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‘There falls no shadow where there shines no sun.’

Hilaire Belloc
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‘The Hawk swoops down on its prey. So does the Indian.’

Black Elk – Oglala Sioux Indian Chief (1863 - 1950)
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The child had stopped crying half an hour earlier.

It had screamed, kicked and thrashed when he’d first taken it and in between mumbled entreaties to release it, it had cried almost incessantly. But now it was still and quiet as if all the fight had left it and all the tears had simply been used up.

They didn’t all scream and cry and fight back. Some seemed to accept their fate almost noiselessly while others struggled.

This one had struggled.

He was barely eight. Dressed in a pair of jeans, holed at the knees, a grey t-shirt and a pair of trainers that had seen better days. The T-shirt was soaked with sweat and one of the trainers had been torn as the boy had been dragged into the back of the van.

Now he sat silently, bound at the wrists with heavy rope that had cut into the flesh in places. His feet were bound too but now he just sat motionless, looking around, stretching his jaw to try and relieve the discomfort of the thick tape that had been dragged across his mouth to prevent him shouting. His cheeks were damp with tears and he looked around the room he was being held in with wide, fear filled eyes.

He had no idea where he was and no idea why he was there, and on both counts he was lucky, for had he realized the reason for his presence in this place then he would probably have started screaming and crying again.

He sniffed and continued to look around, both afraid and also puzzled by the bleakness of the room he found himself in.

The walls were bare brilliant white plaster. They were so white they were practically luminescent. There wasn’t a mark on any of them and the boy wondered if someone came in every day and re-painted them such was their perfectly pristine nature.

And covering these walls was transparent plastic that reminded him of the kind of food wrap his mother used to place around his sandwiches before she placed them in his lunch box on a school day.

The thought of his mother made the boy whimper again.

What he wouldn’t give to be with his mother now. What he wouldn’t give to be with anyone now as long as he was free of this white room and the ropes that held him prisoner. 

She would come looking for him. His mother would come. So would his father and they would find him. He was sure of that.

He sniffed back more tears and shuffled uncomfortably on the bare wooden floor.

There was a single door to his left, but even that was covered by the same transparent plastic that hung on the walls like a second skin.

The boy pushed himself back against the wall and managed to straighten up. He felt uncomfortable. There was a horrible dampness around his groin where he’d wet himself earlier, the fear of being snatched having overcome him at that time. He felt uncomfortable but he felt ashamed too. Boys of his age weren’t supposed to wet themselves.

He looked down at the wet patch on his jeans and felt like crying once again.

Off to his left he heard movement and the door swung back on its hinges, causing the plastic sheeting to billow.

A man entered the room.

He was carrying a small holdall and the boy looked at him, shuffling backwards against the wall as though he was attempting to melt into the plaster itself.

He could feel the terror rising swiftly inside him once more.

The man unzipped the holdall he was carrying and dug his hand swiftly inside.

When the boy saw what he’d taken from within it, he began to shake uncontrollably.
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David Carson closed the lid of the laptop and looked across at his wife.

‘Done,’ he said, smiling.

Amy Carson hit the mute button on the TV remote, jammed a piece of folded paper into the book she’d been reading and moved closer to him on the sofa. She leant over to kiss his cheek.

‘Thanks,’ David said, turning his face to kiss her on the lips. ‘I deserved that.’ He pulled her more tightly to him. 

‘Is everything ok?’ Amy enquired.

‘I was just finalizing us picking up the RV with the company in the States.’

‘Ooh, the RV, get you,’ she said, prodding him with one index finger.

‘What do you want me to call it? A bloody camper van? It’s a bit more than that.’

‘A mobile caravan?’ She giggled.

David looked at her with mock disdain.

‘It’s a lot more than that, I can give you the exact specifications if you like,’ he said, trying to look stern but failing miserably.

‘No, don’t do that,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘I don’t care how many bloody horsepower the engine is and all that shite.’

David smiled.

‘I just hope we’ll be able to manage driving on the other side of the road,’ Amy went on. ‘I mean over here if someone cuts you up the worst that happens is that they shout at you or stick two fingers up but they’ve all got guns in the States haven’t they?’

‘Well, I wasn’t planning on forcing anyone to pull a gun on me,’ David said. ‘And not everyone carries guns you know. We’re not going to a shooting range for our holidays. You’ve been watching too many films. And the easiest way to avoid accidents once we’re there is for me to drive.’

Amy jabbed him with her index finger again.

‘Cheeky,’ she said. ‘I’ll go on my own if you cast any more aspersions on my driving.’

‘I wasn’t casting aspersions I was just saying it might be easier for me to do the driving. You and Daisy can take pictures or play eye spy or something.’ He laughed.

‘I don’t think we’re going to have to resort to playing eye spy,’ Amy chuckled. ‘Daisy can’t wait. She talks about it every day. “When are we going Mum?” “How long do we have to fly for?” “Are we going to see any cowboys?”

‘We might see some cowboys,’ David mused. ‘If I take a wrong turning and drive through Texas by mistake.’

Amy moved closer to her husband, one hand resting on his thigh.

‘We need this holiday,’ she said, quietly.

‘Tell me about it,’ David smiled.

‘It’s taken long enough to save up for it.’

‘Well, things haven’t been easy have they?’

David opened his mouth to say something then contented himself with just a shake of the head. He didn’t particularly want to discuss what had made their lives less than idyllic during the past two or three years.

Some things were best left unsaid. Like any married couple in their early thirties they’d had problems to solve (some of which they’d managed and some they hadn’t) and obstacles to overcome both professionally and privately but all they wanted to do now was look forward. It had, David told himself, been too long since they were in a position to do that.

The thought of spending two weeks driving across America in an RV with just his wife and his seven-year-old daughter was the only thing he wanted to think about at this particular moment in time.

Until he heard the thud from the floor above.
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David sighed and hauled himself to his feet.

‘Do you want me to go?’ Amy asked.

‘Finish your book,’ he said. ‘She’s probably dreaming. I’ll see to her.’

Amy nodded, glancing at her husband as he made his way from the room and out into the hall. Seconds later she heard his footfall on the stairs as he ascended.

Amy flipped open her book again, her gaze flickering over the words but as she glanced at the page nothing seemed to be registering. She turned back a couple of pages and realized that she’d have to re-read some of the book. Her mind hadn’t been on it from the time she’d started earlier that evening. She put the paperback down and turned her attention back to the TV, flicking channels.

There wasn’t much on. The usual diet of reality shows, talent contests and desperate fame seekers was interspersed with the national news (an endless array of depressing stories as far as Amy was concerned) and repeats. She settled on a re-run of an American crime series, rapidly tired of it and found herself grinning at an old episode of South Park.

It was coming to an end when the living room door opened and David re-entered.

He was carrying their seven-year-old daughter.

‘I can’t sleep, Mum,’ David said in a high-pitched whining voice. ‘Dad said I could come down and say goodnight, Mum.’

He tickled Daisy gently and she giggled, her long blonde hair flying around her head as she wriggled in his grip. He sat down next to Amy, still holding his daughter who waited a moment then scrambled over to her mother. David shot out a hand and grabbed her by the neck of her SpongeBob SquarePants pyjamas and she giggled again.

‘You’re supposed to be asleep,’ Amy told her.

‘Dad said I could come down and say goodnight,’ Daisy told her.

‘You said goodnight two hours ago,’ Amy reminded her. ‘Have you been to sleep? Dad read you a story like he always does.’

‘He read one about a cat that died and went to heaven,’ Daisy said. ‘It was really good.’

‘Sounds lovely,’ Amy said, raising her eyebrows.

David grinned.

‘Your mum bought it for her last Christmas,’ he explained.

‘It was really good mum,’ Daisy explained. ‘This little girl had this cat called Tiddles and he died and she was upset but...’

‘You can tell me about it in the morning,’ Amy said, trying to sound stern. She prodded Daisy’s nose with one index finger and the little girl chuckled again.

‘And I was thinking about going on holiday too,’ Daisy confessed.

‘You can tell me about that in the morning too,’ Amy added. ‘Bedtime.’

‘But Mum, I can’t wait,’ Daisy said excitedly.

‘Well you’ll have to wait,’ Amy reminded her. ‘We all will.’

‘Will we see Mickey Mouse?’ Daisy continued. ‘And Cinderella? And Harry Potter?’

‘He’s not a Disney character,’ David smiled. ‘And we’re going to the Grand Canyon.’

‘Will we see him though?’ Daisy persisted. 

‘Only if you go to bed right now and go to sleep,’ Amy told her daughter.

‘Can I have another story?’ Daisy asked.

‘A quick one,’ David said. ‘A very quick one.’

He scooped his daughter up into his arms and Amy stood too, reaching out to embrace her daughter, planting a kiss on her cheek before David turned away towards the door.

Amy patted him gently on the backside and he looked back at her and smiled, raising his eyebrows suggestively.

‘I won’t be long,’ he said.

Amy smiled and once again heard his footsteps receding upstairs.

He was back in less than ten minutes.

‘She’s flat out,’ he said, sitting down beside Amy once again. 

‘That was quick,’ Amy told him.

‘She was tired. All the excitement’s worn her out.’

They sat in silence for a moment, Amy resting her bare feet on her husband’s lap. He closed his hands around them, massaging gently.

‘Are you sure we can afford this holiday?’ she said, finally.

‘Yes,’ he said, his gaze never leaving the TV screen, his hands still gently stroking her feet.

‘You’re sure?’

‘We’ve saved for years for it, we’ll be fine.’

‘I know, David, but...’

‘No buts. No more worrying. No more questions. Right? We all need this holiday and we’re taking it.’

Amy nodded.

‘I love you,’ she murmured.

‘Well that’s a good job, because I love you too,’ he grinned.

Amy smiled, the expression widening as David lifted one of her feet and kissed the instep.

‘Time for bed?’ he asked.

‘Yes please,’ Amy breathed.

He pulled her closer to him.

‘We should make sure Daisy’s asleep first,’ Amy said, running one index finger over his cheek.

‘Why, because you make so much noise?’ he murmured.

They both laughed.

David pressed the OFF button on the remote.

‘No one says we have to go upstairs,’ he announced.

Amy smiled and kissed him.

And in that moment, David Carson was aware of nothing else in the world, not even the rain that had started to fall outside and was pattering on the windows.
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The cellar was well lit.

Flooded with cold white light from the wall and ceiling fluorescents that crackled and buzzed like angry insects.

There were two large wooden worktops on either side of the wide subterranean room, both covered with an array of tools ranging from bolt cutters to blow torches. A chainsaw hung on the wall above one of them, the blade and chain oiled. There were several cans of gasoline pushed into one corner of the room and it was towards one of these that a tall man with a thin face and balding head walked. He picked it up and shook it to ensure that there was sufficient fuel inside then he turned to the fifteen or twenty others people gathered in the cellar.

A number of them nodded approvingly as he wandered back to the centre of the room to join a shorter stockier man who was standing beside one of the roof supports. The thick wooden pillar was a foot or more across. 

It easily supported the weight of the boy who was tied to it. 

He was barely nine years old. His body held firmly to the pillar by thick rope that had been wound around his waist, chest and arms. There was a piece of dirty rag stuffed into his mouth to prevent him speaking but he made little sound, staring wide-eyed at the interior of the cellar and the people who gazed at him.

As the man with the gasoline approached, he looked in that direction and struggled momentarily against the ropes that bound him, but it was a perfunctory movement with no real hope of success. He was held too securely.

The smaller man moved closer to him and pulled the gag free, wrenching it from the boy’s mouth and tossing it aside. The boy let out a deep breath, as if the gag had been holding the air in his body like a valve. He shuddered against the rope for a second, seeing that the shorter man was holding something but not quite sure what it was. Even when the man stepped in front of him, the boy wasn’t certain what the shiny metallic material was.

Only as it was wound around his head did he realize it was barbed wire.

The barbs cut into his flesh easily as it was pulled tight by the man who was wearing thick rubber gloves to prevent cutting himself. He had several lengths of wire and wrapped each one swiftly and expertly around the boy’s face and head, ignoring the blood that spurted from the wounds that opened.

The boy made no sound except a muted gurgling, doubtless due to the fact that his tongue had been cut out with a pair of secateurs only hours earlier.

Blood ran from his mouth down his chin, mingling with the fresh crimson that was now pouring down his face from the wounds left by the barbed wire.

The shorter man looked directly into his eyes for a second then took another length of barbed wire and wound it securely around his forehead and brow. The sharp barbs punctured one eyeball and clear vitreous fluid mingled with the blood running down his face.

The boy was shuddering now, his body jerking and straining against the ropes, his head occasionally slamming back against the wooden pillar he was tied to but he remained conscious.

He was still conscious when the tall man began splashing him with gasoline.

He could smell it as it soaked into his clothes and stung his ravaged skin. When some of it trickled into his torn eye he shook violently and tried to scream.

The two men stood before him for a moment, looking him up and down, one of them turning towards the watching group.

A woman at the front of the group nodded vigorously and the tall man pulled a lighter from his pocket and held it before the boy, allowing him to see the small flame that was burning there. 

‘Do it,’ someone called.

‘Burn him,’ another added.

‘Burn,’ several others called.

The boy looked directly at the lighter flame.

‘Burn.’

The word reverberated around the cellar, chanted now by the entire group it seemed. It grew louder, more frenzied. There was desire and despair in the noise that filled the cellar.

‘Burn.’

The man with the lighter took a couple of steps backwards, away from the boy, dropping to his haunches beside a puddle of gasoline. It had spattered all around the boy and the pillar he was secured to, streams of it soaking the floor of the subterranean room

The tall man lit one of these streams, moving back as it ignited, the gasoline erupting, flames racing along the trail until it reached the boy. He disappeared in an explosion of yellow and white flame that engulfed his body in an instant.

It wasn’t long before the stench of burning flesh began to fill the cellar and those watching clapped and cheered. Some embraced each other.

They stood watching the boy’s body burn.
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At first David thought he was dreaming.

He heard the sound and thought it was the residue of some subconscious excursion, but as he stirred and turned his head towards the bedroom door he realized that what he’d heard had not been imagined.

Outside the window there was a sudden explosion of white light and David winced as he realized that it was lightening. The storm must have come on during the early hours because he could also hear distant rumbles of thunder too as he swung himself out of bed, trying not to wake Amy in the process.

The sound he’d heard came again.

‘Dad.’

He hurried out of the bedroom and across the landing to Daisy’s room.

He found her sitting up in bed, the duvet pulled up to her face and her head turned towards the window.

‘Dad’s here,’ David said as he crossed to her, closing his arms around her. ‘Did you have a bad dream?’

‘I heard the noises outside,’ Daisy told him.

‘The thunder,’ he told her. ‘It’s nothing to worry about.’

‘What is it, Dad?’

‘It’s just the clouds bumping together. I used to tell you that when you were little, do you remember?’

Daisy smiled and nodded but a particularly violent flash of lightning wiped the smile from her features. She grabbed David and clung to him.

‘It’s OK,’ he said. ‘It’s only lightening. You always get thunder and lightning when there’s a storm, you know that.’

‘So, if thunder is the clouds bumping together, what’s lightening?’

David got her to lay down, sitting on the floor beside her bed he held one of her small hands within his own.

‘When the clouds bump together they make thunder,’ he said, pointing towards the window and waiting for a rumble which duly arrived. ‘the lightening is like sparks where the clouds crash.’

A brilliant white flash illuminated the room and Daisy sucked in an anxious breath but David merely squeezed her hand.

‘It won’t hurt you,’ he said, smiling. ‘When I was a little boy my Dad used to tell me that thunder was God farting.’

Daisy giggled.

‘Granddad used to say that,’ she said, her little body shuddering as she laughed.

David’s grin broadened.

‘He used to say lots of things,’ he explained.

They sat in silence for a moment, both of them looking at the window, listening to the elements beyond. The pounding of the rain and the celestial firework show that periodically lit the room with white light and filled it with thunder.

‘Do you miss him, Dad?’ Daisy said.

David squeezed her hand.

‘Yes I do,’ he whispered. ‘Do you?’

Daisy nodded.

‘He used to make me laugh,’ she said, quietly.

David swallowed hard.

‘He was a good man,’ he said, softly, his voice catching. ‘And he loved you.’ He reached around and tickled Daisy who giggled.

‘Is Grandad in heaven now then, Dad?’ she asked finally.

David raised his eyebrows and nodded almost imperceptibly. 

‘He’s probably organising everyone up there,’ he added.

‘Mum doesn’t believe in God, does she?’ Daisy said.

‘What makes you say that?’ David asked.

‘I heard her say it one time. She was talking to Auntie Julie and she said she didn’t believe in God.’

‘Well, that’s mum’s opinion, isn’t it?’

‘But why doesn’t she believe in Him?’

David sighed.

‘Well, when her Dad died, before you were born, Mum got very angry and upset and she sort of turned against God,’ he explained.

Daisy nodded and rubbed her eyes.

‘Not everyone believes in God do they, Dad?’ she asked.

‘Not everyone,’ he explained. ‘Different people believe different things. It’s their opinion. No one’s right or wrong, just different.’

There was another flash of lighting and rumble of thunder.

‘God’s farting again, Dad,’ Daisy chuckled.

David leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead.

‘You go back to sleep,’ he said, getting to his feet.

‘Perhaps it’s Granddad farting,’ Daisy added.

David laughed, pausing at her bedroom door.

‘Sleep tight, princess,’ he said. ‘I love you.’

‘Love you too, Dad.’

David left her bedroom door open a fraction, standing motionless outside it for a second before turning and heading back to his own bed.

Outside, the storm continued.
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The house wasn’t quite in the middle of nowhere but it was pretty close.

Approachable only by a single track that cut practically straight across the countryside for almost five hundred yards once it branched off the service road, it stood in a slight dip in the ground that made it almost invisible until any visitors were within fifty yards of its front door. This, coupled with the trees that grew on three sides of the structure, helped to make it look as if it were hiding from the world. Something that might be an admirable quality to some but might hamper its sale to others.

Solitude was one thing but isolation was something quite different, and the distance from the nearest town might be something that would make the house difficult to sell. 

That was one of the thoughts in the mind of Thomas Erikson as he guided the Dodge Durango along the dirt track, muttering to himself each time it passed over the many deep potholes that scarred the ground. He knew the house had been empty for more than a year and he knew that whoever had lived there had obviously never had the approaches to the building levelled to provide a smoother driving surface, but this was appalling.

Erikson saw the next pothole approaching and managed to guide the Dodge around it, just clipping it as he drove by. It jolted the vehicle and he shook his head irritably.

Off to the right there was a small building that he thought at first had been used as a stable, but as he glanced at it he saw that it was windowless, the tiles on the roof were discoloured and missing in many places. If the house was in a similar state of disrepair, he told himself, then it was going to need a hell of a lot of work before anyone parted with their hard-earned money to purchase it. And considering the length of time the property had been empty, there was no reason for him to expect it to be anything other than a mess both inside and out.

When the tenant had died, the bank had been anxious to sell the property in an attempt to recover some of its money and now Erikson was to inspect the house and put a price on it with a view to a sale.

As he drew closer to the building his heart sank even more.

Even from a distance he could see that the outside of the building would need major repairs and decoration.

The area directly in front of the house was overgrown, the grass and weeds almost knee high in most places. 

Erikson muttered to himself and brought the Dodge to a halt, sitting behind the wheel for a moment, allowing the song that had been playing on the radio to finish before he switched off the engine and clambered out of the vehicle.

He stood in the sunshine looking at the house for a moment then approached it slowly, his expert eye taking in details here and there.

At the end of the overgrown path leading to the front door Erikson stopped.

He sucked in a deep breath, his gaze fixed on the front of the house.

And, as he stood there, he wondered why every single window frame was sealed with thick black tape.

The front door was the same. Erikson walked up to it and ran his index finger slowly along the black tape, feeling the smoothness, checking the extent of the seal.

He glanced up and saw that the top of the door was not only covered in tape but it was also nailed shut, each metal spike driven through the tape.

Erikson glanced down at the keys in his hand and realized how useless they were. He would have to find another way in.

Twenty minutes later he stood at exactly the same spot shaking his head.

Every single door and window on the property was similarly sealed.

Some had been nailed, some welded closed, but each opening was impenetrable and each was then covered by the same thick black tape, in many places applied in three or four thicknesses.

Thomas Erikson shook his head and wondered how the hell he was going to get inside.
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The morning brought no respite from the rain.

It was still hammering down but at least the storm had passed. In many places water had laid on the road, the drains having long ago overflowed, unable to cope with the sheer volume of water that had fallen during the night and continued to fall from a sky the colour of wet concrete. News bulletins had already talked about possible records for the amount of rain falling in a twenty-four-hour period and there was, they promised, no respite from the downpour which had been as unexpected as it had been torrential.

Amy stood at the front door and slid her hand into her coat pocket to double check she had her car keys. Satisfied she had, she glanced up the narrow staircase from the hallway.

‘Daisy,’ she called. ‘Come on.’

David emerged from the kitchen, a half-eaten piece of toast in his hand.

‘Are you sure it’s OK for me to take the car?’ Amy asked.

‘Yes,’ he told her. ‘Frank’s picking me up.’

‘Frank?’ Amy said, raising her eyebrows. ‘You hate Frank.’

‘I don’t hate him, he just talks too much and besides he offered me a lift in to work and a lift home so...’ David allowed the sentence to trail off.

‘You’re just using him,’ Amy smiled.

‘Frank’s OK, he just needs to know when to shut up.’

‘He’s probably lonely since his marriage broke up.’

‘I’m not surprised his wife left him.’

‘You’re horrible.’

David kissed her on the cheek as he passed her, hurrying upstairs, the piece of toast still in his hand.

The prospect of going to work ignited one of a number of emotions in him dependent upon his frame of mind. The overriding feeling was of tedium. The sheer physical act of sitting at a desk and answering phone calls all day wasn’t taxing in any way shape or form but it was the sheer waste of time that David objected to. There were surely so many more things he could more usefully be doing for eight or nine hours a day he told himself. Exactly what those things were he wasn’t sure but there had to be something more productive than selling shirts for a company whose idea of customer relations was closer to servile than service. He’d applied for a position at a very successful independent Cinema, organising their programming, about twenty miles away but was still waiting to hear and patience had never been David Carson’s strong point. 

Daisy ran out of her bedroom and almost collided with him. David scooped her up in his arms and hugged her, tickling her as he put her down again, making her giggle.

‘How long until our holiday, Dad?’ she asked.

‘Four years,’ David joked.

Daisy giggled.

‘No, really, Dad,’ she protested.

‘Not long,’ he told her. ‘Now go. Mum’s waiting. Have a good day at school. Be a good girl.’

Daisy nodded enthusiastically and sped off down the stairs, jumping down the last two steps to land in the hall with a thud.

‘Love you, Dad,’ she called, breathlessly.

‘I love you too, princess,’ he answered.

David stood at the top of the stairs watching his wife and daughter, waving, when Amy finally hustled Daisy out of the front door into the rain beyond. She closed the door behind her and the house was suddenly silent.

David paused at the top of the stairs for a moment longer then continued on into the bedroom to finish dressing, swallowing the last of his toast in the process. He knew that Frank would be arriving to pick him up at any minute. Frank was always on time. Always.

David glanced out of the window once again, shaking his head as he saw how hard the rain was hammering down. The clouds in the sky were like dirty grey rags thrown at the heavens by some irate giant and there were certainly no signs of the downpour ceasing or even easing up. David glanced inside his wardrobe and selected a thicker jacket then he trudged down the stairs once more and stood at the front door waiting.

The car he was waiting for pulled up within moments and David sucked in a deep breath.

‘Back to the world of dreams,’ he murmured then he sprinted towards the waiting car. 
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If anything, the rain was getting worse. 

It hammered against the windscreen and even with the wipers on double speed, Amy had trouble seeing. Two or three times she slowed the car almost to a stop when visibility became too impaired. There was hot air blowing into the car in an effort to keep the inside of the windscreen clear of condensation but the heat was also beginning to become oppressive and Amy lowered the driver’s window. Rain spattered her and she tutted irritably.

‘What’s wrong, mum?’ Daisy said, peering out of her own side window, drawing one index finger through the film of condensation.

‘Nothing, sweetie,’ Amy told her.

‘You’re not going to swear, are you?’ Daisy enquired.

‘Why should I do that,’ Amy chuckled.

‘Dad does it when he’s driving.’

‘Oh, does he?’

‘Only if some silly fucker cuts him up though,’ Daisy elaborated.

‘What did you say?’ Amy snapped, attempting to inject some false indignation into her voice but failing miserably. 

‘That’s what Dad says,’ Daisy said, nodding and still looking out of the side window.

‘Well, Dad’s very naughty,’ Amy said, concentrating on the road ahead and easing her foot off the accelerator slightly as the car ploughed through a particularly deep puddle. 

‘Are you picking me up from school, mum?’ 

Amy turned the wheel, glancing in the rear-view mirror, concerned that the van behind her was too close in such treacherous driving conditions. She pressed down gently on the brake, eager to show the driver of the vehicle that he was too close. She wished she had an illuminated sign across the back window that spelled out BACK OFF. Unfortunately, she didn’t, so she had to rely on touching the brake again when the van showed no sign of falling back.

Amy didn’t usually mind the school run. She had become accustomed to the slow-moving traffic on the way and then the dash to work afterwards. It was a chore but a necessary one. The school Daisy attended was a good one and any parent knew that finding a good school was half the battle when considering a child’s education. Fortunately, the primary and secondary school were combined so there wasn’t the usual trauma of leaving one school then making the step up to the bigger one when the time came. Children in the primary school made regular trips to the secondary part of the building so the environment wasn’t so alien to them and the frequency of those visits increased as they neared the age when that move would materialize.

Daisy had nothing like that to worry about for at least three years, Amy thought, glancing across at her daughter who was still gazing happily out of the side window.

Amy glanced in the rear-view mirror again, slowing down as she took another corner, concerned by the sheer amount of water lying on the road. Waves of it sprayed up on both sides of the car as she turned.

Behind her, the van edged closer once again.

‘Jesus,’ Amy muttered, irritably. ‘What is wrong with this guy?’

Daisy looked across at her mum then peered between the two front seats, glancing back in the direction of the van.

The driver was wearing an orange high visibility jacket and, from where Daisy sat, he looked as if he was glowing. His face looked almost the same colour. There was a man with a beard sitting next to him and Daisy frowned when she saw that he was picking his nose.

She turned back, seeing her school looming into view ahead of them.

Scanning the pavements leading to the building she could also see a number of other children being delivered into the care of the educational authorities for the day. One of them she recognised.

‘Mum,’ she shouted.

Amy gripped the wheel and felt her heart pounding at the sudden explosion of noise.

‘There’s Kelly,’ Daisy said. ‘Look.’

She was pointing towards another girl and her mother who were walking along in the rain, trying to avoid the deepest puddles.

Amy slowed the car down, glancing again into her rear-view mirror. She was surprised to see that the van had disappeared. If it had turned into a side road she certainly hadn’t noticed but she was just grateful for the fact that it was no longer behind her. She sounded her hooter and the girl on the pavement and her mother looked around in the direction of the car. They both waved.

Daisy was already zipping up her coat, anxious to get out of the car and reach her friend.

‘Kelly’s mum will be in the usual place at half past three,’ Amy said, ruffling her daughter’s hair.

‘Ok, mum,’ Daisy said, pushing the car door open.

‘Hey, haven’t you forgotten something?’ Amy said, wide eyed.

Daisy looked puzzled.

‘A kiss for me,’ Amy informed her.

Daisy chuckled, kissed her and hurried off to join her friend.

‘I love you, sweetie,’ Amy called.

‘Love you...’

The door slammed shut on the last word.

Amy waved to the other girl and her mother, checked her rear-view mirror once again then drove off. She should, she guessed, be at work in less than thirty minutes, as long as the roads were still passable. If there was too much water lying on the thoroughfares around her workplace she might not be able to get in. It had happened before.

The rain continued to fall.
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David Carson pushed the microphone away from his mouth and exhaled wearily.

‘Customer Service would be great without the customers,’ he said, reaching for the plastic beaker of water on his desk.

He glanced at his screen, noted that it was time for his break and hauled himself to his feet.

At the desk next to him, Frank Breen raised a hand.

‘Want some company?’ Breen asked.

David smiled, resisted the temptation to say no and headed for the exit door. Breen followed him and the two of them made their way downstairs to the canteen.

‘This rain is bad isn’t it?’ Breen said, hurrying to keep up with David. ‘I saw two people building arcs on the way in.’ Breen guffawed at his own joke. 

David raised his eyebrows by way of acknowledgement.

The newly decorated and re-furbished headquarters of Raymond Walsh shirts was fifty miles north of London. A call centre (or contact centre as the HR department preferred to call it) and warehouse had been built on the site of an old carpet wholesaler and the entire operation had moved up from its previous flagship location just off Oxford Street in London. 

As David pushed open the door of the canteen and made his way across to the vending machine on the far side of the room he was relieved to see that there was no one else on their break. Someone had left a copy of The Independent on one of the tables so he got himself a hot chocolate from the machine and sat down with the paper.

Frank Breen joined him a moment later, spilling half his tea on the table as he sat down.

He grabbed some tissues from the dispenser on the table and wiped up the beverage, muttering to himself.

‘Ah well,’ he said. ‘No good crying over it.’

David looked quizzically at him.

‘Spilled milk,’ said Frank.

‘It’s tea,’ David reminded him.

‘But it’s got milk in it.’

David nodded.

Frank Breen was in his mid-fifties. A tall and slightly overweight man with glasses. He was completely bald on top with just a halo of hair around the top of his head.

‘Are you looking forward to your holiday then, young man?’ Breen wanted to know.

‘I can’t wait, Frank,’ David told him.

‘You’re going to the States aren’t you?’

‘We’ve rented an RV. We’re going to drive across Colorado.’

‘Sounds like fun.’

‘Well, we’re looking forward to it. We’re just going to relax for two weeks.’

‘How do you get the RV? Will it be waiting for you at the airport?’

‘No, there’s a shuttle bus to take us to the rental location. Then we just transfer our luggage, get in and drive off. Simple as that.’

‘The Rocky mountains are in Colorado aren’t they?’

‘Yes, we're hoping to drive through the foothills at least.’

Breen nodded.

‘I don’t go on holiday since my wife left me,’ he said. ‘It’s not much fun on your own.’

‘I can imagine.’

‘I was going to take my mum but she doesn’t get around too well. She’s 91. I thought of just taking her to the seaside for a couple of days but, like I said, she doesn’t get around too well. Bad legs.’ He sipped at what was left in his cup.

‘You live with your mum don’t you, Frank?’ David asked.

‘I had to move in with her after my marriage broke up,’ Frank told him. ‘I couldn’t afford to stay where I was. I had nothing saved and the pittance they pay here certainly does nothing.’ He looked down. ‘It’s humiliating. A man of my age living with his mother.’

‘It’s not your fault,’ David said, quietly. ‘Circumstances change situations don’t they?’

Breen nodded gently.

‘Feels like times have changed,’ he said slowly, in a not particularly convincing American accent. ‘That’s a quote from a film, you know.’

‘Which one?’ 

‘Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid.’

‘The Sam Peckinpah film?’

‘That’s the one,’ Breen said, excitedly. ‘I loved his films. The Wild Bunch, Major Dundee, Straw Dogs.’ He smiled wistfully. ‘I took my wife to see Cross of Iron for our anniversary one year.’

‘That’s probably why she left you, Frank,’ David murmured.

The two men sat at the table for a moment longer, both of them staring ahead.

‘Is your son looking forward to the trip?’ Frank Breen said, finally.

‘My daughter,’ David corrected him.

‘Oh, yes. Your daughter,’ Frank muttered. ‘Is she looking forward to the holiday?’

‘She can’t wait.’

‘I never had any children,’ Frank said, quietly.

‘Why not?’

‘Just never got around to it.  I never got around to a lot of things. It’s a bit late now though.’

‘It’s never too late, Frank.’

‘That’s easy for you to say, you’re young.’

‘You talk as if you’re an old man, you’ve got years in you yet.’

‘Really? Can I have that in writing?’

David looked at the older man who was gazing down into his cup as if seeking some kind of inspiration at the bottom of the murky liquid within. 

‘People talk about second chances,’ he said, softly. ‘But there aren’t really second chances.’ He looked directly at David with sadness in his eyes. ‘Not for people like me.’

‘I think there are second chances, Frank.’

‘Are there? What would you do differently if you had another chance, David?’

David shrugged.

‘If you could change anything about your life, if you could even influence your own destiny would you?’

‘My own destiny? That’s a bit deep for a coffee break, Frank.’

Frank Breen drained what was left in his beaker and put it down on the table.

‘If you lost someone close to you, what would do?’ he asked, flatly.

‘Bloody hell, Frank. Deep, and now depressing.’

‘I was just thinking aloud.’

‘Well, if they’re the kind of thoughts you’re having, keep them to yourself,’ David said, trying to smile.

‘When I lost my wife I wondered what I could have done differently,’ Frank said.

‘You didn’t lose your wife, Frank, she left you,’ David reminded him.

‘It was as if she’d died,’ Frank said. ‘I felt as if she’d died. She wasn’t with me anymore, she might as well have been dead. I would have done anything in my power to bring her back to me. Wouldn’t you do that, David? If you lost someone you loved wouldn’t you do everything you could to bring them back? No matter what the cost?’

David nodded slowly.

‘Yes, I would, Frank,’ he said. ‘Yes, I would.’

‘I think anyone would,’ Breen murmured. ‘But you never know until you’re in that position, do you?’

‘How many people get a second chance at anything?’

‘I suppose you just have to hope but, to be honest, hope is in short supply sometimes.’

David nodded and glanced towards the windows where the rain was still lashing down.
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THE CHURCH

COLORADO, USA
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The church was a small whitewashed structure that stood on the northern bank of a wide but shallow river. The bank rose sharply on the northern side, almost a sheer fifteen or twenty foot drop that rose from the surface of the water before levelling out into scrubland. Grass grew around the building as sparsely as hair on the head of a balding man. There were three or four stunted trees in the area leading up to the main entrance, but all seemed leafless irrespective of the season. When the wind blew through their branches it sounded like dry bones rattling together. The applause of dead hands.

There were no roads or tracks leading either up to or away from the church. At one time there had been a dirt track which had been flattened by the passage of many vehicles but no one had visited the church for years. Not for the purpose for which it was designed anyway.  In the long hot summers, the barely visible remains of the track had been eroded so that it simply looked like the rest of the barren earth around the building. 

The ground sloped down gently towards the bank and, below, the river ran past, no more than four or five feet from surface to bottom even at its deepest point. During the summer it frequently dropped to half that depth and would have been easy to cross had anyone bothered to try.

On the southerly bank grass grew thickly, almost lustrously. Trees too, towered over the landscape, leaning over the river and providing cover for the birds and animals that made their homes there.

The Northern bank was, it seemed, shunned by wildlife. 

Mice had nested inside the church at one time and there had been a bird’s nest in the bell tower, but no more.

Built as a monument to God, the church looked as if it had been abandoned by the Creator and those who, at one time, had sung praises to His name within its walls.

Exactly whose land it stood on no one seemed to know. If the barren patch of earth upon which it stood was the property of anyone then they obviously didn’t care too much about it. Even if anyone had wanted to enter the church, the large wooden planks that had been hammered across its main doors would have prevented that simple act. It remained neglected and forgotten, in time to crumble and rot away just as anything else that had been discarded.

On the other side of the river a large crow sat in the branches of a tree gazing out across the gently flowing water. Finally, it left the branch, rising high into the clear blue sky on its black wings, soaring out over the river and then towards the church on the other side.

It flew high over the church as if some kind of primal instinct were driving it as far from the edifice as possible. Why it flew so high it didn’t know. Why it wanted to avoid the building it had no idea. Some primordial instinct forced it away from any close proximity to the battered building.

Had it swooped lower and closer, it may well have heard the faint sounds coming from the forgotten and dilapidated structure.
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Amy Carson sat back from her Mac screen, massaged the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger and blinked myopically. When she looked at the screen again, the image that stared back at her looked no better than it had when she first looked.

It was a mermaid. A generic, cliché of a mermaid. And after the mermaid it would be a rabbit, or a fairy or a puppy or something else excruciatingly cute, probably decorated with sparkles. Amy smiled to herself. That was the way here, everything was pink, sparkly, cute and cuddly. That was the Eskimo way.

Unlike most publishing houses, Eskimo Publishing was situated not within the grimy and noisy confines of a big city like London but in expansive and beautiful countryside. Housed in a converted farm building, it had been in existence for more than fifteen years and had been growing rapidly since it’s foundation. One of the main reasons for its growth was not the quality of the product it delivered but the company’s ability to deliver illustrated books and toys so cheaply. The printing was done in Taiwan or China. The books themselves were usually eight or ten page ‘board books’ aimed at very young children who were going to do little more than chew them when presented with them. A team of editors and designers (of which Amy was one) were from a diverse range of backgrounds, very few of them having previously been in publishing, gathered together every day to hasten through more of the cut-price product that had made Eskimo such a force in children’s publishing.

Amy had been in her current position for the last two years and, despite the fact that the money was poor, it was the relaxed atmosphere and working hours that had appealed to her. The novelty, however, had worn off fairly rapidly. Amy had always wondered how a company, so resolutely determined to crush all creativity within its employees, had managed to flourish but that vexing question was one that she considered less and less these days. 

There were strict guidelines that had to be adhered to in order for each book or activity pack to maintain the Eskimo style. Certain colours were anathema (on the orders of the publishing director). Even some words were taboo (on the orders of the publishing director). Words like ‘mischievous’ or ‘naughty’. Words that (on the orders of the publishing director) didn’t sound right. Words that someone, somewhere, might be offended by. Everything had to be safe and predictable. Everything had to be right. Nothing new or original could be attempted for fear that it failed. Cliché was the order of the day. So, work was done within these strictures and restraints and it was all done on budgets and schedules that prevented even the smallest amount of employee input. That was why their turnover of staff was so high. 
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