However, as they 
were to meet in a bar Alan may not fancy remaining at home till either 5.44 or 5.54, we must 
add a minute either side for the car for door opening, tape dithering and parking as well as an 
extra minute in case of a negative traffic light disposition in Burland Grove. The bar, then 



permits Alan to leave at any time after 5.14pm, arriving more than 50 minutes early for a bar 
meeting as actually not considered ethical, him being welcome to have an extra one to relax 
after work or read the paper or hit the fruity. With the time approaching the arranged meeting 
time the first arrivee must make a decision based on his knowledge of the character of the 
person he is awaiting and the situation to be addressed that has caused this meeting to be 
arranged. The first arrivee controls the situation in the 30 minutes proceeding the meeting 
time by ordering or not ordering another beer, if the meeting is for serious business then the 
first arrivee will wait until the meeting time has passed before ordering a second drink, the 
other person forfeits all rights to whinging or the use of gesticulations followed by “Come on 
eh!”. If you were to meet someone in bar with the intention of going to look at car stereos, the 
first arrivee may order a second drink at any time after 8 minutes before the arranged meeting 
time. The permutations are endless, down the first one then take 6 sips of the second one and 
pretend you’ve just arrived, it was a marvellous world to be part of and Alan through 
foolishness had excluded himself from it. He looked again at his watch, 6.16pm, he could now 
consider Kalvin officially late.  

 
Which caused more paranoia for Alan as Kalvin was normally a punctual person. Alan 

wasn’t but made the effort as his meetings with Kalvin had gradually become more and more 
scarce in recent times. Kalvin had married at 27 and now at 32 he had two young daughters 
who took up more than a modicum of his time. Alan’s continuous failings in amorous affairs 
had caused a distancing between Alan and Kalvin’s wife, Laura, who did not consider him the 
greatest of influences. She had guided Kalvin into a circle of friends who were couples with 
young children or homosexuals in stable relationships. As Alan had no chance of joining either 
of these two categories his contact with his old best friend from university (Kalvin neurology, 
Alan Classics at Oxford, dropped out end of second year to do Journalism in Hull) had begun to 
dissipate. Kalvin, however, tried to maintain contact with Alan, desperately trying to introduce 
him to cousins and colleagues of Laura in a rather transparent way of sliding into her good 
books. These adventures always began well as Alan is charming and entertaining as well as 
boasting the correct number of features in more or less the correct number of places. These 
promising beginnings soon turned into thrown vases, tears and slammed doors as once again a 
lady had got to know Alan and left. This brought the situation to a new head with Kalvin 
deciding to bypass his wife for a biweekly meeting with Alan. To propagate this deceit Kalvin 
had gone to great lengths, joining a squash club and spending most of their meetings 
ungamely attired in Dunlop Green Flash and an Ivan Lendl polo. Alan began to ponder the 
possible reasons for Kalvin’s lateness, they had agreed not to contact each other directly on 
squash nights, communication was maintained via their work emails pretending to be 
customer and client. Kalvin daren’t use his mobile to call Alan except in emergency and he 
already had an excuse prepared for the eventual inquisition. “No, I was going to call your 
father Albert and pressed the wrong button”. Laura had still not asked him why after all these 
years he had decided to call her father Albert and not Bert as everyone had done since the last 
dinosaur sneezed. More dilly-dallying from Alan had taken the time to 6.19pm. It was time for 
drastic action, he reached for the mobile.  

 
This time Alan made no attempt to contain his utter disgust at his own ineptness. No 

phone. In the year 2002 undertaking any activity involving two people arriving from different 
directions is unthinkable without a provider of digital communication. Despite the fact that if 
surveys were done about how many important or sensible conversation were had per year by 
persona using the mobile, (obviously this would not be necessary for text messages as no-one 
has ever said anything worthwhile or at least concise in one), the results would be terrifying 
and no doubt cause normally calm librarians to petrol bomb Nokia’s head office in Helsinki. 
However, Alan felt himself in need of the mobile, more than ever, it was his only link with the 
truth. A tool so powerful it could traverse the doubts of why and how with the simple push of 



a button. Alan now felt naked and sick, he quickly thanked God for his strong heart because he 
would probably have left home without his pacemaker had he needed one, though he could 
always fall upon a cigarette-lighter within 5 seconds. Beads of sweat  began to form on his 
forehead, he refused to look at his watch again but knew that there would be little change 
from 6.30. He could go to a phone box and phone him at home, land line numbers generally 
consist of a combination of nine numbers and most human beings are capable of remembering 
a large amount a family and friend’s numbers as well as business associates. However, no-one 
in the history of the mobile has ever been able to memorise more than two mobile numbers 
and Alan fell below this average himself being unable to offer his own number to those who 
requested it. No, he could not ring Laura, there must be a sensible logical explanation, Kalvin 
would turn up looking like a geography teacher on sport’s day in the next five minutes and 
within twenty lager would be swilling at they would be laughing about this. Another five 
minutes passed and still nothing. Alan told himself to be calm but his journalistic mind had 
already begun to spring into action. Alan now tended to write sentimental pieces for tabloids, 
he had wanted to be a serious journalist but wars, natural disasters and famines required more 
self-discipline than Lottery Winner Bonks Barmaid Behind Barbara’s Back. Paranoia and failure 
to think logically had been an asset for him in the tabloids and now his frail grasp on reality 
began to reconstruct Kalvin’s fate.  

 
He took a step back and leaned against a wall, noticing for the first time that he was 

near a populated bus stop, from which glances did not emanate respect and admiration. He 
immediately blamed himself, he envisaged Kalvin leaving his house and being bundled into a 
car by masked men with eastern accents, he saw the car speeding out of the city into the 
outskirts and along the back roads to the airport. Or maybe, he had forgotten some essential 
piece of evidence for the squash charade and had returned to house. Unable to find it for 
some reason, he knocks over a glass of water and with a wet hand switches on a light and is 
electrocuted. No, that was it, he’d stopped to lace up his green flash and a clumsy removal 
man had allowed a piano to fall on his head. It had to be one of these options as nothing else 
plausible could have occurred to the soon to be greatest scientific mind in the country, but 
either way Kalvin’s demise had been the fault of his inconsiderate friend who had never been 
able to hold down a relationship or make a go of anything. If Alan had been more like Kalvin 
then none of this would have happened. he imagined his widow telling the Press. And the 
Press! No doubt those bastards would turn their innocent meetings into some kind of illicit 
circus, the fatherless children teased in school, the brilliant career in neurology ended before 
its life’s work could be completed. Alan finished work at 4.30pm but could easily get out at 4 or 
stay till 5, he could have gone to Kalvin’s house instead of meeting outside the stupid Baker’s 
and hid by the doorway till the coast was clear. That way he would have had a chance, they 
would never have got to the airport or the glass wouldn’t have been knocked over or the 
Steinway’s dullest G sharp would never have sounded. Anyway, why did he have to give Alan 
this time every two weeks, would Alan’s life be any different if he only saw Kalvin at Christmas 
and birthdays like he saw his own parents. He despised himself for allowing his selfishness to 
take Kalvin’s life. He looked round again at the people at the bus stop muttering, how could 
they know already? A voice stopped his train of thought.  

 
“Spare us ten pounds for some drinks” A dishevelled old man was tugging at his shirt 

sleeve. The first time Alan could not comprehend the man’s words, when they were repeated 
a second time he got the gist.  

 
“Ten pounds” he replied, finally assimilating the words  and deconstructing them into 

sentence form, but bemused as to the audacity of the request.  
 



“Yes, ten pounds, you see what I fancy is four cans of Stella, a quarter bottle of Bell's 
and ten Superkings, ten pounds should cover it. I can’t be bothered asking a hundred people 
for ten-pee so you get to give me the lot” Alan looked round but it appeared that our friend 
was flying solo, Alan had no desire to enter into any form of debate with what looked like the 
ghost of Fagin and so opted for a swift dismissal.  

 
“Get lost eh? Granddad, I’m waiting for someone” That should do the trick, he 

thought, giving him a mini-hard look for good measure.  
 
“What, a woman?” The old man sniggered, seemingly amused with this witty 

observation. Alan refused to take the bait and smiled at the old man. Just as it looked as if the 
old man were to do as told, he turned and approached Alan again. “Strange theories” was all 
he said.  

 
“On what?” Alan didn’t want to be but was enticed by this incongruous comment.  
 
“Well, masked men with Eastern accents, bundling Kalvin into a car on the way to the 

airport. And as for the light switch theory, ha ha, not since I was a lad has anyone gone that 
way. Anyway, Kalvin had those dimmer switches installed in ‘99 so there’s almost no way you 
could get a shock from them let alone pop your clogs. Look” He showed Alan a bill from 
Kenwick Illuminations for work carried out in Kalvin’s house, replacing the old light switches 
with energy-saving dimmer switches. Enticed was now appearing to be a very small word. He 
grabbed the bill and tried to come to terms with what this old man was prattling on about. 
Before Alan could speak the old man continued. “Feel guilty Alan? Blame yourself? Somewhat 
paranoid n’est pas? But in some ways you’re right to be, you made these cock awful 
arrangements so you must accept their consequences. Now what about that ten pounds?” 

 
“How?” was all Alan could mutter.  
 
“I saw you outside the Baker’s and thought, well yes, he’s got something, he’s the kind 

of person you can show things to. Know what I mean?” Not surprisingly Alan did not. The old 
man continued; “So I thought, ask him for a tenner, he’ll give you a tenner. You don’t need to 
understand now, you may not later either, but I’m not gonna think for you as well, you lazy 
twat, this is what I can offer you, you come with me and I’ll show you things. I can make you 
re-evaluate your postures on life and prevent you from making future calamitous decisions 
that will take innocent lives. After I have shown you things, you give me ten pounds and we say 
no more about it. What do you think?” 

 
Alan composed himself and gave his retort. “Look, I may have got myself a bit worked 

up there and started talking to myself and you’re a wily old fellow who’s chancing his arm, but 
it has been a trying time and I do not wish to discuss this further, you old fraud” Alan felt 
pleased with himself for the verbal onslaught.  

 
“What about the bill? How do you explain that?” Alan hadn’t remembered the bill and 

had to admit to himself a more than passing interest in the current situation. He didn’t need to 
bother preparing a second retort as the old man was well used to doubters and so he 
embarked on one of his little performances.  

 
“Alan Martin Butler: Born London (Croydon March 16th 1968, 4.27am (Caesarean) 

Educated Croydon Primary School, Park Road High School: 8 “O” Levels and 4 “A” Levels 
History B, English Lit B, Classics A and General Studies C, Granted a place at St Marks’s college 
Oxford, 1986”. He then extracted a hand-held TV which was showing lowlights of Alan’s life. 



The image continued with the caption: “Major relationships; Catherine Barnes April 25th 1983 – 
December 31st 1983, left you for your elder brother Carl at a New Year’s Eve Party you 
organised in her honour. Helen Jones March 16th 1987 – September 25th 1989, Sarah Banton 
April 10th 1990 – July 1993”, followed by the old man’s own comment; “and a few more who 
all left you after actually getting to know you. Need names, dates?” The old man drew breath. 
“That’s always been my favourite part, the look on their smug faces, they think they know it 
all, but yes indeed, that makes it all worthwhile” 

 
“No” Alan managed to force out.  
 
“Well employment-wise, left Hull in 1991 and joined the Hull Advertiser on the society 

pages, moving to Leeds in 1993 and then onto the Mirror, Star and finally the Sun, where were 
you still are. Coming?” The old man gestured for Alan to follow him and he responded willingly 
if a little confusedly. He opened the door to a slightly time beaten Fiat Panda and invited Alan 
to take one of the unimpressively furnished seats. Alan sat in the passenger seat, desperately 
trying to compose himself as they began to drive.  

 
After a couple of minutes, Alan managed to restore his breathing and heart rate to a 

level that would not instigate a conference of cardiatircians. The car was at least twenty years 
old and did not appear to have such luxuries as speedometers, windscreen wipers and most 
worryingly, a cigarette lighter. Alan reached into his inside pocket for his trusty Marlboro 
Lights, but could not locate them. The old man gestured towards the glove compartment. Alan 
opened it and found a packet of Lights, a lighter and a can of Lilt. Alan hadn’t realised, but as 
he sat in the luxury guest zone his throat had become itchy and as the city began to disappear 
he felt a craving for something he knew he hadn’t had for years but couldn’t place. The desire 
to satisfy this urge had helped him to relax and taken his mind off the old man’s frightening 
monologue but when the glove compartment swung open, finally one of his questions was at 
least answered. Lilt. As Alan sipped on the refreshing liquid, he secretly hoped that this would 
be the first of many answers.  

 
The can looked like an everyday can of Lilt but as they moved into the country 

something was having an effect on Alan as they continued their drive to an unknown 
destination. He struggled to keep his eyes open and couldn’t understand how the springs 
poking out of the Panda’s seat could be responsible for  such a feeling of comfort and warmth. 
With every minute that passed, Alan’s eyes became heavier and he glanced over to this 
chauffeur who drove cautiously with a little smile for Alan. The now-contented passenger felt 
the can fall from his hand and he drifted into a deep and profound sleep.  

 
He awoke with a jolt as they found themselves parked in what was an astounding area 

of natural beauty, but which Alan had never seen before in his life. It was still light on a clear 
mid-September night, so he calculated that they couldn’t have been driving for more than two 
hours, yet the place was completely unknown to him. It clearly looked English but there was 
something about the sharpness of the colours and the intensity of the landscape that 
continued to disorientate him. The old man gestured him to turn round and in the middle of a 
field was a brilliant white marquee occupying almost all the middle of the field, and behind it 
the motorway with cars flying past, seemingly unaware of this far-from-everyday sight. He 
noticed that he could see drivers not even turn their heads as they continued to rack up the 
miles. Despite all that had happened Alan felt serene, though he still questioned the Lilt, and 
was keen to follow the old man into the marquee.  

 
“I suppose you have one or two questions” Alan was asked.  
 



“One or two” was the perhaps over-sarcastic reply, he could see his host did not like 
that and immediately tried to rectify. “Well, could I at least know your name, I mean if I ever 
get to tell this story to anyone I don’t want to spend the first six pages saying the old man.” 

 
“You would prefer to know my name, that would make you feel better? Well my name 

is Martin.” said the old man   
 
“Martin? Is that your name?” came Alan’s response.  
 
“Why not?, Now, come inside and we will begin, we have wasted enough time today 

and I do not intend to throw any more away.” Once inside the marquee it was clear that it was 
not a marquee. The inside resembled what appeared to be how a child would draw their 
interpretation of a NASA craft had they had no access to television. Everywhere was flashing 
lights and screens and cables and other things that must have names but we will have to wait a 
few years to become familiar with them. Despite the chaos and disorder there seemed to be a 
clear route to a pair of swivel chairs in front of an array of screens. Martin told Alan to sit, and 
duly he sat. Pressing a few buttons he turned to Alan and asked; 

 
“Do you want to know what happened to Kalvin?” Alan tried to feign disinterest as if 

this kind of thing happened to him every day. Martin had seen it all before and prepared 
himself for what would be his swan song, Alan just hoped it wasn’t going to be Stairway To 
Heaven with an extra-long guitar solo. He was getting ready to be wanting out, but curiosity 
wasn’t going to let him make a run for it. Anyway, where was he and where would he go?. He 
was 34 and Martin at a push 75, he was never much of a fighter, but would expect decent odds 
from Ladbrokes should the case get to fisticuffs. The buttons previously pressed now presently 
began to make a sound and the screens began to light up. On the main screen there appeared 
a set of boxes which Alan understood to be a menu. Martin touched a box marked “NEW 
SUBJECT” and a microphone appeared from the side of the screen, a cold, unfriendly computer 
voice required of Martin a name and a date of birth. Alan wondered how much all this must 
cost and whether they ran out of cash for the original budget when the only thing left to fit 
was the voice. That is how the poor machine got lumbered with this bad Speak and Spell voice 
instead of a voice that sounded like warm honey being poured onto your chest by a lady of 
great similarity to the heroines of modern computer games. Martin had not responded and the 
voice repeated its demand much to the amusement of Alan who was quite pleased with his 
own little comment.  

 
“Anything wrong?” Martin took this quite seriously and Alan realised his mirth was 

misplaced. Martin began, “JOHNSON; KALVIN with a K, 23rd May 1968” he spoke clearly into 
the microphone. The menus on the screen changed and offered a series of options all 
seemingly about the life of Mr. Johnson, who some would call Dr Johnson. Martin touched an 
option marked “CURRENT STATUS” and the  message “searching” appeared, after a few 
seconds this was replaced with “SUBJECT DECEASED 18th SEPTEMBER 2002 18.01 CAR 
ACCIDENT” After that, more options appeared of which one was “VIDEO” Martin touched the 
screen and the image of Kalvin’s house appeared, the clock marked 17.56 and Kalvin was 
hurrying to leave but his wife Laura was asking him to do something, the dialogue was 
inaudible on the video but Martin pressed a button and subtitles appeared, she was asking him 
if he could give the squash a miss as their youngest, Sara wasn’t feeling too hot. Actually, at 
the same time Martin pushed another button that was a little green cross in a white box which 
indicated “HEALTH STATUS” and showed his daughter to be with a 39º fever, yet Kalvin kept 
his appointment. He entered his car at 17.58 and began to drive, looking at the time he let out 
a minor exclamation and although he knew it was against the rules he reached for the mobile 
and rang Alan. No response, somewhat maliciously (Alan thought) Martin split the image, so 



that on one side there was Kalvin ringing and on the other the image of Alan’s mobile on the 
bed in his house, never to be answered. The image returned to the shot of Kalvin but this time 
it was an overview of the car and the time at 18.01. The angle changes and we can see Kalvin 
driving with the mobile still in his hand. He looks at the mobile screen to check he is dialling 
the right number and that is when we see him fly through a red light and is caught by an 
oncoming number 27 bus. The final image was of the scorched Audi A3 1.9TDI’s front seat with 
the charred remains of Alan’s friend, obviously, still seated. Martin looked at Alan and said 
nothing. he continued touching his screens and treated Alan to some highlights from the 
future, although Kalvin had none.  

 
The first scene was at the house at 18.43 when an inexperienced officer clumsily 

breaks the news to his wife. We see the looks of disbelief on the children’s faces as Mummy 
explains that they don’t have a Daddy. Then we skip forward to a police station where 
investigators have managed to salvage the SIM card of Kalvin’s mobile and are asking Laura 
who Alan is, the last call is to “ALAN MOBILE” at 18.01. Next we see Laura outside Alan’s house 
shouting and again with the split screen we can appreciate Alan hiding behind the curtains and 
pretending to be out. Lastly, we see the funeral itself with Alan skulking in the background but 
seen by Laura who spits in his face and her burly brothers offer to help him to the exit.  

 
“But there is always the possibility that this is a pile of shite” Alan tried to grasp the 

last straw he had, although he knew that there was something about all this that seemed toO 
real. Martin handed him a phone and into the microphone said “ROYAL HOSPITAL, ACCIDENT 
AND EMERGENCIES” the number appeared on the screen and rang. Alan instinctively said on 
hearing the operator’s voice; 

 
“Yes, Hello, I’m a friend of Kalvin Johnson I believe he was admitted this afternoon” 

The operator asked him to wait a moment and returned with less than good news but would 
he like to speak to Mrs Johnson? He wanted to say no but before he could vocalise he realised 
Laura was on the other end.  

 
“Who’s this?” She enquired  
 
“It’s Alan” came the logical response.  
 
“Look Alan, something terrible’s happened to Kalvin on the way to squash. He’s been 

killed. I can’t speak now” and she hung up. Martin pressed another box on the screen marked 
“NEWS REPORTS” which divided into two subsections.  “PRESS” and “TV” He pressed the first 
option, and on the front page of tomorrow’s local paper came the story about the accident. 
Two pensioners on the bus had also perished. Then from TV a poignant female reporter told 
the story of the senseless death of this brilliant young doctor and how her TV station were to 
initiate a campaign to stop drivers using mobile telephones.  

 
“Let’s zoom a bit into the future” Martin told Alan who did not seem enamoured with 

the idea. He saw himself, notably aged, and expected the date to say something like 2028 but 
unfortunately the screen informed him the year was 2012 and Alan did not look good, placing 
flowers by the grave of his late companion. He could not bear to look at the gravestone and in 
particular the words “senseless waste” which cut like a knife into his already wrinkled organs. 
Martin smiled and pressed the health button on the screen and got a quick rundown of Alan’s 
so-called health. Sclerosis of the liver, one collapsed lung, panic attacks, heart problems at 
least a stone overweight, and much to his consternation, the eczema hadn’t gone either. Now 
Alan did not fancy another can of Lilt.  

 



“It could have been oh, so different, just a little forethought. I suppose you’re 
wondering what the other machine does?” Martin enquired. It hadn’t occurred to Alan that all 
this had been provided by one of the two machines, maybe, oh please God maybe, machine 
two had the power to undo bad things and make things good and whole again. Of course, now 
Alan understood he had been taught a lesson and hey what a show but let’s get back to 
normality and bring back young Kalvin. He smiled at Martin who did not quite understand why 
Alan should be so content all of a sudden. “Yes, machine two, my favourite, number one is so 
clinical and scientific, ceaselessly churning out facts that quite frankly no-one wants to hear. 
Oh, but Lady two, my dear what a mind she has, what vision. There is so much we can learn 
from her” Alan was hoping for something a little less vague but still maintained that “Lady 
two” as she was called would bring back Kalvin. He decided to move things along somewhat.  

 
“So machine two can undo all this and, well, you know” Asked Alan in a way that was 

clearly asking for answer that he immediately knew he would never get.  
 
“Would that it were simple, my friend. I lack the power to actually travel in time and 

change things that have happened. Simply through these machines’ mathematical capacity I 
can show how various equations would reach their conclusion. Obviously it seems rather a 
hypothetical conjecture but my past record is exemplary, through the use of logic and 
calculations, these machines have continually and accurately predicted the future”. Alan failed 
to comprehend the gist of the discourse but knew that machine two or the bloody Lady two as 
Martin seemed to think it be deemed worthy of such a moniker, was not going to make him, or 
indeed Kalvin, feel much better. Alan started up machine two and looked worryingly as if he 
were to give another monologue but simply said.  “This machine shows you what would have 
happened if you had made a different, dare I say better, decision. It can’t do anything for 
Kalvin but it might save the rest of the world”. The menus appeared as on the other one and 
Alan began to press a few screens and Martin prepared to explain. Alan hoped that this time 
the explanation would be at least comprehensible for a  Sun journalist.  

 
“Imagine, as you told yourself outside the Baker’s, you had gone to his house and hid 

in the bushes until the coast was clear. Let’s look at the projection of Kalvin’s life from 5.58 
onwards today.” On the screen an image of Alan leaving his front door is shown, immaculately 
attired for a nerd Olympics. He puts the rubbish in the bin and  gets in his car. Adjusts the rear 
view mirror and Alan appears and gets in quickly. He starts up the car and they drive off. The 
time is forwarded to 7.47pm and they are in their favourite pub, the Windsor enjoying a pint of 
Director’s and a game of darts. Forward to 10.34pm, Kalvin’s house, an unfriendly looking 
Laura is asking Kalvin if he thinks this is the right time to come home. Kalvin replies that he 
stopped for a couple after squash as he had beaten Barry for the first time, She swallows it and 
they go into the bedroom where we can only assume that... The image changes and the tactile 
screen asks for a date to be imput. On the left hand side there are a selection of dates which 
must refer to memorable moments in Kalvin’s future. Martin randomly selects 2020. in which 
we see Kalvin rather older and greyer, although as he is at this moment rotting in a morgue he 
probably doesn’t look too bad, receiving the Nobel Prize in Stockholm, his loving wife with 
tears in her eyes. We go back to 2012 and see little Sara win Junior Wimbledon, moving to 
2031 we see Kalvin near retirement age but still working in his laboratory and finally achieving 
a way of reducing the electric power produced by the brain’s impulses which helps to slow 
down the growth of and eventually eliminate the most threatening diseases on the planet. 
Then they look at Alan’s life which doesn’t offer quite as many dates and none later than 2013. 
Martin goes to press one of the dates but Alan simply reaches out his arm and says “Don’t”.  

 
Martin looks back at him and informs him “yours is not the greatest story ever told”. 
 



Alan looks up at Martin and says “So, it’s all my fault or what? I still don’t really see 
why you have brought me here, especially of we can’t do anything about what has happened” 
Alan now looks despondent as Martin tries to clarify.  

 
“Come on son, it’s not all that bad. Remember Helen Jones, you left her just before 

moving to Leeds and you didn’t know if you’d made the right decision?. Well take a look at 
this”. He puts some more numbers into the machine and we see today’s date and me in a 
grubby-looking bedsit sat on couch full of dubious holes next to an even more grubby-looking 
Helen Jones with three youngsters running about, giving the general impression of not being 
well acquainted with good school reports. And, no please, the eldest has a stud in his left ear, 
and no, that can’t be I’m wearing a sovereign ring. I appear to be in a Burger King outfit, this is 
clarified when Martin presses the CV button and it appears that my proposed move to Leeds 
was put off, and the charming Miss Jones missed her following monthly dose of justified anger 
as she was expecting Alan’s first. The details were none too clear but for some reason the 
move to quality journalism didn’t happen in this life. As he returned to his current one he 
wondered if it had here. However, before this almost pleasant image of having made the right 
decision, Martin is at it again and presses more buttons and we see Alan graduating from 
Oxford, proud mother and father in tow, proving there is no better way of demonstrating that 
a person has reached the pinnacle of the education system than dressing them up like a tosser 
so that all those who never got there think they’re probably better off without it. The years roll 
by Alan as a Classics lecturer at Oxford and an active member of the local socialist group, not 
to mention heartily involved in Amateur Dramatics’ Society, has access to an ongoing flow of 
young and impressionable young ladies impressed by his lofty role in society but unneeding of 
anything tantamount to a relationship. His professional career has seen him rise to be one of 
the country’s leading experts, continually solicited by news companies and any other 
emergency in which a life or death threatening situation can be solved by someone 
distinguishing a Doric column from a Grecian urn. As the highlights passed by prizes, awards 
and decorations led Alan to that most envied of status: a pompous, old scholar with endless 
permission to shout at grandchildren and touch up young nieces.  

 
“That would have been nice” Alan sighed and looked at Martin finally understanding 

why he had been brought here. “I’ve not made the best decisions, have I?”. He looked at 
Martin hoping his response would ease the pain in his heart, but no.  

 
“Not at all, your decisions have and will continue to cause those close to you pain and 

misery. That’s why I brought you here and who knows, maybe in the future further mishaps 
can be avoided. That’s yer lot, son. Let’s get back in the car as I’m starting to get more than a  
little thirsty.” With that he walked towards the exit and Alan considered the best course of 
action was to follow him. As he caught him up he felt the need to ask more questions.  

 
“So why don’t you do something else about it? You’ve got all this stuff here. Can’t you 

make the world a better place? Why tell me?, surely I’m not the worst. Instead of being a dirty 
old dosser you could make a difference.” Spittle was now flying from Alan’s mouth as he tried 
to make himself feel better by making a point.  

 
“Could do” responded Martin “But it’s just too much hassle, you tell people things and 

five minutes later they’re back to thinking ‘bout themselves. It’s just a waste of time. Thing is, 
these days I’m knocking it back too much and this is an entertaining way of passing the time 
without drinking. Also it has the advantage that the next few are on you. Get in” He opened 
the car door and Alan entered. They began to drive and Alan felt once again the comfortable 
feeling overwhelm him and this time not trying to fight it, he fell into a deep sleep. As he 
began to awake the Panda was working its way through the traffic to the initial point of 



departure. Alan stretched as the old man parked the vehicle in front of the Baker’s. Without 
speaking he handed him the ten pounds and got out. The last words he heard were “Think 
about it” and the Panda moved off into the traffic.  

 
Alan looked at his watch and saw the time was 6.38pm. It was time to make the first 

decision of his new life and it would begin with waiting till 7pm for Kalvin, and if he didn’t turn 
up by then he would go for a drink on his own at the pub across the road. That would be easy 
enough. Just wait till 7 then go off if Kalvin doesn’t appear. It got to 6.47 and Alan thought he 
wouldn’t mind a ciggie just to speed things up to the agreed hour. He delved into his coat 
pocket and fished out his vice, although strangely unaccompanied by a  lighter, again cursing 
himself he wondered how to address this situation. He was averse to asking people in the 
street for a light as they were often wont to handing the lit cigarette instead of a lighter or a 
match, and that was completely unacceptable. He saw the Newsagent’s, three doors down 
from the Baker’s, and decided that going in for a box of matches was akin to waiting outside 
the bakers as he would be able to see Kalvin arrive. It was decided, he moved towards the 
Newsagent’s and stopped, thinking “IS THIS A GOOD DECISION?” He looked at his watch, 
6.49pm, he had to go through with it and entered the small shop. He waited patiently as an old 
woman had a grandson’s birthday card dilemma before it was his turn, continually looking out 
the shop door for his friend’s no doubt imminent arrival. Eventually, (now 6.53pm) the 
shopkeeper asked him what he wanted and before he could answer he heard a screeching of 
brakes and a deafening thud. He ran out of the shop and stood speechless as the number 27 
bus had spun off the road and into the front of the Baker’s causing what would have been the 
grave of one Mr. Alan Martin Butler of  the Sun.  

 
“Think. I’ll have that drink now” He said out loud, crossing the road to the pub the time 

6.56pm and still without a lighter.     
  

 


