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      ‘They have digged a pit before me, into the midst thereof they are fallen themselves.’

      
      Psalms 57:6

      
      ‘O, what a tangled web we weave, When first we practise to deceive.’

      
      Sir Walter Scott
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      When they reached the gates they ran as if they were being chased.

      
      No running was allowed inside the school corridors and not even in the courtyard and playgrounds but, once they reached the
            gates that opened out on to the school field beyond, there was no stopping them.

      
      Free from these strictures, they hurtled out on to the vast expanse of greenery like greyhounds released from their traps.

      
      Laura Hacket led the charge, whooping as loudly as her eight-year-old lungs would allow, her long plaits whisking around her
            face like a duo of benevolent whips. She stumbled once but remained on her feet, giggling as the first of her friends caught
            up with her and they narrowly avoided colliding with a group of boys who had already sprinted on to the field and were busily
            pulling off their blazers, putting them down as goal posts as another of their number dribbled a football agitatedly back
            and forth.

      
      The boys looked around briefly at Laura and her friends but were more interested in their game than in these irritating girls.
            Laura tugged at her school tie and loosened it slightly as she walked, her pace now slowing as the initial excitement of escaping school once more began to wane.

      
      High above in a cloudless sky, the sun was beating down relentlessly. A promise of good weather to come throughout the school
            holidays, Laura hoped. She shivered with anticipation even at the thought of six whole weeks of freedom to come. She and her
            parents were going on holiday to their caravan on the east coast in less than ten days. Laura loved the caravan. She loved
            the seaside, too. Her grandparents lived there and she would probably stay on with them for another week after her mum and
            dad returned home. That was what she usually did. Then, when she returned, she had another three or four weeks to look forward
            to, playing with her friends and just generally whiling away the time until school began again in early September. This holiday
            was her favourite. No contest (apart from Christmas, of course, when she got so many presents) and she and her friends had
            been looking forward to it for so long it seemed.

      
      Beside her, two more of her friends were talking about their own forthcoming holidays. One of them was going to Spain but
            Laura wasn’t jealous. She didn’t want to leave the country. Everything she loved was already here. Besides, at least she was
            going with both her parents. Her friend was going to Spain with her dad and younger sisters and then, two weeks later, she
            was spending a week at a holiday camp in this country with her mum and her stepdad. Laura was only too happy that her mum
            and dad were still together, unlike so many of her friends’ parents who were separated, divorced, about to split up or just
            plain unhappy. She had no such problems and she was grateful for that.

      
      Once across the school field, past the tennis courts and their high mesh fence, there was a concrete path that led between
            some trees and bushes and eventually to another smaller metal gate.

      
      
      Beyond this was a picturesque lane leading towards the estate where Laura and most of her friends lived.

      
      Some of the older boys and girls were sauntering down the path towards this last barrier now. Alone or in small groups, they
            made their way along it towards their homes, some of the boys shouting excitedly both at each other and at those who shared
            the path but most were content to amble along cocooned within the world of their own conversations, uninterested in those
            round about.

      
      Laura saw two boys from her class prodding a spider’s web with a stick, another holding a struggling crane fly near the sticky
            web. He finally released the unfortunate insect, he and his companions cheering as it flew helplessly into the spider’s trap
            and wriggled there.

      
      One of Laura’s friends commented on how cruel the boys were but they merely laughed and watched mesmerised as the spider advanced
            hungrily on the stricken crane fly. Laura shook her head disapprovingly and muttered something derogatory about boys in general.

      
      She and her group of friends reached the rusty gate and turned left into the lane. Blossom had fallen from the branches of
            many trees that lined the walkway, their fallen bounty looking like fragrant snow on the tarmac of the path beyond. Laura
            picked two vibrantly yellow flowers from the side of the path and placed them in her school bag. One for her mum and one for
            her dad, she decided.

      
      At the bottom of the lane there was a set of concrete posts inserted into the tarmac to prevent the passage of cars, and it
            was here that Laura and her friends separated. Laura’s house lay to the right, across an open green and then down beneath
            an underpass. Her friends would take different routes. Even so, they should all be home within ten or fifteen minutes. Laura bade effusive farewells then turned and hurried off across the green towards
            the underpass, promising first that she would ring each of her friends when she got home for a chat and to arrange what time
            they were meeting the following day.

      
      Halfway across the wide, overgrown green, Laura slowed to a walk. She was hot and thirsty and running, she reasoned, would
            only make things worse.

      
      As she headed towards the path that led down into the underpass she saw a man walking his dog and she paused to look at the
            dachshund that was waddling along in the heat looking as if it would rather be curled up in its basket. The man smiled warmly
            at Laura who stepped on to the cracked path leading down into the underpass.

      
      As she reached the bottom she let out a deep breath. There were words and images spray-painted on the walls and Laura giggled
            to herself as she recognised some of the words. Rude words, her mum would say. She did not know who was responsible for putting
            them there. Yobs, her dad had said. Laura wasn’t completely sure what that word meant but her dad used it in connection with
            quite a few of the boys on their estate. It was a bit smelly inside the underpass; it always was and Laura had no idea why.
            Nevertheless, she enjoyed the coolness in the subterranean walkway, sheltered as it was from the sun. She slowed her pace
            and looked at the large, painted letters that had been sprayed on to the underpass walls, mesmerised by their size. There
            were some empty beer cans scattered across the pathway that led through the underpass and Laura was careful to step over them.
            Perhaps, she reasoned, they had belonged to the people who’d spray-painted the rude words on the walls.

      
      Laura walked on.
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      Paul Crane closed the door behind him and leaned against it for a moment, eyes closed, head thumping.

      
      He remained in that position for a moment longer then reached out a hand and slapped on the light. A welcoming glow filled
         the hallway and Paul finally opened his eyes slowly. He sucked in another weary breath then dropped his briefcase. It landed
         with a thud on the expensive carpet.
      

      
      The hall was pleasingly cool compared to the heat he’d struggled through outside. Paul hated the warm weather, especially
         in the summer. The often unrelenting heat that bathed the country for days or weeks at a time. He enjoyed the chill of autumn
         and winter far more. During the summer he had to retire all his favourite jackets for the duration of the heat. His office,
         naturally, was air-conditioned but, once he’d left that safe and temperature-regulated haven, he was out on to the streets
         surrounded, it seemed, by people with pink tinted skin and scarlet cheeks. People who seemed to be impervious to the sunshine or, at any rate, incapable of ensuring that it didn’t cause them to look so comical.
      

      
      This particular evening, the amount he’d drunk seemed to have exacerbated his dislike not only of the heat but of other people.
         He had studied those he’d ridden home with and experienced emotions ranging from contempt to hatred.
      

      
      Everyone he’d looked at he’d imagined to be happier than he was. More financially secure than he was. Had more to look forward
         to in life than he had. Everything he was about to lose, they probably had.
      

      
      Normally he would have taken a taxi home from work but, he reasoned, normally he wouldn’t have been thinking about the cost
         of a cab. He wouldn’t have been consider -ing the cost of anything because financial concerns weren’t high on his list of
         priorities. This particular evening, however, was different. Since receiving the news he’d got earlier that day, suddenly
         everything financial seemed of the utmost import ance. Every penny was crucial from now on, he told himself.
      

      
      It had been the first thought to hit him when he’d heard he’d lost his job.

      
      There had been no sense of failure, no sudden onset of self-doubt and thoughts of rejection. He had been overcome by one all-consuming
         and unshakeable conviction. He was going to lose everything. His home, his lifestyle and everything he loved. In the middle
         of the worst world recession in living memory, Paul Crane had been made redundant and he didn’t know how he was going to cope.
      

      
      He ran a hand through his hair and wandered through from the hall into the kitchen to his left, dropping the mail he’d collected
         on to the kitchen table. He pulled a bottle of vodka from the freezer, retrieved a glass from the cupboard above his head and poured some of the clear liquor into it.
         He swallowed most of it in one motion, as if he were dying of thirst, then he put the glass on the kitchen table, pulled out
         one of the chairs there and sat down. His head was spinning. He’d already drunk half a dozen large measures and a couple of
         tequila shots before coming home and now he looked at the bottle, common sense telling him not to consume any more of the
         vodka but a louder voice inside his mind urging him to drink until he collapsed. To anaesthetise himself against the pain
         of the day. Blot out the reality of the situation until at least the following morning.
      

      
      Fuck it. Why not? What reason have you got to stay sober? 
      

      
      He held the glass in one hand and the bottle in the other, the cold surface numbing his flesh.

      
      To drink or not to drink. That is the question.

      
      He shook his head.

      
      A job, a job. My kingdom for a job.

      
      He lifted the vodka bottle and poured more of the liquor into the glass.

      
      Employment, employment. Wherefore art thou, employment? Again he shook his head.
      

      
      Funny fucker, aren’t you?

      
      Paul took a sip from the glass and then put it down, letting out a weary breath.

      
      It was quiet inside the room; his neighbours in the flats above and below and to either side of him were out or going about
         their business in their usual subdued and undemonstrative ways. That had been one of the things that had attracted Paul to
         the flat in the first place, its solitude. He knew his neighbours to nod at if he passed them in the walkways or met them in the lifts but, apart from such cursory meetings, everyone including him seemed to keep themselves
         to themselves. There was very little commun ity spirit within the block of thirty luxury apartments but that was something
         Paul was grateful for. He was comfortable in the company of others but had always truly enjoyed keeping his own counsel more.
         He had plenty of friends and always had done. From his various occupations he had amassed the requisite collection of acquaintances
         during his thirty-six years but, with a handful of notable exceptions, Paul Crane was more content alone.
      

      
      And, at this precise moment in time, he felt more alone than he ever had in his life.
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      ‘I’ve got to go.’

      
      Gina Hacket glanced at her watch as she sat up in bed.
      

      
      ‘Just another few minutes,’ said the figure lying next to her.

      
      He ran one hand up the inside of her right thigh as he spoke, his fingers gliding along the smooth, taut skin there.

      
      ‘We’ve been here for three hours already,’ Gina reminded him.
      

      
      ‘Not moaning, are you? You weren’t complaining when we first got here.’

      
      She glanced around the room and shook her head almost imperceptibly.

      
      The hotel room was basic, to say the least. Thirty-five pounds bought functional rather than luxurious. A rough, dark brown
            bedspread that resembled and indeed felt only two or three degrees softer than hessian lay untidily upon the bed. The sheets
            beneath were rumpled and sweat-soaked from earlier exertions. The carpet was worn and threadbare in places. There was a sofa
            beneath the window, its cushions badly in need of a steam clean. The same was true of the orange curtains. Blinds hung at
            the windows, the slats waving lazily in the breeze from the opening. There was no air conditioning and only the warm air from
            outside circulated inside the room. The air within smelled musky. A smell of sex and hastily snatched pleasure. From outside,
            she could hear the sound of passing traffic.

      
      Gina looked at the no smoking sign above the small sideboard to her right, perched above a grubby white kettle and a bowl
            of coffee sachets, tea bags and single-serving milk cartons.

      
      There were two empty soft drink bottles there, too. She and her companion had brought them into the room when they’d first
            entered. Gina felt like something stronger.

      
      Her companion trailed two fingers gently between her legs and felt the heat and moisture there. When he removed the digits
            he offered them to her and she flicked her tongue over them, tasting both herself and his saltier emission, too.

      
      ‘Just a quickie,’ he grinned.
      

      
      ‘There’s no such thing with you,’ she told him, trying to inject a note of disapproval into her voice but failing miserably.
            ‘There never has been.’

      
      ‘That’s good, isn’t it? Better than it all being over within a couple of minutes.’

      
      ‘Time’s like money; it’s fine when you’ve got it to spare.’

	  ‘Smart-arse.’

	  ‘I was just saying.’ She shifted position slightly
            on the bed, her attention caught by a long crack in the ceiling. She lay gazing at it.

      
      He pulled her hand down towards his groin and she felt her fingers brush against his erection. Gina looked down at it, her
            fingers closing briefly around his shaft.

      
      ‘It won’t take long,’ he assured her, moving closer to her, kissing her slender neck.

      
      
      ‘I’m sure it won’t,’ she breathed as he pushed more insistently against her, his penis butting against her thigh.

      
      ‘Come on’.
      

      
      ‘You’ve got to be back at work, haven’t you?’ she continued.
      

      
      ‘Eventually.’

      
      ‘They’ll notice you’re not there.’

      
      ‘No one checks up on me. As long as the work gets done they don’t stand looking over my shoulder, you know.’

      
      Gina felt his hand on her face and he stroked her cheek softly. She turned her face towards him and he kissed her. She responded
            almost in spite of herself. When she pulled away she was breathing more raggedly.

      
      ‘I knew I’d persuade you,’ he grinned, his hand now gliding to her breasts, his palms brushing over the erect nipples. ‘Don’t
            tell me you don’t want it again. I know what you’re like.’

      
      ‘Not now,’ she whispered.
      

      
      ‘Why have you always got one eye on the clock?’ he wanted to know.

      
      ‘You know why. I want to be home when Laura gets there. I don’t like her coming home to an empty house.’ She swung herself
            off the bed, picked up her knickers from the floor and walked through to the tiny bathroom.

      
      ‘Perhaps we should meet up earlier in the day, then you wouldn’t have to worry about that,’ he called.

      
      ‘We’ll both have to worry about it soon. It’s the school holidays. She’s off for six weeks.’ Gina inspected her reflection
            in the mirror, fluffing up her shoulder-length auburn hair with her hands. She pulled on her knickers then returned to the
            bedroom.

      
      ‘What are we going to do? When are we going to meet up?’ There was something like irritation in his voice.

      
      ‘She’s staying with her grandparents for a week. We can see each other then,’ Gina told him, retrieving the remainder of her clothes from around the room. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

      
      He watched her as she buttoned her blouse then slipped a hair band around her hair, pulling it into a ponytail.

      
      ‘Are you getting dressed?’ she enquired, looking at her naked companion who was now sitting on the edge of the bed.

      
      ‘You can’t leave me like this,’ he said, raising his eyebrows and indicating his erection with one index finger.

      
      Gina hesitated for a moment then dropped slowly to her knees between his legs.

      
      ‘I told you,’ he grinned. ‘It won’t take long. I promise.’

      
      She dipped her head, closing her mouth around the tip of his erection, her tongue sliding across the sensitive glans. The
            carpet felt rough beneath her bare knees but she ignored it and concentrated on the stiffness in her mouth. She massaged his
            testicles gently as she slid her head up and down his shaft, hearing his breathing grow more laboured. After a moment or two,
            he bucked his hips upwards to match her movements. She felt one of his hands on the back of her head, keeping her in position
            as he neared his peak.

      
      He groaned in appreciation.
      

      
      ‘I told you it wouldn’t take long,’ he gasped.

      
      He was true to his word. Gina felt his penis throb in her mouth and she kept her lips fastened around it as he climaxed, his
            thick fluid filling her mouth. She swallowed it quickly then straightened up, glancing back at him lying naked on the bed,
            his organ softening after his release.

      
      ‘That’s better,’ he grinned, his eyes still closed.

      
      She pulled on her jeans, stepped into her shoes and headed for the door.

      
      ‘If you’re still horny tonight your husband can take care of you, can’t he?’ he called to her and she thought that she heard a note of sarcasm in his voice. She paused and looked evenly
            at him.

      
      ‘I’ll ring you tomorrow,’ he added, stepping through into the bathroom. She heard the shower sputter into life.

      
      Gina dug in her pocket for her front-door keys and checked her watch once more. As long as the bus came on time, she should
            be home in twenty minutes.

      
      Across the street, hidden by the shadows of the doorway in which it stood, the figure that had been watching her since she
            arrived at the hotel now watched her leave.
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      In all of his thirty-six years on the planet, Paul Crane had never felt the sense of helplessness he now experienced as he
         sat at his kitchen table.
      

      
      Combined with a growing feeling of anger and desperation, it closed around him like an invisible vice, tightening with every
         passing moment. Perhaps, he told himself, he’d had it too easy in his life up until this point. Maybe that was why this current
         chain of events had hit him so much harder than he’d expected. But, as he considered his situation, he knew that wasn’t true.
         He’d worked hard for everything he had. None of what he’d achieved had been down to luck; it had been down to sheer bloody
         hard work and, now, all that counted for nothing.
      

      
      With no job he knew that he would lose everything that mattered to him. His home. His way of life and, even more cripplingly,
         his self-belief and confidence. He had no savings to fall back on. He’d never been one to plan ahead and make provision for
         such shattering eventualities.
      

      
      
      He earned money and he spent it. It was as simple as that. He bought the best clothes, the finest wines and when he ate out
         he did so at the best restaurants. He always paid top price for theatre, concert or event tickets and, when he took holidays,
         he never considered travelling any other way but first class and enjoying his breaks in nothing less than five-star hotels.
         The money had always been there. That was why he worked, to ensure that he could afford the best that life offered. He’d never
         envisaged the day when all that would change so why, he wondered, should he have seen it coming? He was good at his job. Well
         liked by his colleagues and those he dealt with. There was never any reason why he should have suspected that when job cuts
         were made at his firm he should be one of those who was so simply and easily discarded.
      

      
      And that was where the desolation turned to anger. There were others he knew of who were less competent than him. Others who
         deserved to lose their jobs.
      

      
      He’d been at Meyer and Banks advertising agency for close to fifteen years. He’d done a bit of everything there in his time.
         Market research at the beginning, then design, direct marketing and finally copy writing. There’d never been any complaints
         about his input, commitment or dedication. Customers had always liked him. Some of the agency’s most successful campaigns
         over the years had been because of him. The quality of his work had been consist -ently high. Unlike some he could think of
         even now as he sat helplessly at his kitchen table.
      

      
      He wanted to smash something. To pick up the glass and hurl it at the nearest wall and bellow his rage and frustration.

      
      
      He wanted to know why it had to be him. Why did he have to be the one who lost his job?

      
      Of course the subject had been mentioned briefly during the course of the afternoon but, upon hearing the news of his release
         (dismissal made it sound as if he’d been removed because of some inadequacy) he had been too shocked to probe his bosses about
         the reasons for his removal from the position he enjoyed so much. They had spoken of things like redundancy payments and working
         until the end of the month but all of those subjects had floated past him. As if they’d been spoken while he was asleep. After
         the initial news that he was being released, very little had penetrated his consciousness. He wondered if this was what it
         was like hearing you had a terminal disease. Once the word terminal had been uttered, everything else was subordinate and
         unnecessary.
      

      
      Had this happened a year or two earlier then he would not have received the news with such despair, but to be laid off in
         the middle of such a deep and seemingly endless recession offered little hope of salvation. A year or two earlier there would
         have been other firms willing to employ him. Other companies only too willing to take on his expertise. He would have looked
         upon his redundancy as a chance to take a holiday. A hiatus from the daily grind. He would have used that time between jobs
         to relax and enjoy some of the life that his handsome salary brought him.
      

      
      But not now.

      
      Paul poured himself another drink and slumped back in his chair, the anger he’d felt now replaced once again by that same
         creeping despair he had grown so accustomed to since leaving his office earlier in the day.
      

      
      
      The sensible side of him said that he should get up early in the morning and scour every available outlet for a job to replace
         the one he’d lost. But sense didn’t feature too strongly in his mindset at this precise moment. It was hard to think logically
         and begin formulating plans when you felt so much distress and helplessness. Anyone who thought otherwise had never been in
         this position.
      

      
      The other side of him had already decided that there was nothing to do at present but wallow in self-pity and that no amount
         of enthusiasm, drive or desire was going to get him a comparable position in a firm of equal or better standing. It was a
         matter of logic. It was nothing to do with trying to work out some kind of strategy for moving on. His position was intolerable
         and, right now, there seemed nothing that could be done about it. More to the point, the mortgage would need paying. A reasonable
         redundancy payment might keep him solvent for a few more months but it wouldn’t last for ever.
      

      
      Words like repossession began to circulate inside his already overcrowded brain and he finally sucked in a deep breath and
         got to his feet, his hands shaking slightly.
      

      
      He shrugged off his jacket, hung it on the back of the chair and walked through into the sitting room, switching on the lights
         as he did so. He looked around the immaculately decorated room for a second then glanced in the direction of the polished
         wood table close to the wall to his left.
      

      
      The red indicator on his answering machine was flashing a five.

      
      Five people had rung him. Paul wasn’t sure if he wanted to speak to any of them, whoever they were. Nevertheless, he moved towards the machine and rested an index finger gently on the PLAY button.
      

      
      ‘You have five messages,’ the electronic voice confirmed.

      
      When Paul heard whom the first one was from he jabbed the STOP button.

      
      He couldn’t listen to it. Not now.
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      Laura Hacket heard her own footsteps echoing in the underpass as she walked. Light, unhurried steps.

      
      She was moving towards the upward ramp when she heard heavier footsteps behind her.

      
      Laura thought about turning to look and see who the footsteps belonged to. She knew lots of people on the estate, especially
            those who lived near her. There was the old lady who lived across the street with her daughter. Laura spoke to both of them
            on a regular basis. The old lady had something wrong with her left foot and walked with a stick. She was a big woman so Laura
            discounted the possibility that it was her purely and simply because her footsteps would have made more noise, and it wasn’t
            the daughter because she always wore high heels and Laura told herself she would have heard them clicking. She always knew
            when the daughter was leaving or arriving home because she heard that familiar click, click, click on the pavement.

      
      She wondered if it might be one of her neighbours. On one side there was a family of four complete with their large dog, Bruno. A mum, a dad and two teenage boys. Laura didn’t speak to the boys much but she sometimes heard their voices when they
            were playing on their PlayStation. Sometimes she heard shouting coming from their kitchen, too, when she was in her back garden.
            She didn’t like the shouting.

      
      On the other side there was another family. They reminded Laura of overstuffed cushions. Each one of them was a little on
            the overweight side. There was the mother with her short black hair, the son with his bright blond hair and his grandmother
            who had vivid red hair. Laura had never seen the man of the house and sometimes she felt sorry for the boy because he obviously
            had no dad. No one to play with him in the garden. No one to kick a football about with him. Not that he played much; he was
            too big for that. All three of them sometimes ambled out into their back garden to cut their grass, trim their hedges and
            do some weeding but that was about as active as they got. When they emerged, their dog came with them. A little terrier that
            ran around a lot and barked at the birds that landed on the lawn.

      
      Laura had asked her dad if they, too, could have a dog. She felt left out, what with Bruno on one side and the terrier on
            the other but her dad had said no. He’d said that it wasn’t fair because they were all out of the house all day. He’d said
            that Laura would have to make do with her hamster until they moved to a bigger house. Then perhaps – and that was the word
            he always emphasised – perhaps they could get a dog.

      
      So, Laura walked on, convinced now that the footsteps in the underpass behind her didn’t belong to any of the people she’d
            thought of.

      
      She stopped for a moment to fasten her shoe.

      
      The footsteps stopped, too.

      
      
      Laura straightened up and continued walking, a little more slowly this time.

      
      Behind her, the footsteps she could hear also moved more slowly.

	  There were about ten yards left before Laura reached the
            end of the underpass and, for reasons she couldn’t explain, she suddenly felt as if she wanted to be out of this subterranean
            walkway. It was dank and musty down there and she didn’t like it any more. Perhaps if the footsteps hadn’t been behind her
            she wouldn’t have cared so much but she felt the need to hurry towards the light that signalled the end of the underpass.

      
      She began to increase the pace of her steps.

      
      The footsteps behind her also speeded up.
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      ‘Hello, Paul, it’s Mum.’

      
      Paul listened to the first faltering words then stabbed the STOP button and cut off the voice in mid-sentence.

      
      He sat down next to the answering machine, his head bowed.

      
      It was a full five minutes before he could bring himself to reach for the PLAY button again. The familiar and slightly frail
         voice continued:
      

      
      ‘I just wanted to thank you for that beautiful birthday card,’ it went on. ‘I don’t know how you find them. The words were
         lovely. I had a little tear when I read them.’ There was a pause. Then a light chuckle. ‘You shouldn’t have put that cheque
         in, though. I really appreciate it but it was too much.’ Another pause, longer this time. ‘I just wanted to say thanks. I’ll
         ring again later. I know you’re busy at work.’ The longest pause of all. ‘It’d be lovely to see you again soon. I know you’re
         busy but, well, hopefully we’ll get to see you and thank you for the card and the cheque.’ The voice ended but the phone hadn’t been put down. It was as if the caller was waiting for him to pick up at
         his end.
      

      
      The message ended.

      
      Paul swallowed hard and looked at the machine, as if he was somehow going to magically see his mother standing there at the
         other end of the phone. He exhaled deeply, almost painfully. How long had it been since he’d seen her? Six months? Longer?
      

      
      ‘We’ll get to see you,’ she’d said. We.

      
      She still used the plural, despite the fact that his father had been dead for almost a year now.

      
      The Royal We.

      
      Paul smiled humourlessly.

      
      They said that when men were shot in wartime they didn’t call for their wives, girlfriends or lovers as they lay dying. They
         called for their mothers. Paul knew that feeling now. He wished his mother was here with him. He needed to see a friendly
         face. He wanted someone who would just listen to him without judging him but he also feared that time to come when he must
         confess his failure to her. When he would have to sit down with her and let her know that her son wasn’t the success she had
         always imagined but that he had failed. But he didn’t want to burden her with that now. Not over the phone either. The news
         he had received earlier that day was the kind to be delivered face to face.
      

      
      She would tell him not to worry. That everything would turn out all right. She had always said that to him throughout the
         years when he’d confided in her and, up until now, she’d been right. Her faith in him had been well-founded. His father had been similarly supportive when he was alive. The two of them basking in their son’s success
         at his chosen profession.
      

      
      Not any more.

      
      Paul thought how much this would have hurt his father. Despite himself, Paul had admired him and was haunted by the fact that
         he’d never let him know that when he was alive. They were polar opposites in attitude and behaviour but Paul had learned many
         lessons from his father, albeit grudgingly at times. The main thing that he had respected about the man was his ability to
         provide for his family. To keep a roof over their heads, no matter what. He may not have been the most communicative person
         ever to walk the earth, and not the easiest to get along with, but he had his own set of ethics that he lived by and they
         worked for him. Others might not always have liked him but they respected him and they recognised the code that he lived by
         and that he had tried to pass on to Paul as his only son.
      

      
      If his father had been alive now he would have told Paul to go out and look for another job. To prove the other bastards wrong
         for getting rid of him.
      

      
      ‘They’ll be sorry before you are, son,’ he would have said. 

      
      Paul afforded himself a thin smile at the thought.

      
      He listened to the message once again and checked the time it had arrived. Lunchtime. He hoped his mother didn’t ring back
         now. He was in no frame of mind to chat to her about anything at the moment. Feeling a little guilty he told himself that,
         if she rang, he’d simply leave it to the machine again.
      

      
      He listened to the second message.

      
      
      It was from his optician. His latest appointment had been confirmed for two days from now.

      
      Paul stopped the machine again.

      
      The third message had been timed at just after five that afternoon. About an hour after he’d learned of his redundancy.

      
      ‘Paul, it’s Martin. I just heard about them getting rid of you.’

      
      Paul pressed the PAUSE button on the machine, hitting it so hard that he almost knocked it off the table it was perched on.

      
      ‘Fuck you,’ he growled in the general direction of the answering machine, his remark directed at the owner of the voice.

      
      Martin Anderson was a year older than Paul. They’d known each other since primary school. Always been close friends, shared
         the same interests and, unlike so many childhood friends, they’d kept in touch throughout their lives, seeing each other regularly
         for lunch, drinks or for any other reason that appealed to them. Anderson had started his own photographic business upon leaving
         college and Paul, during the course of his work, had done advertising for him. But the two men were completely opposite in
         character and attitudes. Anderson was a cautious, sensible man who had managed to build up a very successful business, father
         two boys and remain married to the same woman for the last fourteen years. He’d always been scrupulously careful with the
         money he earned, saving where he could, paying chunks off his mortgage when possible and now he was reaping the rewards. Successful,
         solvent and comfortable.
      

      
      
      At this precise moment, Paul hated him for it.

      
      He listened to the remainder of the message, the sound of Anderson’s voice washing over him.

      
      ‘Give me a ring. Perhaps I can help,’ Anderson said at the end of the message.

      
      ‘Doubt it,’ Paul breathed.

      
      The next message made him even angrier.
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      Frank Hacket cupped his hand around the lighter flame and took a deep draw on his cigarette.

      
      He blew out the smoke and leaned back against the wall, the sun beating down on his face. He was sweating, not just from the
            heat here in the car park of the hospital but because of his recent exertions. It had taken him almost twenty minutes to get
            an appallingly overweight woman from the back of an ambulance into a wheelchair even with the help of a paramedic.

      
      The woman had complained about her aching joints and her swollen legs and just about everything else. It wasn’t her fault
            she was overweight, she had told Hacket and the paramedic repeatedly. It was in her genes. She ate for comfort. She’d trotted
            out all the usual clichés and Hacket had nodded in all the right places as he’d struggled to help settle this human behemoth
            in the wheelchair that, for one awful moment, he’d feared wasn’t going to take her weight. Once into the chair he had pushed
            her through the main entrance of the building to her designated destination within, listening the entire way to her incessant
            complaints.

      
      
      ‘I’m big-boned,’ she’d told him.

      
      Dinosaurs were big-boned, Hacket had felt like telling her as he’d strained every sinew to transport her through the hospital.

      
      He smiled a little to himself. He had to find the humour where he could in his job. For almost thirteen years he’d been a
            porter here at the same hospital. The incident with the woman was the kind he dealt with every day of his working life. If
            it wasn’t that, it was mopping up the sick or the blood in A&E, removing or delivering bed linen to the wards and any one
            of another hundred different tasks that came under his job description.

      
      Hacket wandered over to one of the wooden benches just outside the entrance to MATERNITY and sat down, nodding good naturedly
            to a nurse as she left at the end of her shift. He watched her walk across the car park and onwards towards the large and
            poorly maintained hedge that offered a barrier between the hospital and the road beyond. He’d thought about having a word
            with one of the hospital supervisors concerning the hedge. For a fee, Hacket would trim the hedge for them. Anything to bring
            in a little extra money but he knew that there were contractors employed to take care of that and the rest of the hospital
            grounds. It just appeared that they didn’t care too much for their responsibilities. The grass, he noted, also needed cutting.

      
      He took another drag on his cigarette, glancing at his watch. He still had another ten minutes of his break left then it was
            back to the daily grind until his shift ended. He dug a hand into his overall pocket and pulled out the scratch card, selecting
            a coin from the same pocket to rub off the circles covering the prizes.

      
      He’d bought the card that morning, just as he did every single day, saving it until this time every afternoon, hoping against
            hope that when the symbols were revealed he would have won the jackpot but knowing in his heart that his dream would never come true. People like him didn’t win lottery jackpots. It wasn’t part of the grand scheme of things as far as he was concerned.
            Even so, it didn’t stop him praying for such a win every now and then, especially when it was a particularly large jackpot.
            When he thought of what that kind of money would do for him and his family it almost made him weep. He had a mental list of
            things he would spend it on. The people he would help. What must it be like not to have any money worries, he mused. Those
            people who said that money wasn’t everything were those who had plenty of it. He sighed and turned his attention once again
            to his scratch card.

      
      Hacket revealed the first of the symbols, took a drag on his cigarette then proceeded. He raised his eyebrows when he saw
            that the two he’d uncovered were the same.

      
      One more and he’d have won a hundred thousand pounds.

      
      He rubbed it off.

      
      Nothing. Just as he’d expected.

      
      He sighed and folded the useless card, pushing it back into his pocket until he could dispose of it. He finished his cigarette
            and was about to get to his feet when his mobile phone rang.

      
      When he saw who was calling his heart sank.
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      ‘Hello, Paul, it’s Ian.’

      
      Paul glared at the answering machine for a moment as if holding the contraption personally responsible for the call.

      
      ‘Just thought I’d give you a call,’ the voice went on. ‘I’m back in hospital.’

      
      Paul raised his eyebrows unconcernedly.

      
      ‘They did the operation again but they fucked it up again,’ Ian Garrett’s voice went on. ‘I’m in here for another ten days
         at least. It’s the same hospital as before. Give me a ring.’
      

      
      Paul pressed the STOP button.

	  ‘Fuck you, too,’ he muttered.

      
      He’d known Ian Garrett for the last eight years. They’d met while Paul was working on an advertising campaign for the company
         where Garrett was employed. The two men were the same age and they’d had the same interests. Their friendship had grown quickly
         and unexpectedly, blossoming from formal business lunches to nights out at pubs and clubs and, most regularly, cinemas. Like Paul, Ian Garrett
         was a film fanatic and the two men would often spend many pleasurable hours in the cinema watching films and then even longer
         afterwards talking about them.
      

      
      However, three years earlier, Garrett had been badly injured in a motorcycle accident. The damage to his left knee and ankle
         had left him with a pronounced limp, something not corrected by the surgery recommended to him. In fact, the surgery had been
         so badly botched that there had been a danger for a while that he might even lose the leg. On Paul’s insistence, he had sued
         the consultant and the surgeon responsible and a compensation payment approaching two million pounds had been mentioned.
      

      
      Even now Paul sat staring at the answering machine preparing to erase Garrett’s message.

      
      ‘Two million,’ Paul murmured through gritted teeth. ‘You’re getting two million fucking quid and you’re still moaning. So
         you might have a limp for the rest of your life. Big deal. I’d limp for two million fucking quid. Perhaps the newest cock-up
         will add a few hundred thousand to your settlement.’ He shook his head. ‘Cunt.’
      

      
      He ran a hand through his hair and listened to the other two messages.

      
      The first was from a call centre. Something about his mobile phone and getting extra minutes. He deleted it. The last was
         from another work mate (or, rather, ex-work mate) offering commiserations about his redundancy. Paul deleted that, too.
      

      
      He remained perched on the edge of the leather sofa for what seemed like an eternity, wondering what the hell to do next.

      
      
      And what are the thrilling choices? Ring your mum and tell her how you’ve lost your job and how deep in the shit you are?
            Or call one of the others?
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