Some Day, The Millennium

by Charlotte Hendry


Thunder reverberates sullenly around the hills of the city.  Clouds the colour of old bruises scud across the sky on a day which dawned dark, and which is already beginning its way back towards night.  It is the sort of day where it is easy to imagine apocalyptic forces at work - even here, even now - in this rain drenched city, in this twilight of the year. There is a palpable sense of waiting, of watching... of brooding ominous menace.  Of the imminent conflict of opposing forces in a Miltonic rapture of holocaust.  It is here in the city.  It is now.


At the centre of the storm: a room.  Within: two figures.  One towers over the other: threatening, commanding.


"So, you thought you could elude me!"   The voice is deep and pregnant with menace.  It slowly rises in pitch and volume to become a ranting wall of defiance.  "That's the way you want to play it!  You may think that because of who you are you can get away with that, but that cannot be.  You think that the normal laws of time do not apply to you, and you thought that you had lost me, didn't you?!  Yes, you thought you had lost me, but I caught up with you!  YOU WON'T CATCH ME OUT AGAIN!  I'LL ALWAYS CATCH UP WITH YOU!!  HAHAHAHAHA!!!!!"


Thunder.  Silence.  Then thunder again, but something of an apologetic mumble this time, as if embarrassed at having intruded.  Both figures remain stock still in the advancing darkness.  Then, abruptly, the second one stands up and speaks in a resigned tone.


"Let's go to the pub.  And I do believe it's your round, Stuart."

Sudden wintry sunshine hazily attempted to add some cheeriness to the drenched street, but it only really had the effect of making the drivers swear about the glare on the road.


"Thank you so much, you bastard!" a feisty-looking woman called after a retreating BMW whose driver had very obviously intended to soak her by aquaplaning through a particularly vast puddle just as she was attempting to skirt around it.


It summed up Romana's day so far really.  The bus trip from Glastonbury to Bath had to be broken with an hour's wait at Wells because something had gone wrong with the clutch on the antediluvian vehicle the company had seen fit to use.  As a result she had missed the onward connection to London.  There wasn't another one for four hours.  Faced with a choice between forking out a small fortune for the train and seeing the sights of Bath she'd happily plumped for the latter in the (in retrospect) hopelessly optimistic belief that because it had rained so much the night before there couldn't possibly be any more left up there.  Well, she'd been right there: it hadn't rained.  It had snowed.  And not in an apposite Christmas-card kind of way, but in big slushy dollops which melted the instant they came into contact with ground, clothes or skin, with the composite effect of causing as much misery to as many people as possible.


So despite this promising break in the weather she decided to stop attempting to find the Royal Crescent and take shelter somewhere warm.  And there was a cosy-looking pub, just ahead.


It even had a real fire; or at least a damn good gas-fired fake one.  Perfect!  She ordered a beer and then went and sat down as close to the blaze as possible, picking her way over an assortment of prone dogs.  An old man with a row of medals on his jacket openly stared from his seat opposite while he drained a pint of bitter; Romana noticed that a Reserved sign from a restaurant was positioned on the wall of his little recess.  She relaxed and sipped her drink, idly wondering why this particular table hadn't been occupied.  She soon discovered the reason.  Gradually, she became aware of the volcanic heat on her front; her back, being by the door, simultaneously started to feel the chill of an icy draught.  And then the stench hit her nostrils.  She gave the dogs a closer visual inspection.  Wet lurchers, visibly steaming.  Their owner was propping up the bar, scratching with obsessively focused intent at his beard, and leering in her general direction.


Forced into moving into the less climatically extreme deeper recesses of the pub, she found a more pleasant, secluded table.  She even had some room to spread out her notes, which she did.  She sighed, and relaxed again.  


The trip to Glastonbury had yielded promising research for her book, and she thought she could possibly get it finished within a month or so.  But she soon realised that she wasn't up for much in the way of constructive work at the moment when she caught herself doodling yet another flying saucer in the margin of page 10.  She forced herself to put her pen down, so as to concentrate on the general theme and argument of Chapter 4.  Instead, she again caught herself ruminating over a choice of appropriately catchy titles.   The Aliens of Avalon.  Bit too mystical.  Hey, her research was based on hard science, after all.  UFOs: The Latest Invasion. Hmm, too prosaic.  Millennium Encounters.  Would soon be old-hat. 


How ironic it was.  Here was she - herself an alien (she remembered that much if very little else...beyond the excitement and the danger and an annoying metal dog) - trying to devote her life to informing the people of earth that extra-terrestrial life-forms do in fact exist.  That they regularly visit Earth.  That they assume human form.  That they walk amongst us. Hey, not bad: They Walk Amongst Us...Hmm.  They Walk Amongst Us...


The figure gradually and insidiously crept into her consciousness, until she finally couldn't remember a stage between not having noticed it at all and staring at it with her full attention.  And by that time, she didn't care enough to ponder.


It was sitting by itself at the table diametrically opposing her own.  Like her, it was drinking beer and like her it seemed to be perusing some papers.  Additionally, it was smoking and it wore glasses.  But despite these everyday details there was something undeniably outlandish about the figure.  Something odd, and arresting.  For some reason, Romana felt the sudden rush of adrenalin that she normally only associated with events connected to the Unexplained.


Abruptly, the creature looked up and seemed to see right through her.  The next moment - and she blinked at the surrealism of this - it heaved a guitar up from the seat beside it onto its lap and started to strike away at a couple of chords, its brow furrowed in concentration.  Then came further proof of its otherness.  It was a thin, fragile-looking individual but its voice was commanding, all-powerful; one second a rumble almost below human hearing, the next an unearthly scream.


Romana tore her stare away.  No-one else seemed to have noticed the being.  This was the most intriguing and conclusive piece of evidence of all.  How could it be, at one and the same time, so HERE ...and yet apparently, as far as everyone else was concerned, not here?  She scarcely dared to hope that this was one of the creatures for which she had been searching for so long.  That this was an alien.


With unearthly dexterity the creature ceased its noises and bent itself forward towards its beer which it raised contemplatively to its thin lips.  Romana saw her chance to establish contact.


"I know who you are."


The creature's pale grey-blue eyes fixed solidly on her own.


"...And I think I know why you're here," she added, confidently.


The creature took a drag at its cigarette, then spoke, very quietly, in a clipped but resonant voice.  "I have several reasons for being here."


Something in the way it spoke, something about its stare seemed to reach inside Romana's skull.  Her heart started to hammer, and along with the new rush of adrenalin she felt an identifiable accompanying sensation: that of recognition.

She spoke scarcely above a whisper.  "Are you...The Doctor?  For three years... I've been waiting for The Doctor to come."


The creature gazed at her levelly for a long time.  Then it stuck its fag into the corner of its mouth and started to strum at its guitar, very quietly this time.  It puffed away as it spoke: "Ah, well, in the sense of being somewhat interested in the whole notion of the interpolation of time, space, the individual and so on...and in the healing power of creation, obsession and emotional catharsis.... I do my best."  It looked up at her again, but continued to play.   She scarcely dared to hope that she did indeed know this being, and that it probably meant that it was here to help her.


After several long seconds, during which it scrutinised her face, it added "I can trust you" in a less theatrical voice, and this seemed to be a statement rather than a question. 


The next minute the guitar was packed away, the beer drained, the cigarette tossed into an ashtray and the being was on its feet.  "Come with me, I'll show you who I am.  It's just across the road...."


It was more than halfway towards the door before it realised that it had left its papers back on the table.  In the meantime, Romana remembered her bag and coat but left her own scribblings about the alien visitations in Glastonbury there for anyone to read who might so fancy a little late afternoon entertainment.


"It looks so much bigger inside than it does from out."  Romana stared around the interior of   what was apparently the being's (it had to be The Doctor!) ship.  It was shaped like any one of a number of Bath-stone buildings in the street, with nothing to belie its innocent exterior.  The inside was a different matter.  A strangely normal looking waiting room (in that it contained lots of beaten up orange chairs and scattered magazines, so it was what Romana immediately thought of) led through to what appeared to be the craft's bridge: a room that was such a chaotic jungle of technology that it was hard to see the floor, and was certainly not quite what she'd been expecting.  Neither was she anticipating the sense of age which seemed to permeate the very (tastefully exposed stone) walls.  The farthest wall was dominated by an enormous visual display screen, about three metres by two.  It was blank except for a legend that ran across the bottom like mobile subtitles: 'Time And Relativity Don't Intrude Seriously'.  Her gaze panned back round to where The Doctor was busy flicking switches and plugging in various strange-looking devices.


"Why is that?" she prompted.


"Ah - it's because it's perpendicular to reality.  The ship exists in a state of suspended reality and is propelled by this..." (waving a hand at an unremarkable-looking black box on top of a desk) ".. unreality drive.  It's fuelled by dreams and reason in a roughly equal mixture."


"Roughly?  That's not a very exact science."


"Ah - there's very little that's exact about science - and nothing at all about dreams and reason.  At least, not my dreams and reasoning.  Anyway, it seems to all balance out.  The only problems sometimes arise from the fusion's by-products: imaginary numbers and tigers.  Black coffee?  I'm afraid the milk's off."


There was a somewhat strained silence after this.  Romana finally dumbly nodded, and followed him through to a small and scruffy kitchen area in an antechamber. Here she tried to digest what she had just heard while he fussed around with the kettle, coffee and mugs.  When he'd finished the preparations here he turned in her direction and leant back with an overly casual demeanour against the counter.   He produced his tobacco tin from a jacket pocket and methodically prepared a cigarette while he spoke, glancing up only at sporadic intervals.


"Um... are you in a hurry to get anywhere?  It's just that... I could use your help.  There's something I need to do and ah... you might be able to help me."  He paused and shifted his weight from one foot to the other.  He was obviously expecting a prompt but Romana was too befuddled 

to phrase an adequate response.  He glanced up, coughed nervously, and continued.  "I need to meet up with somebody very powerful.  An old acquaintance, you might say.  He's - ah - a great believer in the Millennium-related end of the world.  Can I show you?"  He lit the cigarette and raised his eyebrows quizzically.  Romana simply nodded.  She suddenly felt dizzy, disorientated, as if there were a sudden storm in her head.  Memories were starting to flood in; a whirlwind of deja-vu was whipping itself into a frenzy.


"Follow me.  Bring your coffee."


They went through to the waiting room.  The Doctor picked his way through the magazines to a positive museum-piece of a television.  Romana's mind raced to catch up as they sat down in front of the screen, which The Doctor even had to turn on manually.  What on earth was going on?  It seemed that he wasn't here to collect her after all: at least not primarily.  He was on a mission: but to do what, exactly?  He was talking about the end of the world one minute, and the next they were settling down to watch Noel Edmonds' Millennium Mega-Countdown: a real marathon/endurance test of a programme which had started at seven that morning, as Romana remembered from the Glastonbury Bed and Breakfast.  Noel Edmonds wasn't the adversary, surely?!  She decided to wait patiently for The Doctor to explain.  But he didn't.  Her attention wandered off towards a magazine at her feet.  It was possibly alien in origin - at least it was called "Phblthblth" - although it appeared to feature articles on terrestrial matters (if the front cover blurbs were to be believed): Mongolian camel racing, the history of spectacles cases, and the sex life of the Australian giant stick insect.  Her gaze wandered next to the wall where there was a strange, watercolour picture of what appeared to be the Holy Family.  Stranger still, it had been cut up into a giant jigsaw puzzle and, apparently, reassembled.  One piece was missing.


The Doctor didn't seem intent on explaining why they were watching this programme.  She gave up on waiting, and opened her mouth to ask.  The Doctor held up a hand, his voice quietly commanding.  "Have patience.  Watch."   So she sipped her coffee and did.


 The final countdown to the New Millennium had apparently started in earnest across the world.  This particular programme was embarking on its hourly tour, by satellite link, to various major cities.  Here was Times Square, a seething mass of people already although it was still only morning there.  Here was Sydney: already in the year 2000 and, fuelled by this and Olympic year fervour,  hysterically partying on Circular Quay.  Berlin.  Paris.  Rome.  London.  In each city: a clock featured prominently in the proceedings: many of them were giant, electronic, displayed somewhere in full view of the hordes, and accurate to within at least one second.  Some had supposedly been counting out the time for over ten years.


Celebrities were interviewed: "How are you planning to spend the Big Night?"...as were the peasantry.  Voices were loud; eyes were glazed.


Cut to the next item: one of the 'Songs of the Millennium', "...performed live in the studio!"   Romana noted rather cynically that it was actually only one of the big hits from this year and felt it scarcely likely that people would remember the thing after ten years, let alone a thousand.  She made this comment aloud but received no reply beyond a strained-sounding "Mmmm".  She glanced at The Doctor and was alarmed to see that the music seemed to be causing him real physical distress: his face was contorted and he seemed to have tensed up all over.  Romana quickly turned off the television and he immediately relaxed.  "Thank-you ," he said emphatically into the silence.  He'd closed his eyes.


 Some small talk suddenly seemed appropriate. "So," she said, "how are you going to spend the Big Night?"


He looked at her cagily through a veil of smoke.  "Ah.  I expect I'll be pretty busy.  I... haven't decided yet." 


"Yet?!  It's tonight!"  A pause.  "You did realise that?"


"It might have slipped my mind."  Another pause.  "There is saving the world, of course.  That could keep me pretty occupied.  I'll, er, be honest with you.  We're in considerable danger.  Actually, not us specifically; not while we're in the TARDIS...but the - ah - planet is in real trouble.  Deadly danger, in fact, if you'll pardon the alliterative cliche.  In fact, the end has already started (in real time)."


The most awkward pause yet throbbed between them.  Romana stared at the TV screen for a while, which had the same screen-saver as the large VDU next door.  No, not the same - this one read 'Television And Radio: Dangerous. Insidiously Stupid'.  Then it changed again, to 'Tediously Absolute Reality Destroys Interesting Spontaneity'.  Eventually she forced herself to reestablish eye-contact.   The Doctor made as if to roll another cigarette, realised he still had one going and rubbed his neck instead.


"So," Romana forced the words out.  "Are you going to tell me exactly what's going on?  I think you need to tell me if you really want my help."  Even as she said this she knew that she did want to help, whatever.  Not out of altruism but out of a purely selfish desire for excitement and danger.  Hmm, those words again.  It was all she could remember.  And while he wasn't giving anything away about whether he knew her or not, she was damned if she was going to ask.


"I don't really know where to start," was his somewhat grudging response.


"Start by telling me what was so important about that television programme, and why it upset you so much."


He sighed, looked down and started talking quite rapidly. "OK.  What we had there was timekeeping.  Counting out beats to a rhythm in the case of the song: more literal timekeeping in other respects.  When people become obsessed with time - aware of time: anticipating each second in a countdown or each beat of an alleged 'song'- they open themselves to danger in many forms." His voice became emphatic and he started to gesticulate with his hands. "Blandness!  Predictability and  regularity!  What you saw in that programme was just one example of the current global consciousness of time.  You see, as soon as you become aware of each passing second you are effectively capturing - and literally keeping - time, for yourself.  En masse, the effect is devastating.   Time becomes an objective phenomenon as opposed to a personal affair.  And as soon as time becomes objectified it becomes vulnerable.  This Millennium awareness is objectifying time like nothing before.  Earth time is now very, very vulnerable."


Romana decided that it was no good trying to understand the reasoning behind all this, but was pleased to have at least understood the general gist.  "So the Doomsayers are right: the World will end tonight."


The Doctor gazed at her levelly.  "Yes.  What they don't quite understand of course is that they themselves are part of the cause."  He sounded angry for the first time.  "They have helped to objectify time.  There are forces that will deliberately seek out this objectified form, and control it for themselves.  Or, if they don't wish to control it, they will destroy it."


"So...there's something that wants to destroy Earth time?  This is your 'acquaintance', I assume."


"Yes.  Let's say that this being has something of a love-hate relationship with time in general."


"So what can we do?"


"I'm not sure.  To start with, we need to catch up with him.  Do you want to come?"


Romana looked at her watch.  There was now only half an hour to go before the last bus for London was due to leave.  She hadn't booked.  She needed to leave now if she wanted to be certain of getting home before the country closed down for the night.  She heard herself speaking: her voice doubtful.  Her desire for adventure was suddenly starting to evaporate.  "I was going to have a party tonight.  Just a small one, for me and a few friends..."


The Doctor nodded slowly.  "If you want to help me save the World.." (he paused with distaste at this cliche) "... I'm afraid the party will be off.  Of course, if you don't help me, it will be off anyway."


In retrospect, this was just a simple statement of fact, but to Romana at the time it sounded a little like a threat.  For the first time she doubted the sincerity of this being.  She suddenly remembered the fear.


She bolted for the door.


"DON'T TOUCH THE HANDLE!"


The shout was so loud and commanding that she felt physically held back by it.  She spun around and screamed back: "I've not made any promises!  I don't owe you anything! LET ME GO - I'M FRIGHTENED!"


She turned and reached for the door knob, but The Doctor beat her to it and it was his hand that she grasped at instead.


"It's dangerous now," he said gently.  "We've already departed, you see."  He nodded towards the windows.  The blinds were down but Romana resisted the temptation to draw one aside.  She knew what she would see.  The dark blue vortex of infinity through which they were propelling their way, perpendicular to reality, across time and space.  At once, she seemed to hear again the roar of the distant stars.  She felt once again the nauseous sensation of loneliness one can only ever get from seeing one's true place in the nature of things.  She remembered all of a sudden that this was one of the reasons she had deliberately chosen to forget her previous life when she had adopted the Earth as her home, three years before.


She crumpled to the floor, dizzy and disorientated.  She put one hand on the ground, closed her eyes and then covered them with her other hand, trying to regain her sense of self.


Then: gentle pressure on her wrist, and her hand was pulled away from her face.  She opened her eyes.  The Doctor was squatting down to her level and gazing at her kindly.  "The feeling will pass.  And I'm sorry: I didn't mean to frighten you.  Or leave without your permission."  He helped her up and led her back into the bridge, and to a chair.


"You've done this before though, haven't you," he remarked as she sat.


"Yes."  No sense in holding back; and she remembered so much more now.  "I met somebody... like you, many years ago.  We did a lot of travelling in Time and Space, had some frightening adventures...but it was all so exhilarating.  Then I went out on my own - into a parallel universe.  With a metal dog.... Finally, three years ago, I made the decision to stop.  I was just so tired.   I wanted to lead a normal life again.  Well, it turned out that a normal life is not for me: I regret it, and now spend most of my time trying to recapture that old...sense of excitement, even though I couldn't remember the details."  She looked up, shyly.  "You're not the Doctor I knew then, I suppose?  In a new body?"


"No.  I don't think so.  But there's so many holes punched in my memory, it can be hard to tell.  Which could be why there's so many of me.  One of them could have been him.  Yes.  I am he."


They stared at each other steadily for a good ten seconds, and then Romana burst out laughing.  Suddenly it didn't seem to matter whether this was the same Time Lord or not.  The Doctor smiled again and went over to the black box.  He then punched a button on a huge grey machine nearby and, in his truly unearthly voice, started to sing.


The customer examined the intricate workings of the antique with the smug yet appreciative intensity of the true expert.


"Beautiful late Victorian." the elderly dealer informed him; obviously unnecessarily, but the silence from the other man seemed to require filling.  "Wonderful workmanship, and the French always take such care over the fine details of their clocks.  The ornately gothic tips of the hands seem to..."


"Yes, yes," said the customer petulantly, "just tell me how much."


The dealer named an extortionate sum and then turned to a desk to retrieve his ledger so as to prepare the hand-written invoice and receipt.  It was an old fashioned sort of establishment in that respect.  In fact it was an old fashioned sort of establishment in terms of its fitting of modern security devices too.  When the dealer turned back towards his rather imposing customer he was somewhat shocked to find that the man had completely vanished, along with the antique timepiece.  The odd thing was, he could have sworn that the bell above the door had not rung to signify its opening.


Meanwhile, The Timekeeper was already admiring his newest acquisition in the safety of the bridge of his ship, orbiting many miles above Bath.  There it had joined a vast collection of Timepieces from across the universe, all from worlds that no longer needed to keep time, seeing as for them there wasn't any.


The Timekeeper gazed at the computer screen which was now relaying another news bulletin from planet Earth.  "Across the world, billions are counting down the final minutes of the millennium....so, Trudi, how are you going to be marking the big event?!"


"Well actually, Richard, I'm getting paid ten times more than normal to stay right here and report on the fun everyone else will be having!"


"Oh, that's really good to hear!"....


The Timekeeper closed his eyes and, with this comfortable wave of banality washing over him, hummed softly to himself.  Then he began to tap along: a regular, steady rhythm; first with his fingers, then with a foot.  Then, as he had assumed his true form, with a tentacle.  Soon the tune became one monotonous drone, punctuated by the steady thudding of the rhythm.  The rhythm of the seconds left on Earth.  The inexorable, merciless, claustrophobic beat of a million metronomes. 


Abruptly, it stopped.  The Timekeeper smiled.  


It was time.


The singing sounded unnaturally loud in the tall ceiling of the time-and-space ship.  Romana wondered if it served some practical purpose: it did seem as if she could detect subtle changes in speed and orientation coinciding with particularly dynamic parts of the music.  Or perhaps the singing was just a way of deferring any more explanations.  Or conversation of any kind.  The giant screen had lit up with: 'Timing Atrocious.  Result: Dynamic, Intense Songs'.


Romana soon lost track of time;  She honestly could not say whether she had been in this grey-backed chair for two minutes or two hours.


Suddenly, a bump.


"What's that?"  Romana called over.


"Ah.  We could be there.  It was actually only a short hop."


"In space or time?"


"Both."


Romana indicated the window.  "Can I look?"
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"Probably not the best idea until we've stabilised.  Oh, not again!"


The last bit was directed at a sudden scratching noise coming from a large steel barrel-like contraption near the door.  The Doctor purposefully strode over and authoritatively threw a switch on the side, causing the top to open with a hiss of released pressure.  Bending at an awkward angle 

he reached down and started groping around within.  Then, rather like the star of some surreal magic show featuring a giant top hat and a carnivorous rabbit, he pulled out a tiny, still-blind tiger cub.  In the manner of a stunned mullet, Romana stared.  The Doctor simply examined it absentmindedly for a few seconds, then tickled its tummy.


"i is two," came a disembodied female voice.  Romana's brain fought with the decision of whether to devote her to the properly required span of time for astonishment about the tiger, or whether to get her to stare around the room so as to locate the origin of this new miracle.  It settled for merely allowing her to jump instead.


"My computer," explained The Doctor.  "Imaginary numbers," he added.


"I don't remember encountering any craft quite this strange.  Are there any other ships that produce such weird by-products?" Romana inquired, still gazing at the tiger, which was starting to chew at one of The Doctor's fingers.


"There aren't.  But I've got enough tigers to cope with already, I'm afraid."  With that, he tossed the little cat up into the air, and it vanished.  "He'll be much happier where he came from," he added, looking slightly nervous in case he might be accused of cruelty to abstract tigers.


"Where did he come from?"


"Well, no one's ever worked out the equation.  I work on it myself sometimes, when I get a few spare moments."  He smiled after saying this.  Behind him, the screen lit up with the legend: 'Tigers And Rather Disturbing Imaginary Statistics'.


"So, are we here?"


"We're somewhere.  That's a truism.  And we're here and now: that's another.  The question is...when is 'now'.  That's a more complicated area.  It's my timing that can be...out."


"You are a Time Lord, aren't you?!"


The Doctor grinned broadly for the first time, revealing some unsavoury teeth.  "Ah.  Maybe so.  But it's no good, in fact, looking for logical causal connections and what-have-you on that front.  I may be a Time Lord, but it is not a necessary (and certainly not a sufficient) condition of that that I should have any sense of accurate timing.  Time is like...cat's cradle in my hands."  He mimed the actions of making one.  "One minute symmetrical and beautiful, the next a tangled mess.  Yet at the end of the day, it's all the same piece of string.  But it is true that because I believe, as I have said, in the ultimately subjective nature of time, my natural aversion to any objectified form can mean that... I've no sense of time.  And that is what could be a problem tonight, and why I'm very grateful that you've agreed to come along."


His look of sincerity was disarming, but Romana recovered herself and said quickly "You still haven't told me exactly what you're planning to do."


"Ah. Well, let's see if we're there, then I will."


He spun round and strode purposefully towards the giant screen.  He addressed thin air.  "What's outside, V ?"


Immediately the disembodied voice came again, seeming to emit from every corner.  She spoke in measured but emphatic tones.


"In front: a vast, flat blank plain.  Multitudinous individual grains of sand fill this domain.  But looking hard into this void displays particulars: six dark fuschia, smooth, round volcanic rocks against slightly off-brown sand; shadows long.  Far off, this sand turns a tint upwards in colour until a point at which it joins with a glaringly bright sky horizon-wards, which arcs a parabola across our domain of vision.  Right-wards, a slight dip is all that stays of a footprint, now six days old, of a fat ass (pardon that saying!) - that of this land's Monarch, King Arraund.


"About this Arraund family, for a family it is.  It is now sixty thousand days following that particular first-coming of this man and his kin to this Arabian land.  Following this, no sorrow was shown by any man or woman for that immigration.  In fact, this family's luck is known throughout this country.  Fair law (but not immoral!) holds sway, in contrast with first and last King Tarahin.  Arraund was translator to this King, with whom Arraund would play with words (coming, of course, from that word-playing country south of Austria)."


The computer eventually finished her account with an expectant flourish.  The Doctor had started preparing a cigarette some time back, and drew on it thoughtfully now.


"Ah, yes, thank you, V.  It - er - might have been easier to have just activated the cameras and shown us what's outside, but then" (hastily, as if knowing that could offend) "the account would have lacked a certain...colour...instead  of just a certain letter."


"Possibly," mused the computer.  "On a following occasion I may just show you.  Thank you," it added, somewhat grudgingly.  "Anyway, at this point, our coordination is out.  Your visitor's" (there was an unnecessary edge to the word, Romana thought) "panic was a factor in this.  In fact, our spatial coordination and our timing is out.  This is a distant world.  Two days ago."


"Hmm.  Oh well - yes, emotions can interfere with dreams and reality, but I wouldn't have it any other way," retorted The Doctor.  'Let's see.  Will some reasoning help redress the balance?"


"Possibly," said V, with discernible cheeriness.  The huge monitor (now subtitled with 'Timing Absolutely Random During Inter-universe Skips') suddenly lit up with a grid: twenty-five squares, five by five.  "Fill this in and our trip can start again."


The Doctor and Romana stared at it.  It was as blank as their faces.


"We'll need a clue!" said The Doctor, very politely under the circumstances, Romana thought.


"A man runs out of a room, panting.  Go from what this man did this with to what this man cannot now form."


"What?"  snapped Romana incredulously and V repeated the clue.  Meanwhile The Doctor lapsed into an almost trance-like state of concentration: eyes closed, brow furrowed.


For the first time since being on board this strangest of crafts Romana was aware minutely of the passage of time.  After accurately guessing that ten seconds had passed The Doctor asked "Will reason allow rhyme?" and received a firm "No".  After another ten seconds he whispered at her "You can ask for another clue."  The emphasis on the first word prompted Romana to respond with "Have you worked it out then?"  The Doctor rather embarrassedly conceded that he had, but added quickly  "I know the way her mind works, you see."


Romana asked for another clue and received, in a tone which made no attempt to disguise its contempt for simpletons, "All right.  A contradiction.  Awaking and dozing."  Then the subtitled legend 'Try All Remotely Definable Interesting Subjects' rather unhelpfully popped up again underneath.


The Doctor and V gave her another minute but she failed to think of anything remotely suitable.  She conceded defeat.  The computer then said, "So, what about you?"


"Yes, I've got it," said The Doctor, stubbing out his cigarette in an ashtray that looked suspiciously as if it had been purloined from a pub.


"That was quick.  Your smart brain allows for no fun."


"Ah, but this is fun.  Serious fun."  With that he began reciting letters which V lit up on the screen as he went, until the grid looked thusly:

S W O R D

D S W O R

R D S W O

O R D S W

W O R D S


Romana shook her head.  Her mind was alarmingly more occupied with the idea of a party than with excitement, danger and...word games.  "Clear as mud I'm afraid."


"Well, you've been subjected to lipogrammatical sword-play.   I mean, word-play.  The panting man ran through the room - what did he do this with?  Punningly, a sword.  What can he not form? Words, seeing as he's breathless.  Your clue was referring to what's "all right" - the two right hand columns.  You would have the contradiction: 'Roused' and 'Drowsed' there, if it were not for V's letter blindness and her flexible attitude to spelling."


"Oh, that hardly seems fair!" exclaimed Romana, considerably indignant.  "Why does she do that anyway - avoid all words with e's in?  How can she ever be exact?"


V's response was to play back a recorded Doctor saying "There's very little that's exact about science".  The Doctor responded aloud with "Quite" but added quietly to Romana: "Though I hate it when she quotes my own lines back at me."  Loud again, to V: "So, has that helped?"


"Our craft is moving," V said in dubious tones,  " but I don't know which way."


"Oh well, better to travel hopefully than to arrive.  And don't quote that one back at me, it's not even one of mine." He wagged a finger at the screen in a mock-warning sort of way.


"What are you on?" smiled Romana, addressing her question to both of them.


"Nothing yet," said The Doctor.  "It feels like it's time for a drink, though.  Tequila?"  He stood up and wandered towards the door.


"No thanks."  As if refreshed by the exercise, Romana's mind had unexpectedly found a new burst of life.  She was pretty much resigned to the weirdness of the situation now, and crazy as this being and his seriously faulty computer may be, she suddenly realised that it probably did beat tearing her hair out for what would no doubt be a rather damp squib of a party on boring old Earth.  So she philosophically accepted that she might as well go along for the ride, however careering that may be.  And the screen-saver now said: 'Tequila Adds Real Danger.  Imbibe Sensibly!'  so she thought it prudent to try to distract her curious host for the moment.


"So," she said, "where are your tigers?"


The Timekeeper happily paid the ridiculously cheap entrance fee at the ramshackle hut with the heavily palm-lined roof.  He suspected that it was so cheap because the young man who manned the 'desk' was already the wrong side of a large bottle of the local brew, but who was The Timekeeper to argue?  Stepping on into the sunshine he found the beach party in full swing despite the fact that there were still many hours to go before the big moment.


He was early, of course.  He liked being early...he felt empowered by it - in command and in control.  Which he soon would be.  So, he had time to party.  Now, what did that entail, exactly?


Through the colourful masses of people he spotted the epicentre of the show: another temporary palm leaf-lined construction that looked as if it had grown out of the beach.  He set off towards it.  En route, he wondered vaguely why he felt damp and hot.  Of course: those stupid Earth clothes.  He flicked his fingers and they vanished.  Then, seeing that he was now attracting a few more gazes than could be considered normal from some of the less obviously intoxicated party-goers, he flicked his fingers again and found himself dressed in lighter garb: jeans, flip-flops and a particularly hideous floral shirt.  Whatever.


The construction was a place from which to buy alcohol, of course.  He bought a Pina Colada (or some local variant thereon - it was ready-mixed and poured from what appeared to be a specially adapted plastic petrol container) and sat at the bar, enjoying the gentle beat of the sun against his back and the cool breeze from the noisy, streamer-strewn, battery-operated fan which leant at an awkward angle on a lopsided table in the middle of the bar.  He shortly took one of the fancy toothpicks from a little jar in front of him and slowly and methodically started to clean his nails.


"Have you got the time?"


The Timekeeper snapped his gaze onto the man sitting next to him.  The accent was pronounced and the words slurred.  The Timekeeper correctly guessed that this man had been here a while.  He also correctly guessed that the man intended to be here for some time yet.  He was certainly too drunk to give the expected response to the alien's withering gaze - in fact he merely grinned broadly and ran a hand through his tousled blond hair.


The Timekeeper decided to flummox him with the truth.  "No, but I will have it soon."


The blond man's head nodded softly to its own private rhythm as he tried to digest this.  The Timekeeper decided that perhaps it would be better to play along.


"It's five thirty-two," he said, affecting a glance at a watch.  "Still plenty of time to go."


The other man turned back to his beer, but despite aiming his words at the glass it seemed that he was still addressing The Timekeeper, much to the latter's chagrin.  "Wish I was feeling better about it all.  My life's been just sooo weird in the last few days.  Do you know why I'm here?  In Samoa, I mean?  Well, you probably know this, but this is the last place in the world to "welcome the New Millennium."  My thinking was: Hey, I want to hold on to this millennium as long as possible.  Think that means I want to hold onto the past, doesn't it?  Means I think the future's a crock of shit.  And now, to top it all, I've got the curse again... Lost me keys!  I'm always doing it.  Hotel staff are working on breaking into my own room - I'll get the bill, of course.  They say there's no master.  One was eaten by a dog, and the chambermaid who ran off with the watermelon salesman has got the other stowed away somewhere, Christ knows where.  Bloody Hell."


"You have no Master?" said The Timekeeper, struggling to keep up.


"Yeah.  And it's happened before, like I said.  I felt such a pillock in Bolzano.  I just can't be trusted with keys.  Lose me head next.  Hmm.  Only things I can keep are..." he mused for a few seconds, downing a few peanuts from another jar in front of them while he did so.  "Well, I can keep time.  Pretty bloody useless fiddler I'd be otherwise, eh?"  He grinned even more widely and took a swig of beer, and then pointed to the ground.


"That's not a fiddle,"  The Timekeeper remarked on seeing the instrument that lay there.


"No," the man conceded and brought it up for closer inspection, nearly falling off his stool as he did so.  "This was a bit of a joke.  Impulse buy.  Thing is, it just seems to follow me around lately, as if it has a mind of its own.   Vera's in the hotel room.  With the key.  My violin," he added confidentially, but The Timekeeper was too busy examining the proffered instrument to take that in.  The thing appeared to be a petrified armadillo, hollowed out and strung like a banjo from tail tip to nose.  It was the most stunningly tasteless item The Timekeeper had ever seen - and he got around a bit.  He looked back up at the blond man, who was rattling on about his keys again.


"So: you can't keep keys, but you say you're a good timekeeper?"


The other man started to choke on a peanut, and, suppressing his coughs, merely nodded.  By the time he'd cleared his throat again, an idea had already hatched in The Timekeeper's mind.  It seemed that Earth's final night was going to be even more entertaining than he'd originally thought.


"This is Bartlebooth, and that one's Sylvia."


Purring loudly, an enormous male tiger padded out of what Romana had assumed was an airlock, but which appeared to be...well, a jungle of technology.  Literally.  It lead into a broad leafy clearing, about five metres wide, surrounded by lush tropical foliage. Half concealed in the shadows of a large tree lay a second tiger, regarding the stranger with confident curiosity.


Romana remained in awe-struck silence while Bartlebooth rubbed against her legs like a cat, before returning to the jungle, yawning luxuriously.  The heat was intense and birds shrieked nearby.


"Er...how did you get all this in here?" Romana heard herself asking.  A reasonable question, she thought.


The Doctor adopted the quietly confident yet also vaguely befuddled expression that she was starting to associate with his attempts to explain the various technological aspects of his craft.


"Ah.  Well, it's actually not 'here' at all.  It's a pocket of a parallel universe which I've borrowed so as to provide a decent home for the tigers.  You can't go in there," he added quickly when Romana made a move to do just that.   "Or you can't get back again if you do."  The balance towards befuddlement in his expression increased.  "At least, I don't think you can.  Best not to risk it."


"How?" repeated Romana.


"A quantum time magnet.  Time is (of course) digital, being composed of tiny particles. Now the time intervals between these are so negligible they do not actually exist in the physical universe.  But they do permit the simultaneous presence of other universes, interlocking with this particular one, each having their own illusion of uninterrupted continuity.  I've simply installed a device which, negatively charged, attracts more time particles together so as to form a cohesive pocket of a parallel world, such as this one.  I like working with digital technology.  And funnily enough..."  (he started to gesticulate and raise his eyebrows at sporadic intervals.  Romana was starting to recognise these as common signs that The Doctor was enthused about something) "... that little world in there is more real than our own because when gathered together the particles gel (as there are no other universes to interrupt them) to form a solid,  analogue block of time and space.  And, it's on a loop."  He paused and a parrot squawked: an exact repetition of the noise it had made about thirty seconds earlier.  "The tigers don't seem to mind.  They're not caught in the loop, of course.  Fortunately for me, in terms of the - ah - practicalities of the set-up, their food is."  While he'd been talking Sylvia had stalked off into the bushes and now a blood-curdling scream ripped through the air.  Romana stepped backwards, horrified.  Looking a bit sheepish, The Doctor explained: "They keep eating the same monkey."


Romana, a committed vegetarian, opened her mouth to complain about this, but at that moment Bartlebooth, who had just crossed the threshold of the door to this universe again, abruptly and without ceremony vanished.


"Bloody zahirs!" The Doctor exclaimed with passion while Romana just said "What...?" a few times, knowing that she wasn't going to get a comprehensible reply but asking from force of habit anyway.  The Doctor abruptly took her by the shoulders, looked her in the eyes and said with a seriously concerned expression (his stare giving a whole new dimension to the metaphor 'piercing'): "Don't think about it too long!"


"OK," said Romana, intimidated.  She then recovered somewhat and added, while she  seemed to have his undivided attention: "Did Bartlebooth turn into that little coin down there?"


The Doctor reached down, scooped this object up and put it into his trousers' back pocket, all without actually looking at it.  "Don't think about that either," he said.  "It could drive you mad - an obsessional thought is very powerful."


"Ah.  Erm - something like the white crocodile?  Don't think about one or the treasure will disappear?"


"Come again?  Oh yes, I see.  Anyway, don't think about cause and effect.  Each event is a unit unto itself.  Bartlebooth was there.  Then he vanished. And then, occupying the same sort of position in space, that little coin appeared.  But: can you think of any reason why Bartlebooth, a very large tiger, should turn into a small Argentinian coin?"


"Er...no."


"Precisely.  This then allows us to expect the unexpected. Things just are - as they are. "  At this point, the large visual screen lit up behind him.  "And here we are."


The screen was a deep, featureless blue.


"So where's that exactly?" Romana inquired.  To her surprise, V answered her directly, cutting off The Doctor mid-"Actually".


"Our position is at a proximity to that actually sought."  Her tone was incredibly self-satisfied.


And then a rather bilious-looking fish swam slowly across the screen.


"Right," said Romana wearily. "So how far away are we?"


The Doctor meanwhile had been studying a computer readout from the black box.  "Welcome," he said, "to the island of Savaii, Western Samoa, where local time is eight-fourteen pm.  We are apparently near the town of Asau, and the beach party we are about to join is that organised by the Vaisala Hotel in cooperation with the townspeople.  The island is the western-most point (western-most human-inhabited point, anyway) to the International Date Line."  His voice grew portentous.  "The last place on Earth to party."  He paused then coughed nervously. "Every pun intended," he added.  " Ah - nice plan of yours, V, to materialise us off-shore so as to keep us concealed.  There might possibly be a bit of a problem with opening the doors, however."


There was no escaping the noise of the party inside the hotel, but at least here, in the lobby, conversation was actually possible.  And here they eventually gathered; those who were not here because they were local, or very rich, or because The Rough Guide had said that this was a particularly cool place to be.   For the most part they didn't care too much about the Millennium celebrations anyway.   If asked why they were here, each would have struggled for a reply.  Some looked decidedly out of place.  At one table sat five overweight men with interesting beards, sipping suspiciously at their glasses of the local brew and occasionally murmuring about how they'd kill for some Real Ale at this point in time.  One had raised such a sweat removing his leather jacket that that he was visibly panting and his shirt was stuck to him all over.  They each peered furtively around.  At the next table, more men; this time rather thin, pale and intense-looking.  They spoke to each other in an unearthly guttural language which appeared to involve much expectoration.  At another table, some Americans.  Some Germans, imbibing the beer with considerably more gusto. A couple of Australians, their faces conveying an expression common to all here: nervous bemusement coupled with a strange excitement.  French Canadians.  Israelis.  South Americans.  Particularly eager-looking South Africans.  About a hundred in all; all at present ignorant of their reason for being here for this particular party.  Indeed, quite plainly very few of them could be described as party-animals.  Some had left behind furious and uncomprehending friends, partners or parents.  All were at present ignorant of what they did have in common.  At present they weren't even aware of each other group, beyond their own circle.  Only in one small group, largely (and unusually) female, were individuals furtively pointing out others from the various puzzled little huddles around the room, as if in recognition.


"HEY!  You look like you're waiting for a bus there!"  shrieked a local woman happily, waddling her way out through from Reception.  "No more buses tonight!  No more buses this millennium!  Get out and party!!"  She attempted a pirouette and landed on the largest British man's lap.  He grinned at her, his face beetroot red.  She quickly stopped laughing, got up and continued on her way, calling out: "And brush your teeth if you want to get lucky tonight, sweetheart!"


There was a long embarrassed pause before the conversations continued.


"Now, don't touch it."


The blond man had sobered up enough to appreciate the withering quality of the alien's gaze this time.  He thus managed to stare at the object for several seconds before saying:


"It's very nice, but what the fuck is it?"


It looked for all the world like the result of some kind of perverted union between an old gramophone player, a vacuum-cleaner and a fairground generator.  A single large funnel fluted skywards, beneath which the body of the thing thrummed and vibrated ominously, the only signs of movement coming from a rather ornate system of cogs and wheels rather incongruously attached to one side.  The movement here was regular.  The blond man decided there must be some grandfather clock in the thing's ancestry too.  The single display panel caught his eye: it appeared to be a type of petrol gauge.  Peculiarly, even as he watched he could have sworn that he saw the needle creep up, towards 'Full'.  In fact, it was nearly there.  The whole structure was about two metres high; it was only hidden from the party-goers by some rather scanty vegetation at the top end of the beach - and the rapidly darkening night.


The Timekeeper wallowed in the sense of power that withholding information brings.  "Let's say, it's a surprise for the end of the party.  A real treat to welcome in the new Millennium."  He successfully managed to keep all traces of irony from his voice, largely by virtue of not really understanding it.  But the blond man still seemed to be upset, if not quite in the way The Timekeeper had expected.


"Oh.  You disappoint me! I don't want to help you operate some...party contraption.  It's fireworks, isn't it.  I thought you were as cynical about the whole bloody thing as I am.  Launch your own bloody rockets!"  He turned to go.  The Timekeeper, a highly intelligent being, fought desperately with the decision of how to react to this.  By the time he had caught up with the earthling he'd decided to try what he accurately guessed would be a sure-fire winner: bribery.


"I assure you: it's not fireworks.  It's bigger.  Better.  And besides, I'll buy the rest of your alcohol all night."


The blond man looked dubious at the word "alcohol" and The Timekeeper realised that was a bit of a slip.  "Booze, " he added.  The earthling looked him in the eyes, squinting suspiciously, and The Timekeeper, seizing the moment, successfully mesmerised him.  Honestly, these humans were so weak.... He felt his lip start to curl with contempt, and he hurriedly turned it into a less-than-convincing man-of-the-world grin.  But it didn't need to convince.


"OK, you're on. Gives me something to do besides drink, I suppose.  As well as drink, that is!"  He grinned, and then turned and looked rather wistfully down the beach towards the party.  "Do you think I'll remember?" he said, absently.


"Remember what?"  The Timekeeper managed to keep his voice level.


"Well...anything, really.  What I'm really doing here.  My life before Samoa.  Stuff other than about keys."


"I'm sure it will all come flooding back.  It's just a matter of time, you'll see."


The blond man noticed the stranger's face suddenly freeze and then adopt the expression of a cat that is stalking a bird while being uncomfortably aware that if its owner catches it in the act it will be bucket-of-cold-water time.  His gaze darted back towards the thicker foliage of the rain forest behind the beach as a rather peculiar regular wind-like noise suddenly drifted over the tree tops.


"Let's get moving," he snapped abruptly. "There's always someone around who wants to spoil the party mood," he added cryptically.


Romana was eager to get out of the TARDIS ('Tropical Atmosphere: Relax.  Dress In Shorts' read the screen) as it was starting to feel a little claustrophobic.  Additionally, The Doctor had spent the last five minutes or so attempting to re-materialise Bartlebooth while V had attempted to re-materialise the ship in a less aquatic situation; she had eventually managed it, but The Doctor had had no luck with his tiger.  He seemed a bit upset about that, and rather short with Romana as a consequence.  It was thus with some embarrassment that she felt him looking at her rather intensely now.  She was about to say "What?" when he said: "It's - ah - a warm night... tropical climate, and so on.  We'll need to blend in. I'm going to change.  V can provide something for you if you like."


Romana was still in her thick winter tights, wool trousers and velvet top.  "Oh, right," she said.  "How do I do that exactly?"


"Just...ask her. I'll - er - go into the other room."  He did.


Romana asked the screen for something suitable to wear, and was greeted by the same bang that had marked the arrival of the tiger cub.  She opened the chamber rather gingerly, stepping back at the hiss of released pressure, and found within a long, cotton, light blue summer dress.  She hurriedly changed, feeling self-conscious.  V managed to radiate disapproval even when she wasn't speaking.


"Erm," said Romana nervously, "is there anything for my feet?"


"No!  Sand only.  And it's a warm night."


Sounds good, thought Romana rather moodily.  This caught her by surprise.  Hadn't she wanted something different for this evening?  For her remaining life? Different, exciting, dangerous and...unpredictable? Hadn't she been aching to leave her mundane Earth life behind for good for most of the last three years?  Wasn't this the first chance she had to relive that old excitement?  She sighed.  She wasn't at all sure what she wanted..  A wave of depression washed over her.  Her thoughts were suddenly very earth-bound.  She thought again about Samoa, and could only think: "I wish I could have my own little party somewhere exotic.  Somewhere where we can all be barefoot."


And here she was in this paradise about to ... God knew what.  The Doctor hadn't exactly been forth-coming with information about what was happening throughout the entire journey.  He certainly hadn't even started to explain exactly what he was intending to do to stop this strange creature he'd mentioned.  About how he was going to save the Earth.


"If it's even worth saving,"  she said aloud, kicking lightly at the materialisation chamber.


"If what is worth saving?" asked V instantly.


"Earth."  Romana suddenly saw no harm at all in opening her heart.  "This is what I don't get about it.  Perhaps the end is ... meant to be.  In which case, we're just interfering.  Human beings aren't really worth it at the end of the day.  They don't really care enough to want to live.  That's what it boils down to.  They're ignorant and they don't care.  If we do go ahead and save the world tonight, no-one will thank us.  Nobody will even know, I expect.  Nobody will care.  In the last three years I've watched plenty of disaster movies.  And in each and every one I've always wanted the 'end'... for the comet to destroy all human life, for the plane to come crashing down, for the volcano to smother everyone in molten lava."


"Film actors?  Naturally you want to kill off idiotic film actors!"


"Yeah.  That's true - they really don't inspire any sympathy.  But...real people are just so apathetic.  They don't deserve heroics.  They don't deserve saving."


"Apathy?  That is so.  Possibly humans should think about big things in this cosmos, occasionally."


"Absolutely."


" But humans, although unarguably stupid, inhabit this orb in all forms.  That intrinsically is a thing which is right.  A thing which is worth saving."


Romana was surprised.  She had written the computer off as a contemptuous intellectual snob and a dedicated cynic.  "Do you really think so?"


"I know so."


"You are always so sure."


"I am always so right."


Romana left it at that, but felt considerably warmer-hearted than before and actually smiled at The Doctor when he re-entered.  "Nice shirt," she said.  This particular alien knew irony when he heard it, but chose to ignore it now.


"Let's join the fray," he said.  Romana then noticed that he was clutching a bottle, and now he picked up his guitar in its black case.  "Be prepared," he said dryly, before she could comment.


Party time.  A ramshackle but surprisingly substantial stage area had been set up at the top end of the beach, just next to the rear entrance to the hotel.  A local band were enthusiastically ripping into a soon-to-be-archaic Prince song with a good-natured lack of melodic accuracy and equally good-natured excess of volume.  Naked flame torches cast amber globules of light across the dancing masses.  Further off, the little groups from the hotel lobby, now compelled for some reason to come outside, complained about the noise and thought consciously for the first time: what am I doing here?  The music seemed to be a direct cause of this sudden increase in self-awareness.  But although they were now able to ask the question, they were nowhere near being able to answer it.  A few of them watched with half-hearted acceptance.  A few more (plain bored) dimly followed the movements of a couple of characters, semi-shrouded in the darkness of the white-washed plywood back-drop's shadow, who appeared to be assembling some kind of amplifier just off to the right.  Or perhaps it was for launching fireworks.  Whatever.


Time ticked on.


The Doctor led the way around the outer fringes of the gathering, avoiding bright light especially.  He eventually found a spot of the beach that was particularly thinly inhabited - at least, by anyone who wasn't flat on their back and semi-comatose.  Here he stopped and turned intently towards the stage area, squinting.  Romana felt it was time to ask a question that was, she thought, long overdue.


"What do you plan to do?"


"I'm not sure actually," was the immediate reply.


"You're not sure?  It's a bit bloody late not to be sure, isn't it?"  Romana hadn't intended to swear, but it had just sort of burst out.  She mused for a moment, then decided that she was perfectly bloody justified to swear if she bloody well wanted to.


His face showed no sign of emotion.  He simply raised his eyebrows and nodded in a certain direction; looking that way, Romana could see one of those huge count-down-the-seconds clocks  erected over the rear entrance to the hotel, looking incongruous amongst the cheerfully haphazard  signs of poverty on the beach.  Its figures were clearly visible from this distance: 56 minutes, 16 seconds to go.  "I do know we'll have to get closer, nearer the time."  He bent down, opened the guitar case and then opened the little flap at the top of the neck end, which housed the spare strings and leads.  And two shot glasses.  "Now it's Tequila Time, I think you'll agree."


Romana didn't but couldn't find the energy to argue any more.  This being was certainly as eccentric as her Doctor.  In the face of such unpredictability it was best just to be patient.  She remembered getting very frustrated by this.  Meanwhile, The Doctor removed his shoes, then his socks (one was white, one purple), then settled down with his drink, staring towards the stage, his brow furrowed in silent concentration.


The compere, such as he was, looked a little confused at the news that a special guest with an extra special surprise wanted to lead the crowd in to the next millennium, but as the band were starting to sound a little jaded even to the most ardent dancers in front of the stage (possibly something to do with the fact that the drummer had passed out three numbers back and the guitarist had only two strings left - and half a guitar) he saw no reason to argue.  And it certainly was an impressive looking contraption that the two odd-looking tourists lugged up onto the stage between them.  He wondered how many fireworks it could hold.


Five minutes to go.  As the compere called the crowd to some kind of order The Timekeeper, already grinning with triumph, checked the Expectations Gauge.  It read Full.  Perfect.  And now he had yet another surprise for one particular member of the audience.  Really, the night was turning out to be much more fun than he had ever anticipated.


The crowd didn't at first warm to the fact that the most significant, the most astonishing, the most epoch-making moment in their own personal history (or so they were told) was going to be centred around someone who looked like an over-phlegmatic Dickensian attorney.  But they quickly changed their minds.  Firstly because of his extraordinarily charismatic presence and communicative skills.  Secondly because of the extraordinary words.


It started as expected, but then:


"...what does the new Millennium mean to us?  The end.  The end of an era.  The end of an epoch.  And the beginning of... well, in fact, ladies and gentlemen, it is the beginning of nothing.  And I mean Nothing."


At this point there was a drunken cheer from someone by the bar, perhaps thinking that it was nice to have a Millennium cynic in their midst: that would make this a really different party, and perhaps weirdly worth all the money and hassle of getting here.  But most of his audience were already picking up on the menacing overtones of his speech.


"This is, in fact, the beginning of the end.  In a minute or so we will start the final countdown to the final midnight of the millennium; we will countdown together.  And then my friend here will activate this machine which you see before you."  The blond man, looking as if he were in the final stages of drunkenness, swayed benignly on the far side of the thing.  He had been given one instruction and was grimly concentrating on remembering it.  It didn't look as if he was really listening.  He also appeared to be clutching some kind of dead animal in one hand.


"This machine," The Timekeeper continued, "will mark the end of time.  You see, all this Millennium hysteria has been so intense that it's almost ... become solid, like dust particles.  And this machine, a Time-Catcher, has been busy for the last twenty-four hours or so...sucking it all up: like a Hoover."  He beamed, delighted to have struck upon this drunk-human-simple allegory.  "And now, it is full.  At midnight, all of this stored solidified time will be sent up to my - er - spaceship and I will do with it as I think fit.  What will this mean for you?  Well - the end of time.  The End of the World, Ladies and Gentlemen."


A few people clapped.  This caught The Timekeeper a little off guard.  Surveying the front row, he realised that although the audience were riveted, he wasn't actually being taken seriously.  The grins were inane.  Looking at them, the Timekeeper was reminded of an eagerly stupid dog;  something like an Afghan.  Of course: they thought it was a show!


A voice came up, from near the bar again.  "Is he gonna play the armadillo?"


Before The Timekeeper could reply, the blond man had stepped forward out of the shadow of the Time-Catcher and was starting to strike up a few weedy chords.  A sudden gasp of recognition could be heard from a more distant portion of the audience.


"No."  The Timekeeper fixed him with a withering stare and the man weakly retreated back to his original position.  "He is not going to play anything.  He has got to concentrate on time-keeping.  He came here because he wanted to hold on to time.  Well, now he's holding more time than he ever dreamed of.  And ...Ladies and Gentlemen!  We are into the final minute!  Let's all count down together and then..." (getting into role as a cheerful party host again... perhaps he should have stuck to this all along.  It was just that there was something so invigorating about speaking the truth just before the end of time for this wretched planet.  But obviously its people were too stupid to recognise it) "...we'll really see in the New Millennium with a bang!  C'mon everybody:  er, thirty-three!  Thirty-two!  Thirty-one!.."


And everybody joined in.  The machine throbbed.  The blond man's hand started to move towards a fruit-machine style lever just above the wheels.


"STOP THIS!  NOW!!"


Certainly the shout was loud, but it must have interfered with people's senses in other ways to actually bring the countdown to such a sudden, startled halt.  People reeled slightly, as if they had been slapped.


The Timekeeper's head snapped towards the blond man.  "Keep counting," he snarled.  And then towards the audience, trying to spot his enemy.  But he appeared to be hidden in the shadows.  It was hard to tell where the voice had come from.  It came again.


"You don't have to do this."


Drunk as he was, the blond man realised that this was addressed to him.  He dimly recognised the voice.  It made him feel angry; defensive.


"Another old cliche!" he heard himself shout.  "Stupid thing to say.  Course I don't have to do it.  I'm doing it because I want to."


"No you don't.  Not really." A pause.  "You'll regret it in the morning."


"What morning?" Romana hissed, but The Doctor ignored her.  Fifteen seconds.  Fourteen.  A few people had turned to stare at them.


The blond man put his hand on the lever.  "I don't care."


The Doctor changed tactics, very fast.  "You won't do it well.  Your time-keeping's not much better than mine.  Don't embarrass yourself, Stuart."


At hearing the name the man flinched and a whisper ran through the crowd.  Then another shout came, Belgian-accented.  "Don't do it, Stuart!"


And others: "No, don't do it!"


"Stop!" Another pause.  Romana glanced at the clock.  And reeled with shock herself: midnight and ten seconds.  The moment had come and gone unnoticed.


"Just what we wanted," The Doctor whispered, apparently reading her mind.


"It doesn't make any difference," The Timekeeper snapped, apparently reading theirs.  "The expectations are stored.  Time is already captured.  He simply has to pull the lever.  Go on Stuart.  Be good."


Romana was shocked by the sudden fierceness in The Doctor's voice.


"Do you really want to bow out clutching that... idiotic impulse buy of yours?  At least bring about the end of everything doing what you do best.  Where's Vera??"


The man hung his head, although his hand stayed on the lever.


"Locked away!"  His voice was a childlike wail.


"You are always so professional.  You always have a spare violin!"


Romana had lost the plot.  Besides, it didn't seem very important for them to persuade  this befuddled-looking individual not to pull the lever.  The other man, presumably the time-obsessed Adversary, was looking as if he were enjoying the spectacle.  And he was within easy reach of the lever himself in a few swift strides.


"Spare violin.   SHIT!  OF COURSE!!" The blond man's hair now seemed to be standing on end.  "I gave it to the courier in the bar!  He must still have it!  I asked him to pack it in the airport shuttle just in case I...locked myself out!  Fucking weird look he gave me.  Oh, please can someone see if it's still there?


Quite a few people, one possibly said courier, ran off to check, happily playing along with this surreal scenario.


"What," The Timekeeper suddenly said, massively, "do you want to play the - er - 'fucking' violin for NOW, of all times??  THROW THE SWITCH!  I'M GETTING IMPATIENT!"


A thin figure stepped out onto the stage beside him.


"Why?  You've got all the time in the world."


A massive cheer went up from a proportion of the audience, for whom the universe suddenly made a whole lot more sense - wow, and this gig hadn't even been advertised!  The rest of the crowd just turned and stared at them.  The punchline wasn't that funny!  Even The Doctor looked momentarily bemused.  In fact he looked rather uncomfortable.  He shifted his weight and looked considerably less confident than Romana would have hoped.  He was also ridiculously slight next to his adversary, who had turned to stare at him now; peering down his nose as if at a strangely diverting turd.


"And what exactly," The Timekeeper snarled eventually, are you hoping to do this time?"


"It won't work, you know," the Doctor said simply.  He then took a half step backwards as The Timekeeper inhaled impressively.


Everyone held their breath, except for the blond man who was grinning inanel and staring at  The Doctor as if waiting for a signal.  Then The Timekeeper merely exhaled; slowly, measuredly.


"We'll see about that," he said quietly.  He then turned and walked towards the machine.  "I'll spare you the rhetoric, Doctor.  But it is one more World lost, I'm afraid.  Oh, and another thing.  You're not a good KEY-keeper, either!"


 At this he abruptly struck the palm-bark screen that formed the backdrop of the stage with a resounding thump.  It flapped backwards, thudding dully to the sand.


There stood the TARDIS.  A Bath-stone building on a Samoan beach.


Some very impressed applause this time.


Romana was horrified.  And even more so when she saw a real flicker of alarm cross The Doctor's face.  The Timekeeper waved a set of keys in front of him, and then turned his attention back to the Time-Catcher.


"So I'm afraid you've 'had it' too.  But look on the bright side.  At least that bottle of tequila will last you forever."


With that, he threw the switch.


After a few seconds, some of the audience began to feel that uncomfortable yet detached embarrassment that comes of watching things go wrong on stage.  These fireworks were taking an awfully long time.


The Timekeeper eventually gave in to instinct and turned to stare at the machine incredulously.


The Doctor rolled a cigarette.  Romana cautiously released her held breath.  Some of the audience started to mutter.


The Doctor lit up, inhaling with visible and audible satisfaction.  Then he started to speak, in matter-of-fact tones.


"It won't actually work for the simple reason that this is not, in fact, the New Millennium.  You see, there never was a Year Zero.  So two thousand years will not have elapsed until - ah - this time next year.  I'm afraid you're too early."


There was a substantial pause during which two things happened: someone handed the blond man a violin case (with which he gratefully retreated), and the Timekeeper turned bright red in the face and seemed to inflate to twice his normal size.


"I KNOW THAT!  Any idiot knows that! But these beings have all been looking forward to this year...it's what they think, what they anticipate, what they look forward to that matters!  Look at this gauge: it's full!  Why hasn't it worked??  The science is exact!  WHY HAVEN'T I TRAPPED ANY ACTUAL TIME ALONG WITH THEIR EXPECTATIONS??!  And don't tell me that time is subjective and all of that...CRAP!!!  TIME OBEYS RULES!!!"


"Ah.  I'm afraid it doesn't.  Your mistake is in expecting it to behave in a certain way.  In expecting order when in fact there is chaos.  Time is a free spirit.  And you haven't caught it."


Another pause.  Close to Romana a heavily bearded man turned to his sweaty looking friend and said, "Is this another one of those Buddhist things, like what he read in Geneva?"


The Timekeeper was nodding slowly.   "All right.  You've beaten me on that one.  You are, however, forgetting one thing."


The Doctor raised his eyebrows inquiringly.


"I'VE GOT YOUR SHIP!!  I CAN NOW CONTROL TIME BY TRAVELLING THROUGH IT!!  And I'll tell you exactly where I'm going first: forward in time.  By one year.  And then I will try again."


"Well, that won't work either.  You won't capture any expectations.  You see, people don't care about 2001.  Doesn't have the same ring about it."


"We'll see.  But even if it doesn't work - you're left here, I'm afraid.  TRAPPED.  In all this banality."


"Yes.  I suppose I am."


"Goodbye, Doctor."


"One moment.  Indulge me."  The Doctor fished a hand into a back pocket, and withdrew a tiny coin.  "Why don't we make the stakes more interesting?  I'll make you a little bet."


The Timekeeper had climbed down the back of the stage and was on his way to the TARDIS.  But he hesitated, curious, and turned to look up at his enemy.


"Heads," said The Doctor, "and you win.  You take everything.  You destroy the Earth; if you can.  And...you kill me."


The Timekeeper looked dubious.  "Can you be killed?" "If I am trapped in time I become mortal.  I like to think I'm mortal as it is.  Anyway, Tails and ...you return the TARDIS.  You stop.  You lose."


"You are scarcely in a position to wager," smiled The Timekeeper.  "And now that you've mentioned it, I'll kill you anyway!!  But go ahead and toss, if you like."  He walked back towards the stage, his expression smugness personified.  And openly evil now.


The audience were at this point further intrigued by the arrival on stage of a feisty-looking female draped in gothic necklaces and a blue cotton dress.  She stood warily a few steps behind The Doctor as if wanting to help but unsure as to how.  Abruptly, he spun around and passed her the coin.  "You toss," he said aloud.  Then he fixed her with a look that was somewhere between desperation and conspiracy.  Inexplicably, Romana felt a lump in her throat as she wordlessly took the coin and spun it high in to the warm night air.


"A little over-enthusiastic," murmured The Doctor as it hurtled away from the expected trajectory and plunged off the back of the stage.  The Timekeeper caught it, slapped it onto the back of his hand, and held it up.


"It's Tails.  Oh well done, Doctor.  Now what was it I had to do?  Oh yes: return the TARDIS  and ...stop!"


"Congratulations on your new-found sense of irony," said The Doctor, allowing bitterness to creep in to his voice for the first time.  "You should honour the bet."


"Oh no.  You see, you were cheating.  This coin doesn't have a 'heads'." He examined it.  "Just a lot of scratches."


"Be careful," said The Doctor lightly.  "It's a zahir.  Think about it."


"Certainly.  Goodbye."  The Timekeeper turned and strolled towards the TARDIS's door, still clutching the coin.


Romana tweaked at The Doctor's sleeve and said in a low voice: "What are you doing?"


"What do you think?"


Romana watched the retreating figure desperately.  Surely that couldn't be it.  And then there was his promise to kill The Doctor - was he fetching some weapon now? 


She heard herself gulp. "Are you hoping you're going to drive him mad by exciting obsessional thoughts about that stupid coin?  Because I don't think we've got the time --"


What happened next provided the long-delayed climax the audience had been waiting for.  The Timekeeper's passage towards the TARDIS was unexpectedly interrupted by the arrival in his right palm of a large, panicky male tiger.  Neither creature maintained their positions very long: The Timekeeper rapidly disappeared beneath a furious confusion of teeth, claws, roars and screams; the tiger, having disengaged himself from this mess, decided he wanted out.  He leapt towards the only familiar (and somewhat surprised) face in this gathering, whose owner took a step sideways and backwards, collided with the Time-Catcher, gracelessly collapsed against it and brought the whole thing toppling down onto the stage, its funnel pointing out towards the audience.  At the same time there was an enormous explosion from within and a split second later shrieking balls of bright blue light spat themselves out, across and through the assembled crowd, rushed out to sea, arced skywards and rapidly dispersed in an intoxicating rush of ear-shattering noise and burnt ozone.


The pause was so long that an outside observer might have concluded that time had frozen after all.  And then the cheering started.  And went on, and on, and on.


Romana helped The Doctor to his feet.  


"No, I rather had something like that in mind, actually," he said, and treated her to a toothy smile.


And then a rip-roaring, toe-tapping fiddle tune cut into the cheers, which quickly drew to a respectful halt.  Stuart, smiling like a man possessed by angels, effortlessly swept everyone along into his music.  Playing as for sheer joy.  On the moonlit sea someone even saw the silhouettes of  leaping dolphins for whom time in general (and especially the Millennium) was never really a concern anyway.  But they knew a good tune when they heard it.


Unknown minutes later he finished, blond hair now adhering to a sweat-soaked forehead.  The crowd went wild again.


"Let's go."  Romana heard this whisper in her ear and turned to see The Doctor indicating the path to the TARDIS.  "I can't see Bartlebooth again - we have to find him."


"OK," she agreed.  They surreptitiously moved towards the edge of the stage, and started to climb down.


"OI!!"  came a shout.  The Doctor froze, cringing.  "Where do you think you're going!"  Slowly The Doctor stood up again.  The crowd were suddenly silent.  He walked towards the front of the stage.


His smile was good-natured but embarrassed.  As was his voice.  "I'm really not here for the reason you think.  It's - ah - all just a coincidence.  Really."


"All a coincidence??"  came an incredulous Belgian-accented shout.  "We've come here from all over the world!  We felt as if we were being called here!"


"Yeah," came a female voice.  "And it is a special evening!"


"And Stuart's here too!"  A German.


"So get on with the show."  An impatient voice of indeterminate accent.  "Just the music this time.  Without all the weird chat and special effects."


"No."  The Doctor smiled but his voice was emphatic.  "I really do have to go."


He started to move off but something in the mixed growls, whispers and shufflings of the audience (or at least a proportion of it) stopped him.  He turned around.  His expression was glassy.   
"All right," he said quietly.  "Just one."


Sunrise.


A few tropical variants on the seagull picked their way over the remains of the party like vultures on a battlefield.  A few puddles of pina colada-flavoured vomit busied one in particular, and a fat man watched it with distaste.  He sat awkwardly cross-legged, propped against the bar, playing with the sand with one hand and rubbing his beard with the other.  He indicated the bird with a brief gesture.


"Sort of sums things up, really, doesn't it.  Lots of beauty - but also something ugly, just to provide the edge."


"Yeah," mused his somewhat thinner, bespectacled companion.


"But bizarre gig, all told.  I mean, I don't even pretend to understand all that pretentious shit about time and stuff.  And I never thought I'd saw him stoop so long as to do a light-show, for Chris sakes."


"Yeah.  I never thought he'd sell out like that."


"How many numbers did he do in the end?"


"Jesus!  How drunk were you?  Just the two: 'Amnesiac' - unplugged but bloody loud.   He said tht was it, but we kind of persuaded him to do another: 'Again' -  A Cappella.   At least he didn't forget the words. Looked like he'd had a few, too."


"Who was the bird?  No - I don't mean that one."


"Dunno.  A groupie?"  The man snorted disdainfully.


"S'pose so," said the fat man.  "Jeez.  Never thought I'd live to see that.  What really got me though was the bloody tiger."


"How did he get it to do that?  Bet he hired it all from Vegas.  Like that David Chipperfield bloke, him what makes the Space Shuttle disappear and that."


"Cheap conjuring tricks.  Terrible really.  'Copperfield', by the way."


"Oh yeah."


In the ensuing pause the gull-like bird at the vomit-slick took off and flew out to sea, the pink glow of the sunrise glancing off its angelic wings as it soared towards the sun.


"Yeah," mused the fat man.  "Just like him, that bird."


The other's brow furrowed.  "Don't remember him eating vomit, even at the Marquee gigs."


"I meant the music," said the fat man testily.


His companion remained silent for a long time before saying, "Wish he'd reform the band, though.  What was that he said to you when you shouted for 'Plague'?"


The other coughed and affected a clipped and exaggeratedly classy accent.  "That was then and this is now.  Live for 'now'.  Let the past go."


"Was that when you told him to bring out the others?"


"Well, yeah.  Reunion was the least we could expect, I thought.  Instead the bloody stage collapses.  Weight of that thingummy did for it.  Time we'd all recovered from the shock he'd gone.  So had the building and the bird."


"And the fucking tiger."


"Yeah," said the fat man, but glanced up the beach, just in case.


The Doctor was in an incredibly good mood, humming loudly and occasionally bursting into full "dah-de-dah"s as he set the TARDIS's (Thousands Admire Ridiculous Display In Samoa read the screen) controls.  As they took off into space and time he invited Romana through to the waiting-room and here they sat with the last of the tequila.  Nasty stuff, thought Romana, but she thought she deserved to get drunk now, and God knew it was good for that.


"Cheers," said The Doctor as they struck glasses.  He then settled back in a seat opposite her.


"How's Bartlebooth?" asked Romana.


The Doctor sipped his drink.  "Tired, I think.  Sylvia's in the clearing with him: both asleep.  There is another tiger in fact: Tommy.  But he and Sylvia don't get on so he rarely comes near them, he just lurks around in the bushes.  A bit sad, really."


A pause, but a comfortable one this time.  Romana perused his expression thoughtfully and eventually asked, "Did you know what was going to happen - about the coin and Bartlebooth, I mean?"


"No," was the quiet reply.  "Tigers.  Zahirs.  Incredibly well-timed re-materialisation and parallel universes.  Time itself.  I can't control these things, at least not in any significant way.  But I can learn to live with them.  To expect the unexpected.  I made sure that I wasn't expecting anything to happen.  And something did happen."


She didn't think about the next question, it just came out.  "Why do you do this?"


He shrugged.  "I love life.  I love what I do because it's part of life,part of the little difference we make to an otherwise indifferent nature.  And it's fun.  Serious fun."   He looked her in the eye.  She stared back.


"And you love music."


He nodded slowly.  "Yes."  He looked down and smiled.  "Though I'm not so keen on drums in my old age."


"Is that being - your enemy - dead?"


"Well, I think that body is.  Not that I gave it a close examination."


"No," agreed Romana, who had walked past it with her eyes closed.  She shuddered.


Another pause.  The Doctor was staring into the depths of his glass and gently swilling the contents.  Romana began to feel the dull throb of anti-climax start to invade her head, and took another sip to try to ward it off for the moment.


"Where will you go next?" she asked.  Even as she asked it she hoped that he might hear the yearning for adventure in her voice and ask her along with him, to meet new challenges.  And even as she heard his reply she realised that that probably wasn't what she really wanted.


"Where the mood takes me, I suppose.  Where I'm needed, to continue the fight against banality.  In new directions.  Into uncharted waters.  New territory.  Terra incognita."


He looked down and rubbed the side of his nose methodically.  Romana saw him carefully intake his breath and swiftly cut him short before he could speak.


"You're right.  I should stay on Earth.  I've had a taste of the life I once had and...it was an amazing experience.  But I couldn't do this full-time.  I chose to forget it all, for a good reason.  What I want is...to be settled again.  Really happy within myself and with who I am.  I have to have faith in my own decisions and I shouldn't live for the past.  I should let the past go."


He looked up and gazed at her steadily for a few seconds, smiling.  "Absolutely," he said quietly.


V cut in at this point.  "Our position is...back in Bath."


"Thank-you, V.  What a smooth journey," The Doctor called.  Then, quietly again to Romana: "When you're ready, your bus back to London awaits."


She sighed; put down the empty glass.


"Are you all right?"


She smiled wanly.  "I just feel kind of ...stranded.  I still don't know if I'm making the right decision.  I decided once, and I changed my mind.  I could do that again.  What if I'm not doing the right thing?"


The Doctor stood up and held out a hand.  She took it and stood too.  "Don't waste time feeling like that," he said gently.  "Go home.  Have your party.  Celebrate the start of ...whatever.  It may not be a new millennium, but it's a new start for you - if you believe it is, and that's what matters.  Look to the future.  You have choice, opportunities and the future. You have time. And tonight, you have the eve of the year 2000."


"We're back in time, back where we started," Romana murmured.  And then added, rather weakly, "Thank you."


"No, thank you.  And goodbye."


They embraced.  And then Romana swallowed the lump in her throat and quickly turned to go.


"Ah - Romana?"  It was the first time he had used her name.  She couldn't remember if she had even told him what it was.  She turned around.  He was looking a little blurry round the edges; as was the room.  Bloody tequila.


He continued, and she wished she could make out his expression.  "Remember: have serious fun."


She smiled, turned...and seemed to keep on turning.  The room was spinning.  She slumped to the floor...


...and opened her eyes in quite a different room.  One full of people, conversation and condensation.  Chairs and tables.  A log-effect fire.  Dogs.  Drinks.


Her vision was completely clear.  She felt stone cold sober...and a little tired.


Everything was as it had been.  Her manuscript was still spread out on the table before her.  There was her rucksack.  Her coat was still damp.  She was in her winter clothes.  The dogs still steamed by the fire, the tramp was still peering over at her, the old soldier was still in his reserved seat, mumbling into his Courage Best.


The table diametrically opposing her own was empty.  No beer glass.  A clean ashtray.


A dream?  Could it have been?  To her alarm, Romana felt the remembered events take on a hazy quality.  It was, she had thought, relatively easy for her, of all people, to accept extraordinary occurrences.  But she felt a strong strain of doubt.  A glance at her watch revealed that it was in fact twenty minutes after her first arrival at the pub.  Plenty of time for her to nod off.  To succumb to (she blinked with a sub-species of embarrassment even as the thought it) wishful thinking.


She sipped her beer.  Wishful thinking?  Well, she had wished not to leave the Earth after all.  Even in a dream she had chosen to settle here.  At least for the moment.  At least in this universe.


In a parallel universe, she might have chosen to stay with The Doctor.


She felt strangely comforted, and muttered to herself: "Good. If she's doing that in one universe, I can feel happy with...having a party tonight in this one."


In another universe, she might have stayed with the original Doctor.  Or maybe she had chosen to pursue adventure on her own - with the metal dog, perhaps.


And perhaps in another universe...this one, for example...she was simply an earthling with an over-vivid imagination.  One who had to get home because she had a party to prepare.


Suddenly, it all seemed to make perfect sense.


She stood up, put on her coat and gathered up her papers.  Then she froze and looked at them speculatively.


They burned extremely well.  One lurcher gave her an appreciative wag of the tail and she felt the tramp's eyes boring into her back as she enjoyed the conflagration too.


She turned to go.  The snow had started again and the street was rapidly darkening.  "It is the year's midnight," she mused aloud.  And then she reeled with shock.


Two men were entering the pub, both wrapped up well against the cold.  Both were tall: one was grey-haired, thin and bespectacled; the other blond and more stocky.  She caught the end of a sentence from the second one:


"...just one for the road, 'cos I don't reckon the traffic in Bristol tonight."


The other man's gaze alighted on Romana who was dimly aware of having her mouth hanging open.  She fought the urge to speak, to say something which could be really embarrassing.


There wasn't a flicker of recognition on his face.  A little puzzlement perhaps; probably caused by her expression, she supposed.  She smiled weakly.  A slight raising of the eyebrows greeted this, and then a smile in return.


Romana hurried out.  She caught a snippet of an exchange from the bar behind her:


"Blimey, you two are working hard today.  You'll have to celebrate the new millennium in here tonight, at this rate."


"It's not," came the clipped but resonant reply, "the new millennium.  That's not until -"


The door banged shut behind her.


No, it wasn't a new millennium, but there was still plenty to celebrate.  The strangeness of life, for example.  The little tricks the cosmos plays on us - perhaps for its own amusement, but more often than not providing amusement for us too.  Coincidences.  Memory.  The imagination.  What life enhancing things these were.  Musing on this, Romana gathered her coat around her, crossed the road and set off for the bus station.  Then, seeing that she still had time (she allowed herself an ironic chuckle) she decided to detour into Waitrose to buy an extra bottle of champagne - one of really good quality.  As she joined the queue, she formed the resolution to have the bottle open and drunk before midnight.  Not that she was expecting anything to happen then - simply because she knew that nothing was a certainty anymore.  She smiled.  Yes, she liked that idea.


It is still snowing as the two figures emerge into the darkness and wend their separate ways home.  The Bath-stone building stands silent; dormant for a while.  Its plain exterior belies the hugeness within.  Dimensions as yet unexplored supernaturally expand this place beyond its mere walls.  Waters are as yet uncharted.  New land awaits to be discovered.  In here, all possibilities can come to fruition.  Here, space is boundless.


But time, in all probability, will not be kept.

THE END

