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Carrie had cut his chops into bite-sized pieces again.  

Malcolm thanked her politely and started the slow process of transferring food to his mouth 

one-handed. She thinks she’s being kind, he thought, but the doctors wanted him to do more for 

himself, and tackling a meal was probably ideal therapy. Since his stroke he had built up the 

muscles of his right arm to something approaching the level he’d enjoyed before—although he’d 

not appreciated how lucky he was back then—and had regained a little movement in his 

paralysed left side. He knew he should keep up the pressure, but it was so nice when he didn’t 

have to try. So he kept quiet and hoped Carrie would be on meals again soon. 

If truth be told, Malcolm was bored. Bored of therapeutic exercises, bored of having 

nobody with whom he could share stimulating conversation. He’d surely wrung every ounce of 

interest possible out of observing his fellow inmates at the Golden Firs Residential Care Home, 

and new arrivals were all too rare. Although a room near his was empty, so… he felt guilty at the 

thought. 

Carrie took his tray, and he turned his attention to Frank Bough and the Nationwide team 

on the telly. It was a large colour effort—very swish!—and he could lose himself in it for hours. 

He had mixed feelings about that, too. 

Alice, the manager, strode in with an odd-looking white-haired gentleman beside her. 

Turning off the TV, she clapped her hands for attention. “My dear friends,” she began. “If you 

can just focus on me for one tiny smidgeon of your time…” 

Malcolm tuned her out; she was making her usual patronising welcome speech. Instead, he 

watched the man. He wore clothes that appeared to date from Malcolm’s childhood, before the 

Great War, but he seemed fitter than any of the other residents. What brought him here? A 

mental affliction, perhaps? The look he gave Alice when she introduced him was brimming with 

anger, but Malcolm thought that quite rational. 

Once Alice was finished the newcomer stood for a moment, surveying the room. He 

noticed Malcolm’s attention and nodded slightly, then resumed his sweep, scanning each face in 

turn, his thoughts only betrayed by small movements of mouth and brow. Eventually he made up 

his mind and strode over, swinging his cane. “Good day to you, sir,” he said. “May I join you?” 

“Please do. Doctor Foreman, wasn’t it?” Malcolm hated the way his voice slurred now that 

only half his mouth moved properly. 

His companion tutted as he lowered himself into a chair, looking momentarily pained. “Just 

Doctor, please.” 

“Well, Doctor, welcome to Golden Firs. What brings you here?” 

“Yes,” he said, picking up on the wry tone and smiling for the first time. “It’s hardly the 

Garden of Peace, is it? Still, I have a feeling it will do nicely.” 

“I’m sorry? Garden of Peace?” 
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“Never mind, never mind, just a, well, now is perhaps not the time.” He stared wistfully 

into the distance, lost in memory. 

Malcolm just had time to introduce himself before Carrie ambled over. “It’s nice to see you 

two chatting away already. Can I get you anything, Doctor?” 

He patted her hand. “Thank you, my dear. A cup of tea would be delightful. And something 

for my new friend here, too.” 

The transformation from the repressed fury—or was it fear?—Malcolm had seen when the 

man first arrived was remarkable. Yes, he thought, I’m going to enjoy getting to know you, 

Doctor. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Malcolm spent a fair amount of time with the Doctor over the next few days. Speaking was slow 

and tiring for him, so he generally only said what he had to, but the Doctor seemed genuinely 

interested, and Malcolm wanted to winkle out as much information as he could from his fellow 

resident. So he made the effort and felt enlivened rather than enervated by the process. 

Then the Doctor had his first visitor. 

“Hello, Doctor.” The young man who had just walked into the lounge was clean cut and 

conservatively dressed with sensibly short hair; Malcolm’s nephew could have done worse than 

emulate him. The Doctor, who had been facing away from the door, started. 

“Chesterton! It’s about time you got here—what’s happening? Susan—Barbara—are 

they…?” 

The visitor smiled. “They’re safe for now, Doctor. We did as you suggested; Barbara found 

somewhere for Susan, and I’ve had the TAR”—he glanced across at Malcolm—“uh, the luggage, 

put into storage.”  

“You weren’t…” the Doctor seemed to struggle for words. “You came alone, did you?” 

“Don’t worry. I made sure nobody was following me. Er…” He paused, looking slightly 

wary. “I’m sorry, won’t you introduce me to your friend?” 

The Doctor had started to relax again. “Of course! Malcolm, this is Ian Chesterton; Ian, this 

is Malcolm… ah…” 

“Conway. Malcolm Conway.” 

“Pleased to meet you.” Ian offered his hand and, Malcolm shook it, grateful it wasn’t his 

right side that had been paralysed. It saved some embarrassment, at least. 

“I’m glad to see you making friends, Doctor,” said Ian. A brief look passed between the 

two of them, a moment of secret communication, then the young man turned to Malcolm, 

smiling wryly. “Don’t let the Doctor’s manner fool you; his bark is worse than his bite.” 

There was an affection in his voice that cut against the disrespectful content of the words, 

and Malcolm felt himself warming to the young man. “I realise that. Although I think I would 

not want to be on the opposite side of him when it mattered.” 

Ian laughed. “Oh, he’s got your number, Doctor!” The Doctor himself was looking at 

Malcolm appraisingly and with a degree of approval. 

After an hour of amiable chatting, partially hampered by the furtive way the Doctor and Ian 

would occasionally pause and change the subject, Alice stuck her head round the door. “Mr. 

Chesterton? So sorry to interrupt, but there’s an issue with Doctor Foreman’s paperwork I need 

to discuss with you. If you wouldn’t mind…?” 
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Ian shrugged at the Doctor, smiling wryly. “Don’t worry,” he said as he rose to leave, 

“Barbara and I won’t let that thing find you… or Susan. We’ll make sure to keep you both safe. 

I’ll see you in a few days.” 

Well, thought Malcolm, what a very odd conversation. “So, Doctor,” he said, “that young 

man is your… nephew? Son-in-law?” 

“A friend, I think. Yes, I would certainly say he and Barbara are very good friends to Susan 

and myself. Susan is my granddaughter.” 

There was great pride in his voice, and Malcolm waited, expecting him to produce a 

photograph; most grandparents would have done so. But the Doctor stared absently out of the 

window, lost in thought. Malcolm waited patiently, and eventually, with a sigh his new friend 

brought his attention back to the present. 

“A penny for them, Doctor?” 

“Hm? Oh, I was just considering Susan. She’s growing up so fast, you see. I’m not sure 

how long she’s likely to stay with me, and in a sense we are all each other has, now.” He smiled, 

wistfully. “Two travellers, forever separated from our own people, our home.” 

Malcolm wondered what the Doctor meant. They might have been refugees displaced 

during the War, but that would put Susan in her late twenties, and it sounded as if she was 

considerably younger than that; so it must have been something more recent. He was about to 

enquire further when the staff arrived to get everyone ready for dinner. Instantly the Doctor 

packed away his melancholy, and the moment was lost. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Two days had gone by, but it wasn’t Ian Chesterton who next came to visit the Doctor. 

“Malcolm, this is Miss Wright. Barbara Wright.” 

The woman was striking. She looked to be in her late twenties and had what Malcolm felt 

to be a “modern” sensibility, and yet, rationally, he knew that her hair was several years out of 

date and her skirt several inches too long. Plus, she was wearing a mauve cardigan. Stylish, yet 

outmoded; sensible, but with a keen and idiosyncratic eye towards her appearance. He didn’t 

quite know what to make of her. 

They chatted for a few minutes, and Barbara’s gentle manner put him at his ease in a way 

that was quite different from Ian’s. She had that same reserve, though. That same air of someone 

who was holding back, who would find it easier to talk with the Doctor alone. Malcolm felt that 

it would be polite to excuse himself, but his fascination with the Doctor and his friends overruled 

his upbringing. After all, he told himself, what’s the point of being an old cripple if you can’t 

ignore some of the social niceties? He was only half joking. 

Voices he recognised drifted in through the doorway to the hall: Harry and his wife. Of 

course. Their timing was impeccable. 

“Hi, Uncle. How… how are you today?” As ever, the lad looked and sounded scared. It 

took a lot for Harry to actually speak to Malcolm; they both knew that most of the conversation 

would be driven by Stephanie and would drag on just long enough for her to feel that Harry had 

done his familial duty. 

Before Malcolm could reply, Stephanie turned to the Doctor and Miss Wright. “Sorry, 

we’re not interrupting, are we? It’s just that Harold’s been keen to see his uncle all week, haven’t 

you, dear, and this was the only afternoon we could make it. ’Cause of work. You understand?” 
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“Indeed,” replied the Doctor, glancing briefly at Harry before turning back. “I understand 

perfectly.” Malcolm was getting to know the Doctor’s mannerisms and caught the undertone; 

Stephanie missed it completely. 

“Doctor,” put in Barbara, “why don’t we go for a stroll around the garden? It looks very 

pleasant out there, and we won’t be disturbing anybody else.” She turned to the newcomers. 

“We’ll leave you in peace. It was nice to meet you.” 

“Well, that was kind of her, wasn’t it?” said Stephanie as Barbara and the Doctor left via 

the French windows. Malcolm’s eyes followed them as they went, before he returned his 

attention to his own visitors. Unlike Barbara, Stephanie was wearing a very mini miniskirt, and 

her messy hair was presumably an attempt at the latest fashion. Although even that wasn’t as bad 

as Harry’s, hanging long and lank over his ears and making him look like a droopy dog. 

Well now, thought Malcolm, I am in a mood today. Perhaps it was being frustrated in his 

attempts to find out more about whatever it was that the Doctor felt he had to hide. Still, maybe 

there was something he could do about that. 

“Harry?” The lad jumped. “Can we move over by the windows, please?” 

“What a good idea,” put in Stephanie. “Fresh air is so good for you.” 

He made sure they were placed as close to the opening as possible without it becoming 

obvious to Barbara and the Doctor, then he tuned out his relatives while they droned on and 

concentrated instead on the conversation outside. It was tricky to make out more than brief 

snatches, but Malcolm found that there was something about the difficulty which stimulated his 

mind in a way he hadn’t felt for a long time. 

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” said Barbara. “I don’t believe she is safe. Not now. I 

don’t know where we went wrong, but that device of yours detected it in the vicinity of… where 

she’s hidden. What do we do?” 

The Doctor’s voice was, in general, harder to make out, and Malcolm missed the reply. 

“Well, Ian’s trying to lure it away,” carried on Barbara, “and we’re making sure we stay 

apart for now, but I wanted to warn you.” 

“Thank you. You know I would rather”—something unintelligible—“don’t you?” 

“Of course. But…” 

Annoyingly, their wanderings took them out of earshot. Malcolm took the opportunity to 

make meaningless small talk with his relatives, lest they demand some response at a less 

convenient time. When eavesdropping became feasible once more he shut up, and Stephanie was 

happy to ramble on; unfortunately Barbara was winding up the interesting part of the 

conversation. 

“It is good to talk to you, Doctor. Psychic entities are not exactly our area of expertise, and 

I think Ian’s at the stage where he’d relish having something physical to fight. You would be so 

much better at engaging with this thing.” 

“And that, my dear, is precisely why I can’t. If we were to come into contact, well…” 

“I understand. It makes sense for you to stay out of the way.” 

“Yes. And poor Susan is so open, she’s even more vulnerable. Still, bring me the”—

something or other—“and I shall see what I can manage.” 

They moved onto other topics then, and Malcolm could extract no more, although he 

pondered what he had heard until brought back to the present by his nephew. 

“Uncle? Did you hear?” 

“Hm?” 
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“I said, we need to split. We’re having friends over, Steph’s making prawn cocktails, and 

we need to stop off on the way home to get some things from Safeway. We’ll see you 

Wednesday, yeah? Oh, and enjoy your bingo.” 

Malcolm shut his eyes and sighed. Of course. Bingo after tea. Just wonderful. 

 

* * * * * 

 

“And that’s it, is it?” The Doctor looked puzzled. “Just crossing out numbers as they are 

announced and shouting?” He held the pad of tickets up to the light and studied it intently as if 

hoping to extract some deeper meaning. “This ‘bingo’ lacks something of the subtlety of chess or 

go, hm?” 

A flutter of hope lifted Malcolm’s heart. “You don’t play chess by any chance, Doctor?” 

“Indeed I do. Indeed I do. As a matter of fact I used to play against Capablanca’s father. I 

like to think I inspired the boy.” 

Malcolm laughed. “Very funny. I have a set in my room, and nobody to challenge me. 

Maybe we could try a game tomorrow?” 

“Why wait? Carpe diem!” 

“Sorry, Bingo is compulsory. They won’t let us play chess instead.” 

The Doctor leaned forward and smiled conspiratorially. “Then we shall play both at the 

same time. Allow me to fetch your board.” He rose and headed for the lift. Nobody stopped him; 

all the staff were busy settling the frailer and more awkward residents at the tables, and every 

one of them happened to be looking elsewhere. A remarkable piece of luck. 

Malcolm shivered. Yes, that was all it was, wasn’t it? Just luck. 

 

* * * * * 

 

“Jeremy’s den, number ten.”  

“Bingo!” The cry came from old Mrs. Hancock… again. The Doctor’s phrase “crossing off 

numbers and shouting” fitted her version of the game to a tee. 

Carol—on calling duty this week—looked rather desperate. “Thank you, Mrs. Hancock. 

Anyone else? No? Then I’ll carry on.” 

Malcolm awkwardly scribbled over the “10” on his ticket and turned his attention back to 

the more rewarding game. His chess skills were definitely rusty, and the “brain fog” he had 

suffered from since his stroke made things worse. The Doctor had won their first match handily; 

the second after a harder fight. They weren’t totally mismatched, however, and it made a change 

for Malcolm to be the one reaching. At least mentally.  

Time passed. The third match was going better, and both players were taking longer 

between moves. Malcolm’s hand hovered over his surviving knight. He knew he had to keep up 

the pressure on the Doctor’s queen, and knight to rook 5 would certainly do that, but some 

instinct was telling him to hold off. If only he could keep his focus… he raised his eyes and saw 

Carrie approaching. “I’m sorry, gentlemen,” she said, “but bingo’s been over a while now, and 

it’s time for bed. You’ll have to finish your game tomorrow.” 

Malcolm hadn’t noticed the time. A good sign, considering how tired he normally was of 

an evening. After a glance in his direction the Doctor turned to the girl and started to pour on the 

charm. 
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“My dear, I do believe we are quite close to finishing. Is there any possibility of us 

continuing for just a little while longer?” 

Carrie returned his warm smile. “I suppose… well, if we get the other residents settled first, 

maybe you could carry on till I get back? That should give you another twenty minutes.” 

The Doctor’s smile broadened. “Bless you, Child. That would be splendid.” 

Malcolm turned back to the board. The paint on the wooden surface had faded over the 

years, and some of the pieces were chipped, but he would never let it go; it had been a birthday 

present. From his Gladys. 

Malcolm noticed that although the Doctor seemed relaxed and happy on the surface there 

was an underlying tension which was nothing to do with chess. He wondered if it resulted from 

the conversation with Miss Wright earlier. 

After a few more moves Malcolm sighed again. He’d tried his best, but he couldn’t see a 

path to winning, not anymore. Still, he was pleased with how he’d managed to contain the 

Doctor’s attacks and force him to leave his king so exposed. There had to be a way to capitalise 

on that! If only he could figure out what the Doctor was planning to do with his queen now. He 

sat back to contemplate this unknown element… and froze. 

A girl was standing in the room, quite still, before the curtains that now covered the French 

windows. The lounge was otherwise empty, the residents in their rooms, the busy staff making 

them ready for the night. The skirt length, the hair—like Barbara, a creature out of time. 

Malcolm was quite sure who this was. 

“Doctor…?” 

“Hm? What is it?” He didn’t look up. 

“I think you have a visitor.” 

Whether it was Malcolm’s words or his tone, something got through to the Doctor then; he 

lifted his gaze from the board and saw the girl, who smiled broadly, ran to him, bent down, and 

gave him a huge hug. 

“Oh, Grandfather! It’s so good to see you!” 

The Doctor sat stiffly, frowning; he didn’t hug her back but placed a single hand gently on 

her shoulder. “Susan, Susan, what are you doing here, Child? You know we should be staying 

apart!” 

She released him and stood up, her head drooping in contrition. Malcolm revised his 

estimate of her age: when she first appeared he had thought her to be in her early twenties, but 

her movements and attitude were definitely those of a teenager. 

“I’m sorry, Grandfather, I know it was wrong of me, but I was so worried about you! All 

alone in this…”—she shuddered—“… this hideous place.” Malcolm’s gaze took in the floral 

stripe wallpaper, the tufted green carpet, the Formica-topped tables still scattered with discarded 

bingo tickets. She had a point. 

The tension left the Doctor’s face quite suddenly, and he smiled at his granddaughter. 

“Well, never mind all that! I’m quite fine, as you can plainly see. How are you?” 

She pouted. “It’s boring just waiting. There was nothing to do but worry, so I followed 

Barbara, then waited some more until there was nobody around. I simply had to see you!” 

The Doctor nodded, almost to himself. “Boring, eh? Well, we’ll have to see what we can 

do about that. Anyway, as you can tell I’m fit as a fiddle; so now you can put your mind at rest 

and run along, hm? Dear me, you young people do make such a fuss! I’ll be in trouble with the 

staff here if they catch me with visitors at this time of night, even if you are family. And it will 

be getting dark soon. You don’t want to worry your grandfather, do you?” 
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“Must I?” She paused for a moment looking sad, then shook her head vigorously and 

grabbed the Doctor again. “Oh, Grandfather! How long is that monster going to be stalking us? I 

can’t stand it!” 

He patted her back affectionately, but Malcolm could see he was frowning. “Not much 

longer now, Child. Just follow the plan. And do what Mr. Chesterton and Miss Wright tell you, 

yes?” He lifted her chin. “For your grandfather?” 

She smiled, bravely. “I’ll try. Good night.” 

“Good night, Susan.” 

She scuttled behind the curtains, and they heard the French windows close again. 

Malcolm wasn’t sure what to make of this conversation. “Your granddaughter is very fond 

of you,” he ventured. 

The Doctor frowned again. “That wasn’t Susan.” 

“I’m sorry?” 

“Oh, it was her corporeal form—she was physically here—but the mind,” he tapped his 

forehead, “the mind was that of an alien. Did you hear the way she talked?” 

“She sounded like most young folk do.” Which wasn’t quite true, but Malcolm wasn’t 

going to encourage wild ideas at this point. 

“Did she indeed? Well, perhaps I wouldn’t know what young people are normally like. But 

I know Susan.” He shook himself briefly, as if trying to release some of his excess tension. 

“Susan would never be bored for long—if there was nothing of interest in her surroundings, 

she’d invent a project of her own. She’s quite remarkably intelligent, you know? And as for all 

that simpering!” He exhaled dismissively, then his tone changed, as if he had forgotten Malcolm 

was there. “What to do? The being knows where I am now, so all it needs is one final piece—the 

TARDIS. And then it can gain access to all time and space.” 

Listening, Malcolm finally understood. It was obvious that the Doctor had retreated into 

some fantasy world of his own. The mystery behind his presence at Golden Firs was solved, and 

in a way that made Malcolm, too, both sad and angry. The Doctor had seemed so bright, so 

personable, that it had never crossed his mind that the man could also be so delusional. It was a 

depressing prospect, but what infuriated Malcolm was the way that his family and friends 

encouraged the paranoia, even going so far as to hide a beloved grandchild in the grounds until 

after hours to peddle more craziness. He wondered what they stood to gain. It was sick. 

The question was indeed what should be done next, but Malcolm didn’t mean it in quite the 

same way as the Doctor. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Malcolm couldn’t get to sleep. He knew that fretting never solved anything, that his mind was 

just following the same track, round and round, but he already considered the Doctor his friend, 

and couldn’t let it lie. Even Aron, never the most observant attendant, had commented on 

Malcolm’s mood while helping him prepare for bed. 

Eventually he must have nodded off because he came to with a start. A figure was standing 

by his bed, gently shaking his shoulder. 

“Doctor? What—” 

The Doctor put a finger to his lips. “Quiet,” he whispered.” I have something to show you. 

Up you get.” 
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“Doctor, what are you talking about? I can’t just get up and wander about in the middle of 

the night.” He wondered whether he should ring for the night staff but immediately dismissed the 

thought. He didn’t want to cause a fuss. 

The Doctor had misunderstood his objection in any case. “Nonsense, utter nonsense! You 

have one good arm, hm? I’m sure we can transfer you to your chair. Now, I won’t take no for an 

answer, so just you buck your ideas up. Where there’s life, there’s hope, yes? Never surrender!” 

Malcolm smiled. The Doctor might be a little crazy, but this attitude was a large part of 

what he liked about him. He decided to play along. To an extent. 

It took them some time to get him up, and Malcolm discovered a new appreciation for 

young Aron’s skill. Eventually the Doctor led him to the fire door that opened onto the metal 

stairs behind the building. They stopped. 

“There,” said the Doctor, gesturing towards the door. “Proof, I think you’ll agree, of what I 

have been saying.” 

Peering through the glass of the door Malcolm could just make out a human figure standing 

quite still in the shrubs, only head and shoulders visible. It would have been impossible to spot 

from the ground floor—despite the fact that the flesh was the source of a soft, greenish glow. 

“Doctor,” he said, cautiously, “is… is that your granddaughter?” 

“Her body. Infused by the alien, a creature composed entirely of psychic gas.” He looked 

intently into Malcolm’s eyes. “Now do you believe me?” 

Malcolm didn’t know what to think. He tried to imagine ways the glow could have been 

caused and gave up. But that was just a failure of his imagination, surely? “No, Doctor. There 

has to be some rational explanation.” 

The Doctor snorted. “Rational? Of course there’s a rational explanation. The one I have 

just given.” He sighed. “I need an ally, and there’s no time to convince you! I came here to hide 

from that creature until I could come up with a plan. It can’t turn off its telepathy, you see, so the 

minds of those residents here whose faculties are impaired confused it, blocked it from detecting 

me.” He frowned. “Now that it has found me anyway, I don’t know what will happen. All the 

demented are asleep; I do believe it will come for me tonight.” 

God help me, thought Malcolm, I think I’m actually beginning to consider this a possibility. 

“I’m really not sure,” he said. 

The Doctor smiled, thinly. “Well, that’s certainly an improvement.” He paused in thought, 

one finger tapping his lips. “Very well. Give me one night. Assist me in this, and if I am not 

attacked, then believe what you will. Yes?” 

Malcolm considered. He didn’t want to exacerbate delusional behaviour, but he was no 

longer sure of that diagnosis. Eventually he nodded. “One night, then.” 

They laid their plans. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Malcolm sat in his wheelchair and waited, the door to his room slightly ajar. He wasn’t sure what 

to expect; most probably nothing would happen, and tomorrow it would turn out to be some 

stupid prank by the Doctor’s so-called friends, but still… 

His mind kept returning to the glowing figure in the garden. The world had changed so 

much during his lifetime, at an ever-increasing pace. He remembered Harold Wilson’s phrase 

from the first time he became prime minister, “the white heat of technology”; it seemed to sum 
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everything up very well, and even that was now old news. Yet he still couldn’t really account for 

what he had seen. 

There was a sound. Cautiously he peeked through the crack; Susan was moving 

purposefully, almost robotically, up the stairs. Malcolm thought he could just detect the glow. He 

felt the balance of opinion turn another notch towards the Doctor’s version of events. 

Susan walked straight to the Doctor’s room, silently opened the door, and went in. 

Malcolm rolled out of his room less quietly, thanks to the noise of his wheelchair’s motor. At 

least his was electric; he couldn’t have moved himself otherwise. But he worried that the noise 

would attract Susan’s attention. 

As he approached the still-open door he could hear no words. The Doctor was whimpering, 

in some distress, and Malcolm made his decision. He reached for the nearest fire alarm and hit it 

hard. 

Instantly the building erupted with noise. Behind the screeching he could hear the residents 

stirring, but where were the staff? The only previous time he had heard the alarm at night they 

had been there almost immediately, calling for calm. He made his way back to the Doctor’s door. 

The Doctor was sitting on the bed, face taut with concentration, staring grimly at his 

granddaughter. Susan had her back to the door and was swaying, one hand raised to her head as 

if she were about to faint. 

He remembered the Doctor’s words when discussing the alarm. “Since the creature is 

affected by the minds around it, waking all those poor demented fellows at once should give it a 

shock. I am hoping Susan can use that opportunity to take her body back. Helped by myself, of 

course.” He had been somewhat vague about what he was going to do after that. 

Looking at Susan now, Malcolm was finally convinced of everything the Doctor had told 

him. Shudders ran down her slender frame; it didn’t seem as if the entity was going to surrender 

control. 

Something more had to be done. Malcolm ran his chair into the girl, attempting to knock 

her down and further distract the creature. The Doctor’s cry of “no!” came too late as the 

footrests made contact with her calves. She staggered but twisted and looked into Malcolm’s 

eyes with a cold, alien hatred. She raised both hands and clasped them tightly to the sides of his 

head. The glow seemed to intensify before him, swirling like mist; it flew towards his face, then 

vanished. Susan’s eyes rolled up, and she fell to the floor, barely conscious. 

Malcolm’s thoughts felt somehow jumbled. For a moment he wondered if he were having 

another stroke; it felt different, but the doctors had told him that was a possibility. He tried to run 

through the checklist of signs, but many were part of his normal experience of life these days, 

and he couldn’t seem to recall the rest.  

Well, it probably wasn’t important anyway. All was calm. The alarm battering against his 

ears was of no consequence; the girl now slumped in a heap beside him didn’t matter. His only 

concern: the Doctor. He was the danger. He had to be stopped. Malcolm picked up a book from a 

shelf by the door—a Dennis Wheatley that was doing the rounds—and attempted to throw it at 

his enemy, but his arm was too weak, and it hit with no force. 

The Doctor was saying something; probably more lies. How could Malcolm stop him in 

this pathetic excuse for a body? The chair just didn’t move fast enough to be an effective 

weapon. It had to be done, though, somehow. For everyone’s sake. 

Susan was standing again, one arm on the bed for support. She looked at the Doctor. 

“Grandfather? I’m so sorry. I tried to fight it, but it was too strong for me. I couldn’t keep it 

out.” 



THE DOCTOR WHO PROJECT  BRIEF ENCOUNTERS 

 

 14 

“I know, Child. There was nothing you could have done. Not alone, where it was strong.” 

“Yes—but if we combine our efforts, here, might we be able to take it on?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t know.” 

They were talking about this imaginary invader again, thought Malcolm. What utter 

nonsense! The only threat here came from them. And he would find a way to contain them. But 

perhaps for now a tactical withdrawal was in order. He put the chair into reverse. 

“Grandfather! Give me your hand!” 

The Doctor held it out, Susan grabbed it in her left and lunged for Malcolm’s forehead with 

her right. 

It was as if the girl was completing some strange kind of electrical circuit. As she made 

contact, the clarity he had been feeling vanished. He released the joystick. The chair stopped. It 

felt as if something inside him was snarling like a cornered animal. And then he was elsewhere. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Malcolm found himself standing (wait, standing?) in a library—the library of his old university, 

as it had been when he was a postgraduate, between the wars. The dark wood panels, the 

subdued lighting, the smell of old books—it immediately brought back the memory of happier 

days. 

He touched the surface of a study desk and was startled by the sensation. Looking down he 

saw his hands, not mottled and parchment-thin as they were now but warm, functional. The 

hands of his youth. He felt a tear prickle. 

The Doctor and Susan were standing nearby. Susan was looking around curiously while the 

Doctor had his gaze firmly fixed on Malcolm. 

“Is this a dream?” Malcolm’s voice was strong, his words clear, echoing from the vaulted 

skylights high above. Instinctively he looked around, ashamed at disturbing the quiet, but there 

was nobody here to complain. 

Susan turned her head to face him, and he could see that there was more life in her now, a 

human spirit that had been absent before. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, putting her hand on his. “It was all I could think of to do.” 

“What was?” 

“This is part of your mind. Grandfather and I are both slightly telepathic, you see, and we 

gave you a nudge to find a haven from the parasite.” 

Straight away, Malcolm could see some of her grandfather in her; the way she spoke, the 

way she seemed to think about the world. A world that was even stranger than the one the 

inevitable march of progress had dumped on him as he aged. They were both people he felt he 

could trust, and that raised a question. 

“Why did I think you and the Doctor were my enemies?” 

The Doctor chuckled. “So that was how it took you, was it? Fascinating. No, that wasn’t 

you… that wasn’t your thinking. The creature was using your mind to think through.” He waved 

his hands, frowning—“Oh, how to explain it in a way someone from your era would 

understand?” 

Susan smiled. “For me, it was as if I were a character in a book, and the parasite was the 

author, telling me what to think and do.” She shuddered. “It was horrible!” 

That made sense—of a sort. Malcolm nodded. 
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“Anyway,” interrupted the Doctor, “we need to focus on the important question: what are 

we going to do about it, hm?” 

Malcolm couldn’t follow the conversation, and when there was a pause he felt he had to 

say something. “If I have understood you, at the moment the beast is in my head, yes?” They 

nodded. “Why doesn’t it just move into one of you two?” 

“No, no, it couldn’t do that,” answered the Doctor. “In its current state, we can use our 

abilities to keep it at bay—so long as we are conscious.” 

“Yes,” put in Susan, “and it needs physical proximity to take over anyone else, so we have 

until somebody else comes into grandfather’s room to deal with it.” 

Malcolm nodded. “You need some way to kill it.” 

“Dear me, no,” scoffed the Doctor, irritated again. “How does one kill a psychic cloud of 

gas, hm? No, we can’t do that, not directly.” 

“Grandfather thinks that if we can starve it—deny it access to the psychic energy it needs—

then it should fade away.” 

Malcolm nodded, certainty strengthening his resolve. “Then it has to stay in me.” 

“No!” Susan looked horrified; the Doctor merely nodded sadly. 

“It is logical, Child. Malcolm here is, ah, somewhat less mobile, shall we say, than you or I. 

It will provide the monster with fewer opportunities to break free.” 

Malcolm swallowed. “No, Doctor. I’ve felt what this creature can do; you cannot give it 

any options. You have to kill me.” 

“No!” said Susan, again; this time the Doctor looked shocked as well. 

“My dear fellow, even if we could guarantee that it would remain with your body after 

death, you are not expendable. Do you understand? We shall find another way.” 

Malcolm smiled, grimly. “Thank you. But if you can’t, don’t hold back. I have had a good 

life, for the most part, but what have I to look forward to now? A long slide into incapacity and 

incontinence? My life is effectively over anyway.” 

Susan’s look of shock had turned to one of anger. “Don’t ever say that! Maybe you’ll 

recover some more movement, and maybe you won’t, but have you heard yourself talk? There’s 

nothing wrong with your mind, which makes you much luckier than many of the people at 

Golden Firs. You still have things to contribute, and if you don’t give in to despair I’m sure there 

will be things to bring you joy too!” 

“Well put, Susan,” said the Doctor quietly, “but I have a feeling that this discussion may be 

moot.” 

Malcolm turned; a book was lying on the ground, a familiar glow just visible in the gap it 

had left on the shelf. As he watched another fell, then another. Soon rows of books were flinging 

themselves from the shelves, the bright emptiness behind betraying the fragile unreality of the 

library. 

The trio raced for the main entrance, Susan supporting her grandfather. Malcolm felt 

strangely exhilarated by the motion, and thought, guiltily, that whatever happened next he was 

glad to have run one final time—even if it were only in his mind. 

Malcolm held the doors for the others, then stepped through after them—and found himself 

elsewhere. 

 

* * * * * 
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This was his old grammar school, and they were in Mr. Aymes classroom. A true sadist, ruthless 

with lashes of cane and tongue in equal measure, he was standing in front of the blackboard 

reading from a textbook, thin moustache twitching. And Malcolm was thirteen again, in uniform. 

What Mr. Aymes did to them wasn’t the worst part. It was the anticipation that got to 

Malcolm, the sense of being constantly on alert, always looking for the way out, the path that 

would avoid the hammer blow. Of course there was none because it wasn’t about what he did or 

didn’t do. He felt it all again now; his stomach churning, his pulse racing. 

“Malcolm?” Susan’s voice made him start. 

Mr. Aymes coughed meaningfully and looked up from his Latin Primer. Pitiless blue eyes 

pinned Malcolm to the spot. “Well now. Boys, see what a fine example young Conway is 

providing for us all.” His voice dripped sarcasm. “Interrupting my lecture by talking to a girl, 

presumably smuggled into the school in an attempt to make a fool of his elders and betters. Stand 

still, Boy!” 

Malcolm swallowed, but Susan put a hand on his shoulder. “He’s just a memory,” she said. 

“Try to ignore him.” 

He would have protested—he was only thirteen, how could he ignore the worst master 

ever?—but the Doctor gave him no opportunity. 

“Yes, I see it now.” The others looked at him. “This is one of your, ah, less welcome 

memories?” Malcolm nodded. “Quite so. The creature is still exerting its influence, directing 

your attention in ways that will weaken your resolve. Who is in charge at this moment, hm?” 

Involuntarily, Malcolm glanced at Mr. Aymes—and noticed a faint glow. The Doctor 

grabbed him by the shoulders, far more roughly than Susan’s reassuring hand, and stared grimly 

into his eyes. “You must take control! This is your mind, your memories—find somewhere 

better, and take us there.” Once he was sure Malcolm had heard, he nodded and rose again. “It’s 

past time to go, I think.” 

Mr. Aymes was bearing down on them, the familiar mixture of cold fury and hunger on his 

face. Malcolm froze, but Susan and the Doctor bundled him towards the door. He tried to think 

of a better time. He remembered Gladys… 

 

* * * * * 

 

“No,” said Malcolm. “No! This isn’t fair!” 

He felt dizzy, his heart fluttering. The smell of sickness and carbolic, the institution-green 

paint of the walls, the quiet bustle of a busy hospital—unlike the hazy memories of his 

childhood, he was experiencing this moment in dismal clarity. Accurate in every detail. 

They were gathered around a hospital bed. The patient was a woman, his Gladys, silent, 

still, and unseeing, on the last day of her abbreviated life. 

“I thought of her because she was one of the best things that ever happened to me.” His 

voice was low. “Why couldn’t I have had the day we met? Or our first tea dance? There were so 

many good times.” 

“First fear,” muttered the Doctor, “then grief. Hm.” He turned to Malcolm. “It’s trying to 

break your spirit, to make you give up. You mustn’t let it!” 

Malcolm looked at the Doctor, tears in his eyes. “Why? Why does it need to put me 

through this if it can direct my thinking?” 

The Doctor paused, and it was Susan who answered. “Don’t you see? It’s an almost purely 

psychic entity. It can only experience the world through others—at the moment through you, 
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Malcolm. It manipulates your emotions, guides you, but it can’t forcibly pull your attention back 

to reality. While we’re all here in your memories it’s, well, helpless really.” 

The Doctor coughed. “Not precisely helpless, Child. True, there’s little it can do to affect 

the outside world at the moment, but if it can just break Malcolm’s will, force him to give in, 

then there’s nothing we can do to stop it taking complete control.” He looked round at the 

remembered hospital walls, as if scanning them for the alien presence, and raised his voice. “So 

it’s fortunate our friend is so strong, hm? He has endured a brutal childhood and two wars, lost 

loved ones and his own vitality; do you think the mere memory of these events could bring him 

low? You have no conception of the depth of the human spirit!” 

Malcolm found that listening to them helped. He still felt the sense of loss, the anger that 

God had decreed his time with the woman he loved would be so short, but it was growing 

somewhat distant, the diluted emotions he felt looking back from his seventies rather than the 

raw pain he’d suffered at twenty-eight. And that distance allowed him to see what the only 

possible end to all this was. 

He was ready. 

“I’m sorry, Susan, Doctor, but you’re wrong about me. I can’t keep fighting it. Goodbye.” 

“No, don’t!” Susan’s voice was desperate. “We—” 

He was gone. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Malcolm was back at Golden Firs, in a chair, but life was different now. Since his second 

stroke—brought on by the strain of that business with the Doctor a week or so ago—none of his 

limbs would respond, and he could barely make an intelligible sound. This was what he had 

feared his future would be, totally reliant on others for his basic physical needs and unable to 

contribute in any way. A living death, so far as he was concerned. 

As one of the staff spooned tasteless thin soup into his mouth he could feel the creature 

swirling around inside his skull, more listlessly now as its hope of escape faded. Inside with it, 

Malcolm smiled bitterly. Enjoy your kingdom, he thought. See? I’ve even provided you with 

impenetrable defensive walls. 

This was the cost of his victory, his solution to the problem. He had sacrificed himself so 

that everyone else—the Doctor and his friends, the people here, Harry, and yes, even 

Stephanie—could carry on into the future. 

He wondered how long he would be stuck here, how long before he could die. How long 

before…  

 

* * * * * 

 

“—got you!” Malcolm was disorientated. He was back in the Doctor’s room, and Susan was just 

taking her hand from his forehead. 

“What —” the sound of his own voice, distorted but still recognisably speech, brought him 

up short. “What happened?” 

The Doctor chuckled. “You have Susan to thank for that, my friend. She retrieved you 

from, well, wherever you were.” 

Malcolm looked from one to the other, revelling in the motion. Having spent what felt like 

a week in his fears for the future this old body didn’t seem quite so bad after all. 
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“That was brilliant,” put in Susan. “The parasite wouldn’t let your mind reach anywhere 

nice, so you followed the path of least resistance and took it to your worst fear, in an 

environment it couldn’t distinguish from reality.” She looked suddenly concerned. “Are you 

alright? It took me quite a while to find you.” 

Malcolm laughed. “Never better.” Then he, too, frowned. “It can’t follow me out, can it?” 

“No. I made quite sure.” Susan shuddered. “It can rot in there until its gaseous form 

completely dissipates.” 

“Excuse me?” Old Mrs. Hancock stood in the doorway. “Does anybody know what’s 

happening?” 

 “I’ll go and see,” replied Susan. With a kindly smile at the newcomer she squeezed past 

and headed for the stairs. Malcolm could see a milling crowd of residents on the landing. They 

waited a few minutes, the Doctor gently fending off Mrs. Hancock’s questions, and then Susan 

returned. “The night staff are unconscious. I don’t know what I did to them, but I think they’ll be 

recovering soon.” 

The Doctor looked embarrassed. “Ah, that wasn’t you, Child. I’m afraid I wanted to make 

quite sure there would be no interruptions from people with young, sprightly minds and whole 

bodies, so I slipped a little something into their cocoa.” He straightened. “Come, Susan. I think it 

would be for the best if you and I were to, ah, disappear at this point.” 

The Doctor took Malcolm’s hand in both of his and shook it warmly. “Thank you for 

making my stay more enjoyable, and for your assistance with our little problem. And I do hope 

you find another chess partner soon.” 

Malcolm mumbled his farewells, and they were gone. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Almost a week had passed—in the real world, this time—and it was one o’clock. Time for lunch. 

Carrie had cut his chops into bite-sized pieces again. Malcolm took a deep breath. “Excuse me, 

Carrie? I want you to stop cutting up my dinner, please. I need to work on using my left hand 

too, and it’s good practice.” 

She looked taken aback. “Of course, if you like. If you don’t mind my asking, why now?” 

Malcolm smiled. “Because I intend to write a book. I’m thinking of calling it Growing Old: 

The Enemy in Your Mind. And I’ll have to relearn how to type…” 
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