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            CHAPTER 1
   

            The Mysterious Buildings
   

         

          
   

         One evening, Nicola went for a walk with her mum’s new boyfriend. His name was Mick Randolph. This was the first time she heard about the Child Correction Centre.

         	They went from the house where Nicola and her mum lived, up to the main road and round behind the old hotel. They crossed the footbridge over the motorway. Then they continued up the slope towards the riding school and the shooting range.

         	It was a sultry summer evening with thunder in the air. Nicola was eating an ice cream. Mick was drinking cola from a can. As they walked, he kept saying things he thought were funny.

         	‘You want some of my cola, Ni-cola?’

         	‘No thanks, Mr Randolph,’ she said.

         	She always called him that though he had asked her to call him Mick. Her mother insisted on it, too. Still, Nicola kept calling him by his surname. She felt it created a nice distance between them.

         	‘So it’s no cola for Ni-cola,’ Mick said with a grin.

         	She shook her head and avoided looking at him. He cleared his throat.

         	‘I’m playing word games with your name here,’ he said, as if she was daft and hadn’t understood that already. ‘No cola for Ni-cola. Get it?’

         	‘Whatever,’ she said.

         	Nicola thought Mick was a very unfunny person. In fact, she had often asked herself why her mother had chosen such an idiot for a boyfriend.

         	Nicola’s mother and her father were divorced. But Nicola hoped more than anything that they would soon get back together. If her father came home, she could be with him every day, not just every other weekend. And Mick would be out of her life. Her real dad would hit him on the head with a frying pan and kick him out of the house. The thought was enough to make Nicola giggle.

         	Mick was a teaser, though he would never have admitted it. Instead, he would describe himself as a comedian. That was also the name of his shop—The Comedian. It was a joke shop.

         	Nicola’s mother often made excuses for him.

         	‘Mick is just trying to cheer you up,’ she said. ‘He might be a tad insecure. It’s difficult to take on another man’s child. You have to understand that.’

         	But Nicola didn’t want Mick to ‘take her on’. She didn’t want to ‘understand’ him either, and she had long ago stopped falling for his silly games. The run-over foot, the vampire fangs and the whoopee cushion. The laughter box, the fake scars, the axe in the head and the scythe through the stomach. In Nicola’s opinion, Mick Randolph was a waste of space.

         	‘When is my mum coming back from that evening lecture?’ she asked. It seemed to Nicola that her mother was always going to evening classes.

         	‘She should be back at nine,’ Mick said, smirking. He had cola foam on his lips and wiped it off on his sleeve.

         	Mick was roughly the same age as Nicola’s mother, in his early thirties. So why did he behave like an annoying five-year-old little brother?

         	Apart from that, he was downright ugly. He had a lightbulb head and little, beady eyes. His mouth was tiny, and his lips were often so moist with spit that they were dripping. He had a wispy moustache that looked as if he had drawn it on with a pencil. He had sloping shoulders and a sunken chest. A pair of huge and clumsy feet sat at the end of his short, fat legs.

         	Nicola didn’t get what her mother saw in Mick. As far as she could judge, the woman needed both a new pair of glasses and a turbo-charged hearing aid.

         	Mick downed the last of his drink and rubbed his belly. Then he looked down at Nicola and burped. A warm smell of cheese, sweet mustard and salami crept into Nicola’s nose and made her nauseous. She turned her head away.

         	‘Oops!’ Mick said. ‘Pardon me, young lady.’

         	The apology wasn’t seriously meant, and Nicola knew it. Mick was only teasing, as always.

         	A moment later, he burped again.

         	‘Pardon me for being rude, it wasn’t me it was my ... oops!’ And another. ‘Sorry, girl. Can’t stop it. Don’t know what’s wrong with me.’

         	‘Seek help,’ Nicola muttered.

         	Mick gave her a pat on the back, which almost threw her off balance.

         	‘Don’t take it like that,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean it personally, you know.’

         	But how can you not take it personally when someone makes fun of your name? Nicola would have liked to ask Mick that question. But she knew it would be a waste of time, so she just pulled away from him instead.

         	They continued for a while in silence. God, please keep him quiet, Nicola prayed in her mind.

         	Then she noticed some brick buildings to their right, on the other side of a field and a few hedges. It looked like an old factory. The buildings were red and had tall chimneys. Around them was a high wall with long coils of barbed wire running along the top.

         	Nicola would have preferred not to break the silence, but the sight of the old buildings made her curious. She simply had to ask, ‘Is that an old factory over there?’

         	‘It’s the Child Correction Centre,’ Mick said.

         	They walked on for a bit. Horses were neighing inside the riding school. Rifle shots sounded from the shooting range. From the old buildings came the sound of snarling dogs. You could also hear something that sounded like a young child screaming.

         	Nicola felt a shiver of fright. There was something spooky about it all. The word correction worried her most. It suggested that they put something right in that place, but not in a nice way.

         	‘Is it a centre where children can have their teeth straightened or something?’ she asked hopefully.

         	‘Are you serious?’ Mick said. ‘Don’t you even know what the Child Correction Centre is?’

         	‘I’ve seen the buildings before,’ she said. ‘But I didn’t know they were anything special.’

         	Mick said, ‘It’s where they send naughty children and work them as slaves.’

         	Nicola told herself that he was trying to frighten her, and that was all. Like the time when he sneaked into her room in the middle of the night wearing a huge crocodile’s head. Or the time he poured ketchup on a kitchen knife and jumped around the house, screaming that he had cut off his finger. He was, of course, just bending it, and the half-finger lying on the chopping board was only made of rubber. But it was impossible to see because of all the ketchup, and at the time Nicola had only known him a little. She hadn’t known he was always like that.

         	Now he was trying to make her believe that they used children as slave labourers in that spooky place.

         	‘Do you believe me, or do you believe me not?’ Mick said. It was a silly, backwards manner of speaking he sometimes used.

         	‘Not,’ she said.

         	Mick stopped in the middle of the footpath. He turned to face Nicola and grabbed her arm.

         	‘I’m telling you the truth, child,’ he said. ‘Nicola, this is serious stuff. I know I’m a funny guy, and I often make jokes. But listen. You must promise me never to end up in that place. It would break your mother’s heart.’

         	Nicola wriggled herself out of his grip. She didn’t understand what was going on. She still thought it might be another of his so-called jokes. But she had never before seen Mick Randolph look so honest and serious.

         	Nicola stared across the field at the old buildings. Something about them seemed wrong, out of place. Buildings like that wouldn’t normally be out in the middle of a field. They would be in a spooky old town, or they would be part of a film set.

         	Yes, she thought. That’s what they are. Someone is filming a horror movie inside those buildings right now. A film with vampires and werewolves.

         	‘Come off it, Mr Randolph,’ she said. ‘It’s a film set, right?’

         	He grabbed her arm again.

         	‘Listen!’ he said. ‘That thing over there is NOT a film set, Nicola. It’s the Child Correction Centre! Are you telling me you’ve never heard of that horrible place?’

         	He’s bluffing, she thought. But when she stared again into Mick’s piercing eyes, there was a kind of terror in them that curdled her blood.

         	Just then, a white flash appeared between the clouds, and a moment later there was a crashing noise. Next, the rain came down so hard and cold it could have been the middle of winter.

         	Nicola dropped her ice cream on the ground as they both hunched up their shoulders and ran for shelter.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2
   

            Haunted
   

         

          
   

         The thought of the Child Correction Centre was haunting Nicola. She lay in bed that night, twisting and turning.

         	She could see it all happening in her mind’s eye. The naughty child, as Mick had called it. A child who left school in the middle of a lesson, not caring what anyone thought. A child who refused to take part in activities. A child who threw the food around at lunch time. A child who teased a chained dog with a pointed stick on the way home from school.

         	Nicola imagined the teachers taking the child aside during recess.

         	‘You wouldn’t do that at home, would you?’ they said. ‘No, you wouldn’t.’

         	But they were wrong. At home, the child behaved much the same. No one could quite point to what had gone wrong. This used to be a nice and well-behaved young person.

         	So far, Nicola had imagined the child as a boy from her own class. A boy called Theodore. He was the naughtiest boy in all the school. But of course, it could also be a girl. A girl with a mother and a pretend dad who owned a joke shop. The two grown-ups both felt lost and confused about the situation. They did everything they could to amend it, or at least they felt that they did. For instance, the mother had joined several evening courses in modern child upbringing.

         	But nothing helped. The child went on being naughty. Only when she visited her real dad at weekends did she behave well. He tried to guide her to avoid a tragic situation, but by then it was already too late.

         	One morning there was a police van parked in the street outside the house where the child lived with her mother. Two officers presented a warrant and demanded to come in. When they left again, they carried the screaming child between them.

         	The next step could be a court hearing, but the girl might also be taken straight to the Child Correction Centre.

         	The big, rusty iron gates swung open as the police van entered the outer grounds of the centre. Guard dogs roamed. Searchlights flickered left and right. Inside the buildings were cells crammed with naughty children. And then …

         	Nicola saw the gloomy, old buildings before her as clear as day. The high wall with the coiled barbed wire running along its top. The angry, snarling dogs. There was no escape from that terrible place.

         	She saw the tall chimneys, too … but then she stopped fantasising. What happened next was too terrible to imagine.

         	Nicola lay awake for most of that night. In the living room downstairs, the grandfather clock struck four. Dawn was breaking.

         	She could have sneaked into her mother’s bedroom and slipped underneath the duvet. She needed comfort. There was only one thing wrong with that idea—Mick Randolph was sleeping in that bed, too. He was sleeping where Nicola’s father used to sleep not long ago.

         	The thought of Mick in her father’s bed was enough to make Nicola’s stomach ache. The pain only lessened when she started fantasising again. This time she imagined she found a box of matches and a can of lighter fuel. With the aid of these things, Nicola set fire to the comedian’s side of the bed. Finally, his so-called sense of humour would be tested!

         	She could see him now as he jumped out of the burning bed, howling and screaming. Then she realised this was probably the kind of thing that could land a young person in the Child Correction Centre.

         	She tried to calm herself down. She was too serious about this. The Child Correction Centre could hardly be the kind of place Mick had described. He had looked very honest when he told her about it, but it might just be one of his jokes. Or he could have misunderstood something.

         	Yes, she told herself. Most likely, it was all a stupid misunderstanding.

         	In any case, it was best to stop fantasising about it. She would let the matter rest for now and talk it over with her mother in the morning.

          
   

         *
   

          
   

         But the next morning Nicola’s mother was busy. She stood in the corridor putting on her coat. Then she flung her handbag across her shoulder.

         	‘Bye, darling,’ she said, blowing Nicola a kiss. ‘I’ll see you again on Monday. Right, dear?’

         	‘Sure,’ Nicola said. ‘But …’

         	‘See you, darling,’ her mother said, and away she went.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 3
   

            Visiting Dad
   

         

          
   

         It was the second Friday of the month, and Nicola went straight from school to her father’s shop. It was a flower shop in the middle of a shopping mall.

         	Nicola thought it was the nicest shop in the entire mall. When you walked through the door, it felt like entering a beautiful garden. Best of all, there were no men with crocodile heads. No plastic flowers that sprayed soapy water into your eyes when you tried to smell them. No electric shocks that made you jump when you shook someone’s hand.

         	She found her father out in the back. He sat behind his desk in his green shop coat, sipping a cup of herbal tea. When he saw Nicola, he got up immediately, walked around the table and spread out his arms.

         	‘Honey Pie!’ he said.

         	‘Dad!’

         	They hugged, and then her father went over to make a cup of herbal tea for her as well.

         	‘Strawberry as usual, Honey Pie?’ he said.

         	‘Thank you.’

         	He made the tea, and they sat down and started chatting about nothing in particular.

         	Nicola loved to visit her father in his flower shop. She went there every other Friday after school. Saturday, the shop would only be open until one o’clock, and she helped him out until closing time. Afterwards, they had lunch at the vegetarian restaurant next door. Then they strolled through the park back to his little cottage, arms linked. Her father told her stories about the animals and insects they saw on their way.

         	One day last summer, they had walked back together this way. Nicola had noticed there were many dragonflies around. She asked her father why that was, and where they had come from.

         	‘Dragonflies are hatched as nymphs in the water,’ he said. ‘In fact, they live most of their lives down there. They swim around, knowing that one day they will leave the water. And when they get up into the air, something happens.’

         	He paused, but she urged him on.

         	‘What happens and how do they know it?’

         	‘Actually, they don’t know. And so they fear it, and their thoughts go around and around. Luckily, there is the cold water around them to cool their hot, over-thinking brows. So in the end, they reach an agreement. When it is their turn to come out of the water and find out what happens, they will pass their knowledge on to those who stay behind.’

         	‘I see,’ she said. ‘And are there are so many dragonflies today because they come out in the summer?’

         	‘Exactly,’ he nodded. ‘On a warm day in the height of summer, just before dawn, the nymphs come out. They shed their old skins and turn into dragonflies. They fly around, whirring their wings above the water. Down below, they can see their old skins. They can also see their friends and families, mourning because they are no longer with them. So the dragonflies try to dive into the water to tell them there is nothing bad about this at all. It is nice to be up in the air. You can fly around as much as you like. You are rid of your narrow skin, which was only getting tighter and more useless to you as time went by.’

         	‘But how can the dragonflies explain that to the others?’ Nicola asked.

         	‘They can’t, and in the end they have to give up. It is impossible for the dragonflies to dive into the water and be with their old friends again. And even if they could, nothing good would come of it. Their friends would try to get out of the water, too, though it’s not their time for that. Not yet, and that is a big problem. A nymph that leaves the water too early has no wings yet. It can’t turn into a dragonfly. Instead, it will sink down onto the bottom of the lake like a small stone and remain there forever.’

          
   

         *
   

          
   

         In the evening, Nicola and her dad often played music together. They both loved Irish folk music, so that was the kind of music they played. Nicola’s father played piano and tin whistle. She played the fiddle. Sometimes, she would lie on her back on the sofa and play, using her father’s stomach as a pillow. He would join in on his whistle.

         	They played all the airs, jigs and reels they knew and had a fantastic time together.

         	There was nothing like a computer or a television in Nicola’s father’s house. No screens, no electric instruments. Instead, he had a real grand piano that filled half of the living room. He would sometimes play that, while Nicola stood next to him, playing her fiddle.
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