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Sunday In The park

By Bill Kelsey

For a very likeable alien from the other end of the country who inspired me to write this

Thanks Ruby

 The sun was glaring down from a cloudless blue sky in a way that justified the day being called Sunday, and yet it was the middle of the English summer where, by tradition, Sundays are supposed to be wet and drizzly. To be more precise about the time, it was early on a Sunday afternoon, and I was bored stiff. I had just watched the umpteenth repeat of one episode of a much repeated television series on one of my least despised television channels, and I couldn't take any more of it.

 Sunday is one of those days where everybody is doing something else that doesn't involve you, or anyone you have ever heard of or met. It is the one day of the week where nobody seems to know anyone else.  It was obvious I would have to make my own entertainment, but what ? There was nothing happening indoors so I would have to go out, and maybe the park would have some something of interest of in it. I didn't know at the time just how right that thought would be.

 As I prepared to go out a quote came drifting through my mind like a fly buzzing through an open window. It was the Red Queen saying how she could sometimes believe in six impossible things before breakfast. Well it was too late before breakfast now, but if I concentrated hard I could try and conjure up some impossible things to believe in. At least it was something constructive to do. 

 I managed to think of three impossible things before I reached the park. The first was that there would still be some of the pretty lady joggers still running around the park in the afternoon sun. Then there was the idea that the sun would fall across my face in such a way that it had never done before, leaving me irresistibly attractive to one of the imaginary pretty lazy joggers. The last pushed impossible to it's utter boundaries, and was the idea that I might suddenly find football interesting. There are always people kicking balls around in the park for some reason that has never materialised in my brain.

 When I arrived in the park I found my first two impossibilities were indeed impossible. There was no sign of any joggers let alone any pretty lady ones, and that meant it was impossible that a certain impossible angle of sunshine on my face could render it impossibly attractive to the pretty lady joggers. 

 This walk in the park is turning out better than I thought, I thought to myself. By describing it as an impossible angle of sunshine I had added an extra impossible to my list of impossible. Was it possible that I may even make to six impossibilities before I had finished walking around the park ? I realised the paradox of that idea. If it impossible to believe in six impossible things then that impossibility would be another impossibility to count toward the total, and if I came up with a few more it would take the total to above six and therefore not be an impossibility. 

 Part of my brain prematurely aged itself as it performed semantic somersaults with thoughts like those as another part took in the sights and sounds of the park. In the distance I could hear the sounds of boots on leather-like plastic substitute, and the tribal like cries of the ball kickers. It strengthened my resolve that it was a firm impossibility that I could suddenly find an interest in the machinations of football, and I decided to head to a quieter area of the park.

 There is a small river that runs through the park, and I decided to walk alongside it's verdant banks. Among the trees I could hear the calls of many unidentified birds, and occasionally one of those birds would flit through the branches in a way that from my perspective invited collision with a branch, but somehow never seemed to.  

 In one tree I saw two woodpeckers. I knew they existed in the park, and believed that I had heard them pecking once or twice in the past, but I had never seen one before. I wondered if this should count towards my impossibilities, but decided that if they existed, which they evidently did, it was inevitable that sooner or later I would see one. Maybe two could be an impossible, but that would be stretching the idea a bit too far.

 It wasn't too long after seeing the woodpeckers that the number of impossibilities went up out of control, and it made counting them seem pointless. It all started when I saw a small bird make an abrupt right angle turn as it flew across a grassy area of the park. It was only by chance that I was looking in the right direction as it did it. It seemed to me that it had glanced off an invisible barrier. At first I couldn't see anything, but as I looked away I caught a glimpse of twinkle out of the corner of my eye.

 Turning back I could just about see what looked like a rectangular patch of shimmering, like heat haze. It was so subtle that I wasn't sure if I were imagining it. I decided to take a closer look at this odd phenomenon. As I approached the haze became more obvious, and definitely more rectangular, but it was still on the borders of perception. When I got very close I could feel a strange breeze on my face which had a hint of a strange smell to it.

 I was maybe ten to fifteen feet away from the shimmering when a creature stepped into existence in front of it. I say creature, but it was mostly humanoid in appearance. It had two legs, two arms, a torso and a head with two eyes. The legs were oddly crooked like someone whose kneecaps were on back to front. The torso seemed sort of average for a man. The head was shaped differently in a way that I find hard to describe, but it reminded me of a cartoon image. It's arms were just sort of  like normal human arms. I saw, but didn't see the hands because I was concentrating on what I assumed was some sort of raygun in it's hand.

 I had just about taken all this in, and the fact that it seemed to be wearing a tunic that only differed from a blue boiler suit by the fact that it seemed to be fairly tight fitting, and flexible like sports cyclists with no shame wear. Then it spoke. I find it difficult trying to describe how it sounded. The closest I could describe it is like a bulldog trying to sing opera, or an Arab speaking in a Chinese accent. It was all guttural, but in a sing song fashion.

 We both looked at each blankly, and then it stepped back through the barrier. I say stepped back, but the effect was more like it melted into the barrier, and disappeared as it did so. Considering how vicious that raygun looked you might think that I should have run away at that point, but like the cat that was killed, I was curious. I was also, I have to admit, rather stunned, and the message from my brain to my legs to run like hell never seemed to make it past my heart which was beating rather fast.

 In less time than you can say “oh my God what have I stumbled upon here” the creature was back, and this time it held a device that looked like a headset in it's other hand. I was sure I had seen something like it once before. It was probably some half remembered film from the Saturday morning pictures that were the staple of many a small boy when I was a small boy in the days of black and white television. 

 As I remembered it, the device had sharp spikes that plunged into the brain, and allowed the villain to remote control you, or something. Now this thing was being held out to me by a strange, probably alien creature who had a raygun in his hand, and was gesturing towards it with that raygun.  Oh well, I thought, at least spikes into the brain, will distract me from that other alien speciality of legend, the anal probe !

 With trembling hands I took the device, and placed it over my head. “Can you understand me now ?” came a voice through the headphones. Well that was a relief. It was obviously some sort of communications device. The anal probe will probably come later then. “Yes”, I said, and with an unlikely burst of bravado, “and who the hell are you, and what's happening ?”.

 “Relax, relax” it said, “ I saw you approaching, and being bored, I thought I would drop the normal protocol and have a chat”. 

 “I always thought the classic line was take me to your leader and not, I'm bored, fancy a chat ?” 

 “Yeah, I think I saw that movie once, but this is reality, and as I say I'm bored. Tell you what, pop inside, out of the sun, and have a sit down”

 I am tempted to say that at times like these...........err, something or another.....but there never have been times like these. At least not in my experience. So I was reduced to making things up as I went along, and the only thing that came to mind in my stunned brain was to say, “OK”.  I didn't know what to expect as I walked through the barrier, and I certainly didn't expect to find what I did find on the other side of the barrier.

 First of all I expect at least some sort of tingling sensation, or as some sci fi writers have suggested when entering hyperspace, or some similar break with reality, the feeling of momentarily feeling inside out. What it did feel like is best described as remarkably similar to walking through an open,  conventional mark one human, door, or in other words there was no sensation at all.

 Perhaps you might expect that inside, or beyond the barrier, it would all be gleaming metal with strange knobs and buttons everywhere, and peculiar flashing lights. Well that's what I was expecting. What I actually saw was remarkably similar to inside a builders portakabin with a large picture window in the end I had come through, and what looked like air conditioning ducts pointing out through that window. There was some sort of control panel, but it was more like a fuse box than some sort of impossibly high tech alien control console.

 A million questions should have gone through my mind as my host gestured to what was obviously a chair, but one that was like a saddle with a high back attached. It felt impolite to ask about matters of anatomy, but I assumed, and apparently assumed correctly, that my idea that it had kneecaps on back to front was more or less correct, and the saddle shape was so it could bend it's legs comfortably when sitting down. It was rather handy that those chairs worked for human anatomy as well, and I was able to sit in comfort as well.

 Out of all the questions I could have asked, and maybe should have asked, the only one which came out of my befuddled brain was “So why are you bored too”.

 “Well, it's Sunday. Everyone's bored on a Sunday. During the week this place is a hive of activity, if you can call a few technicians pushing the odd button a hive of activity, but today they are all resting, and I am left as a sort of caretaker to watch over things. By the way, what's your name ? ” he said, and took a swig from what I thought was the barrel of his raygun. It's funny how panic can make you confuse a slightly alien looking bottle with a raygun !

 “It's Reg”

 “Pleased to meet you Reg, my names Bridget”.

 “Bridget ?”

 “Yes, Bridget. Anything wrong with Bridget ?”

 “ No, no. It's just that most creatures I've seen with something making a bit of a bulge under their tight clothing where the legs meet tend to have masculine names, and where I come from Bridget is a feminine name”.

 “ Blame it on the translator. It's not easy to translate names so the translator collects names it hears on your TV stations, and it probably thought it was a good name. Let me try again”, and 'Bridget' did something to a device he fished out of his pocket. “How does Nicholas sound ?”

 “ Yeah, that's masculine OK. We usually shorten Nicholas to Nick. Can I call you Nick ?”

 “ You can call me Nick, or if you want to take off the translator I could try and teach you my actual name, but hearing what your natural speech sounds like you would probably have to gargle with some acid first”.

 “I think I'll stick to Nick. Pleased to meet you Nick !”.

 “And pleased to meet you Reg”.

 I was beginning to feel almost relaxed about this whole encounter. Nick didn't seem to be threatening, and was really rather friendly. There was still the possibility that he would want to anally probe me, or insert a tracking transmitter in one of my teeth. Maybe even feed me to his pet monster, but somehow it didn't feel likely.

 “ What planet are you from Nick ?”

 “Earth.”

 “No I'm from Earth, and it's obvious you are not from around these parts”.

 “No really, I am from Earth, but from a parallel Earth, in, you might say, but it's not really the case, another dimension”

 “Now I am confused ! Parallel, but not in another dimension ? Can you explain that in words of one syllable ?”

 “ Do you know any higher mathematics ?”

 “No.”

 “Neither do I. So I couldn't explain it, and you couldn't understand it even if could. I'm only a miner on caretaker duties for this Sunday, and I don't understand it any more than you know how your TV works. It just works.”

 “Right.......so this is a mine ?”

 “Correct.”

 “What is it you're mining here ?”

 “Now you may not like this bit, but it's really OK. At least I am told it's OK, and it sounds feasible to me. We are mining your air, or at least part of it.”

 I felt a sort of constriction in my throat of a sort that I imagined would be like trying to breath in a vacuum, and it felt like my eyeballs were swelling up ready to burst.

 “What's up”, said Nick, “you look like you've just bitten into a chigrill”.

 “But......but......WHAT ?”

 “It's a hot spicy vegetable. Probably like what I think you call a chilli”

 “No, no. Not that. Your sucking all our air away, and we're all going to die of asphyxiation !” 

 “No you're not. Didn't you notice the air we are blowing back out the barrier, and how you managed to breathe it without dying ?”

 “Well yeah, but it did smell funny.”

 “The smell is just the lubrication on the blowers, and nothing to worry about. Anyway, I did add that we are only mining part of your air.”

  I was beginning to wonder if this was all some sort of dream or hallucination. To be sitting on a chair designed for someone with an almost but not quite human anatomy, in something like a builders portacabin, apparently on a parallel Earth, while speaking via a translator to a person who looked almost but not quite human, did seem rather elaborate even for a very wild dream. Maybe it was a very long delayed reaction to some recreational drugs, as some might call them, that I had tried many, many years ago, but which were not previously noted for their hallucinogenic properties. There were only two other possibilities. Either I had gone mad, or this was real. Probably I had gone mad, but it didn't feel all that bad. Maybe it even felt like fun, but there is a certain stigma attached to being mad, and so for the moment I decided against that. 

 One definite thought came to me. If my brain was making all this up then it was cleverer than I thought it was. That idea felt good, and maybe it would feel even better to ask more questions to see how clever I really was. At some point my brain must surely run out of ideas, and then I would know that all this was unreal, and either a dream or hallucination.

 “Right then, what part of our air are you mining ?”

 “Argon.”

 “Just Argon ? Do we have lots of it ?”

 “Not a lot. About one part in a hundred of your air is Argon, and that's over ten times the amount we have in our air. One of the curious things about our two Earths is that we have about the same amount of Xenon in our air as you have Argon. So we sort of swap some Argon for Xenon.”

 “Is that good ?”

 “Well it's good for us.”

 “What so special about Argon that you go to this trouble to get it ?”

 “Oh Argon has all sorts of uses.”

 “Like what ?”

 “This and that ! No, I can't lie. I don't really know. I'm only a miner, and not a scientist, but I do know one thing, and you're not going to believe it.”

 “I don't know if I believe anything right now, but tell me anyway”

 “The biggest use that I know of for Argon is that it is used somehow in the equipment used to generate these barriers, or perhaps I should say portals into your version of Earth. Obviously it is used for other things, but most of it is used to get more of it.”

 “I'm sure there is some clever word for that, but I have no idea what it is.”

 “Even if you did know, I'm not sure if the translators could translate it.”

 Now there was a funny thing. I had almost forgotten that we were talking via a translator. I can only liken it to talking on a very clear telephone line. There was a very short delay like talking overseas, but the brain sort of edits that out, and all the technology involved becomes almost transparent as the conversation continues.

 “You must be a very advanced civilisation”

 “ I can see why you might think that, but it doesn't feel that advanced from where I sit. We've had a few lucky breaks in some of the sciences that you haven't, and of course we've managed to add a lot of your technology to our own, but science ain't everything. It's no golden age we live in.”

 “Yeah, but you can do all this stuff. You must have solved all sorts of problems we haven't. Stuff like poverty, wars, and all that bad stuff.”

 “We haven't had any wars for ages. We just don't seem to do that any more, but there are those who wouldn't mind a pay rise. I'm one of them, but I don't think anyone is actually so broke to be starving.”

 “That sounds advanced compared to us.”

 “One of the things you learn when, like us, you can see an alternative version of ourselves is that there are good points and bad points to how we all live. I'm told that there are many other alternative Earths, though I've only seen yours. There is one that is supposed to be a sterile radioactive wasteland. By comparison to that we are both doing quite well if the reason for that is the obvious one.”

 “You mean...........”

 “Yeah, they probably blew themselves to pieces”

 “So we aren't doing too bad then ?”

 “No, and in some ways you are doing quite good”

 “How can that be ?”

 “Before I try and answer that let me remind you that I am what you might describe as an armchair philosopher, and I am not an expert. I sit here looking out on your world, and on Sundays, like today, I have a loads of time to let my mind wander and invent all sorts of theories.”

 “OK, you're not an expert, but I come from a version of Earth that is my reality, and sometimes it doesn't feel that good. Give me some good news !”

 “Forget all the technology and it's gizmos, and think of the creativity. Your world, and all it's strife make for far better soap operas.”

 “What ?”

 “We know that you have missed out on a few bits of science, and that your temperament makes you a bit more destructive than ourselves, but we really admire how you pour all that strife into entertainment.”

 This last revelation was rather mind blowing, but it seems we are admired for the quality of our soap operas. I can't explain why, but this last revelation somehow convinced me this wasn't a dream or hallucination, but what I was experiencing was real.

 Even more mind blowing was that our soap operas were rebroadcast in the alternative Earth, and were more eagerly devoured than they are on this, what I consider, to be the original Earth. Even more mind blowing is that for the next hour or so we debated the plots of several of the more popular soap operas. It seems that Nick knew far more than I knew about these TV programmes that I mostly ignored.

 I began to wonder which Earth really was the most advanced Earth. Some, perhaps many, would call it prejudice, but I had this pet theory that those who sat watching TV soap operas day in, day out, were somehow subnormal, and that I, as a non watcher, was in some way superior. In my own mind there was proof of this in that I was superior enough to know that in all probability I was the maladjusted one !

 As I pondered this idea we both fell silent, and remained so for some time as we sat watching the world go by on this rather glorious, but very weird, Sunday afternoon. Suddenly Nick spoke again.

 “Noticed anything odd ?”

 “For the last, and I checked my watch, couple of hours everything has been odd”

 “Consider how you walked over here between those two trees”

 I looked back at the way I came. The shadows had moved, but that was nothing unusual. Then slowly it dawned on me. We had moved at least several yards. Maybe more”

 “We've moved”

 The translator did it's best to translate Nick's chuckle into something that sounded completely unlike a chuckle, but still conveyed the meaning perfectly.

 “ Weird, isn't it ? I was the first person to notice that. I think I should have got a medal for it or something, but it was one of our scientists who got the praise for proving that my Earth revolves a tiny, tiny bit faster than yours.”

  “So your day is a bit shorter than mine ?”

 “Yeah, but it's probably only a few minutes. More significantly, past experience shows that amount of movement means my shift is coming to an end, and it's best that you leave soon.”

 A rumble in my stomach agreed with that. Breakfast had been many hours ago, and I was looking forward to dinner.

 “It's been nice meeting you Reg. A bit of chat has made this boring Sunday move a lot faster”

 “Well, I've learned a thing or two, but I think I'll keep it to myself. I don't want to be labelled a nutter.”

 “Best way, I'm sure. I'll be keeping quiet too. I could get sacked for revealing us like this. It's against protocol, but what harm has it done ?”

 “Are you working here next Sunday ? Maybe I'll drop in again if you are”

 “I'll be here, but I don't know if the portal will be here by then. Once we get too close to buildings or crowds of people we shut down, and open the portal somewhere else. If you can find it you are more than welcome to drop in.”

 “Much appreciated. Well, I'll be off then Nick. Hopefully see you later.”

 “Bye Nick.”

 This time the idea of walking through the barrier seemed almost natural, and I did it with no fear at all. A few paces away I turned and waved knowing that Nick could see me even though all I could see was that slight hazy shimmering.

 As I walked home I should have been thinking of all sorts of things, but the brain is a strange creature, and at that time mine felt very strange because all it could think about was that strange chair. It looked odd, but was actually very comfortable and relaxing. I wondered if a manufacturer, perhaps Ikea, would buy the design from me. Somehow the slogan on a syrup can came to me in a corrupted form. “Out of the strong came forth sweetness” became “Out of the weird came money”. Could I, would I ? Maybe I'll make a decision after dinner.

The end

