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A THRONG OF PEOPLE FILTERED INTO a wide central plaza and gathered in a knot outside the locked front gates of a huge grey and white building, where a forklift truck was parked. Within minutes, the crowd filled the space, fed by other streets, until the swollen gathering reeked of some unspoken intent, pulling in more people from the sidewalks like a whirlpool. Tension built in the air and drifted like the vapour of baked bread into the surrounding buildings, summoning people to their windows. Two streets back, the faint sound of a barking dog set the percussion to the unfolding scene, adding an incidental but dramatic edge.

Two men watched the scene with interest from inside a black car. They knew what was about to happen, and were not surprised to see an individual at the head of the group, a bald man in his mid thirties, being raised above the crowd on a wooden platform attached to the forklift. The older of the two men pulled a device from his pocket and inserted a journal entry: 12:31 p.m., video footage, Vendiez. March 3, 2009. He released a clip on the side of the device, and attached it to the wing mirror while linking a cord to the dashboard. The appliance raised itself vertically above the crowd on a telescopic, retractable pole, and a clear image of the front of the crowd filled the inside face of the windshield. After a few automatic adjustments, the image of the short, bald man dressed in a velvet suit and tie could be clearly seen inside the car.

“Are you sure that’s him? He looks different,” said the younger man.

“It’s him.”

The sharp tone and crackle of a portable PA system came through concealed amplifiers, and the crowd quietened.

“The pillars of this striking façade,” began a voice in Spanish as the image of the man inside the black car turned to point directly at the imposing columns behind him, “are the teeth that have bitten to the marrow of our economy. Investment banks like this one, and many others around the world, have brought the global economy to its knees by gambling our money away on an enormous Ponzi scheme the likes of which we can never imagine. Men in this bank, and other institutions like it, have accumulated hundreds of millions of pesos of ill gotten gains selling stocks with our money—money they never owned, and had no right to speculate on. And after two decades of this filth, the system has come crashing down, doubling the national debt and throwing countless millions of working people around the world into unemployment and poverty.”

His voice rose several octaves on the last two words, causing the dog to bark even louder.

“We stand here today, outside this bank, as patrons of this land and citizens of this world, and we demand restitution. We demand justice for all those people who are suffering while the fat cats lick cream off their whiskers. We demand these bankers pay back their bonuses into the economy. And we demand action NOW!”

The crowd erupted into a roar, drowning out the dog and the approaching sirens of police vans and the diesel engines of large media vehicles. By this point, the area outside the bank was at full capacity, and more people poured in at the back, unfurling the tail of the crowd down the long boulevard. Printed canvas banners were lofted above heads, and the brightly coloured t-shirts of several universities could be seen in block groups. The two men in the car knew that this had been planned for months, but had no idea that he would attract such a crowd. It was a testament to Vendiez that he could do such a thing.

One of the media trucks nosed into view, and a reporter emerged in the corner of the image on the windshield.

“This is Katie Kemp reporting for CNN in Caracas, Venezuela. I’m standing outside the Buenid Investment Bank in the city central plaza, which is the scene of a burgeoning protest led by Gerard Vendiez, a Ph.D candidate in informatics at the University of Córdoba. We’ve just arrived on the scene where what looks to be close to a hundred and fifty thousand people are petitioning the directors of the investment bank to return their bonuses and assist in the economic recovery of Argentina’s failing economy. This is a scene we have witnessed in major cities across the world over the last year, on every continent.”

She broke off the report and looked skyward. Rain clouds filled the open skies above and threatened to unleash their load. But the crowd continued to surge regardless, flowing down the boulevard like a flood, facing off against an ever silent bank. From somewhere inside the midpoint of the crowd, a flare went off, closely followed by a firework launched from a first floor window directly at a police car. The crowd was too big to manage, and the police were becoming agitated. This was all the excuse they needed to storm in from both sides of the midsection and disburse the crowd. Whoever had unwittingly fired that flare had turned the tide of the event. Vendiez continued his monologue, but the front rows were more distracted by what was happening behind them, and he was lowered to the ground and disappeared down an alleyway leading into a cobbled side street.

The black car turned into the same street.

“Where’s he going?” asked the younger man.

“El Faro. It’s a coffee house, a meeting place for people like Vendiez. The police won’t go in there. It’s better if you follow him on foot, Paulo. Don’t lose him. He’ll lead you there. I’ll be parked out front when you arrive.”

Paulo exited the car and caught up to within fifty metres of Vendiez, making sure to keep a distance. After a while, Vendiez stopped by a fountain to light a cigarette, and looked around before entering an eating house with some cast iron chairs and tables outside. Above the doors was a brown marquee with ‘El Faro,’ written in faded white letters. Paulo could see the black car parked up ahead in front of a newspaper stand, and saw Tomas crossing the far side of the street towards him.

“Well done,” Tomas said. “Let’s go and say hello.”

They entered into a dark, smoky room which opened out into some side compartments along either wall. In the far corner booth was Vendiez and two other men.

“Just act casual,” instructed Tomas. “We don’t want to draw any attention to ourselves. Most of the people in here are radicals.”

They walked to the far end as if they were looking for an empty table, and subtly stopped next to Vendiez’s booth.

“Mr. Vendiez? My name is Tomas Krayle, and this is my associate Paulo Dupell. Please excuse our intrusion.”

Vendiez was hunched over the table in heated discussion with the other men. He turned to face the men standing there.

“What do you want?” he said in English.

We were watching your rousing speech outside the bank. I assure you, we wish you no harm,” said Tomas. “We merely wish to speak with you in private, if we may?”

“I see,” replied Vendiez. “Well, you may as well sit down and tell me what you want. These are my friends Miguel and Osvaldo. Whatever you wish to say to me, you can say to them.”

“Very well,” said Tomas, and they sat down inside the booth.

“Mr. Dupell and I are representatives from an international research initiative. You’ve probably never heard of us because we’re not a public or a private entity—but we are, in essence, a combination of both of these things. Our research facility is within the confines of a national park. We’re a transglobal operation. You have amassed quite a following, Mr. Vendiez.”

“I have no interest in fame, notoriety, or anything close to it.”

“We know,” said Tomas. “That’s one of the reasons we’re interested in talking to you.”

“Well, you’re talking to me. So what do you want?”

“We are interested in having you come work with us. We have a facility in Buenos Aires, and my associates are extremely interested in meeting you.”

“And why would I want to do that Mr. Krayle?” said Vendiez, laughing to his friends.

Tomas waited patiently for the laughter to subside.

“Because we are trying to do the same thing as you are.”


CHAPTER 2
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ERWIN SHARP’S SILVER STATION WAGON had a deep scratch along the passenger door, just below the handle. Flecks of silver paint marked the blade and collar of one of the oars above, which was strapped inside a canoe hanging over the back of the roof, bouncing and sliding under taught ropes. At each bump or hole in the asphalt, the loose oar threatened to spin like a panel saw and slice through the branch of one of the pine trees lining the road.

Erwin needed this vacation in the same way that soil needs to rest untilled and await the spring. Never had he imagined a time would come in his life when work would not drive him and provide meaning. There was nothing that had changed at his office over the last five years besides computer software upgrades and better toilet paper. Nothing seemed to change in his daily environment at all, yet he knew that everything was changing. He saw it everywhere, smarter smart phones, smarter cars, smarter kids. Twelve-year-old boys were making tens of thousands of dollars designing corporate websites from their bedrooms. Maybe even someone somewhere was developing interactive dental floss. And it all just kept updating itself like a clock replacing every second, every minute with a new one. The goal posts of every industry had been moved, and the soccer field he once knew so well was hosting a new game, the rules of which increasingly evaded him.

But it was more than just the dawn of constant change. In developing new ways to make life easier, we had somehow made the purpose of it more complicated, he thought. This wasn’t something he could easily articulate to himself or anyone else. He just felt it in the way he felt his bones. Modern life was about keeping up or falling down a groove that rolled you onto a shelf for outdated produce. He leaned back and yawned while scratching the back of his head and simultaneously changing grip on the steering wheel. It was a yawn far deeper than he had anticipated, and quite possibly the longest yawn of his life.

“DAD!”

“Ehh!”

He saw a flash of brown flank and a black eye merged into a blurred portrait, framed by the windshield, growing ever bigger. It was contrasted by a blue and yellow oar passing into view like a harpoon. Tires screamed their protest as the Sharp family pirouetted across the two-lane highway like a drunken ballerina. They came to a complete stop, T-boned to the road. Elizabeth Sharp twisted in her seat and stared across at her husband.

“Is everyone okay?” asked Erwin as the vapour of noxious burnt rubber came into the car. “Lazer, are you okay in the back? Beth? Sorry Beth. Are you okay? Please stop looking at me like that.”

“Hippos don’t even yawn like that. Just ask me to drive if you’re tired.”

“No, I’m not tired. Really. I don’t know where that came from. Lazer?”

“I’m okay, Dad. I’ll get the oar. I can see it in that tree.”

“Did I hit it?”

“No, Erwin. But I think you gave it anxiety for the rest of its life. Please see if you can find my camera lens as well, Lazer. It jumped out of my hand and through the window.”

“Sorry, Beth.”

“I’ll enlarge that last snap to remember the first day of our vacation,” said Beth, “the hind leg of a white-tailed deer and a blue and yellow oar! Very abstract expressionism.”

Erwin looked at his wife with raised eyebrows, and there was a pregnant pause before they both erupted into laughter. He leaned across and kissed her as Lazer went out to collect the items.

“Shake the tree!” Erwin shouted after him. “Don’t climb it.”

Beth retrieved her phone from the glove compartment and scrolled to the GPS.

“Okay, so the administrative building is about eleven kilometres away, and there’s a gas station there. Are you sure you’re okay to drive?”

Erwin was inspecting the oar in Lazer’s arms as he approached the car.

“No problem. Wide awake and fully alert. Are you certain it wasn’t a big brown rabbit? I just want to get the story straight before we tell your brother.”


CHAPTER 3
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IN THE CORNER OF AN OAK-PANELLED ROOM, a large man sat beside an open window opposite a bank of computer screens. Each one was broken into fragmented images displaying a different visual of the surrounding parkland. He occasionally lifted his head from a pile of papers on his desk and inspected a portion of the collage. He ran his hand fully through his long beard, and several wispy hairs caught his fingernails and were pulled loose. Grey and brown wires poked out from underneath tight cuticles. He tugged them free.

Eighteen years ago when he had started as an eager park ranger, he was told he had been hand-picked from thousands of candidates. He assumed it was because of his exemplary university grades and his year internship at Scott Peninsula. But once he had discovered the real reason for his “special” employment at Paspiwin National Park, his acceptance of the matter was swift given the magnitude of what he was told at the time. Many years had passed since then, almost two decades, and he had kept these secrets even from his wife. He was never proud of that fact, but knew that these secrets had to be camouflaged for the sake of others, especially future generations to come.

The older he got, the harder it was to keep a firm hold on what he knew. Danielson had told him about future shock and the importance of the project, and somehow he just accepted it back then without really understanding any of it. He had never heard of future shock or imagined such a project, especially not one in this very park. In the years that followed, more people came, more money came, and the village grew into a city.

He maximized a smaller image on his screen, and a news anchorman appeared surrounded by scrolling text reports of civil unrest in North Africa. This project was more important now than ever before, he thought, and his reverie was cut off by the persistent peel of a phone.

“Chas, there’s a Mr. Sharp here in reception. He said you’re expecting him.”

“Yes, yes. Thank you, Petra. I’ll be right out.”

Erwin had collected park pamphlets from the reception turnstile. He was feigning to read them in the few minutes it took for Charles Bosworth to grab a park map and walk in from the back office. By the time he entered the reception area, Erwin had dog-eared half a dozen of them.

“Mr. Sharp? I’m Charles Bosworth, Park Manager. We spoke on the phone.”

The two men shook hands over the reception counter. Erwin’s hand almost disappeared into Charles’ palm.

“Thank you for offering your assistance, Mr. Bosworth. I’ve been to the Park many times with my father when I was a boy. Hell, I still have the oar my dad hand-carved out of wood from here, although that was a long time ago, and I’m sure new forests have grown since then.”

“Ha! Well, there have been many changes since then, yes. It’s my pleasure to help. Please call me Charles. Let’s take a seat in the cafeteria and spread this map over the table. You mentioned that you’ll be with your wife and son?”

“Yes, they’re just filling up with gas.”

A loud click sounds on the gas pump. Lazer returns the nozzle to its holster and leans into the car.

“$95!”

“Don’t tell your dad, He’ll flip.”

“Who is that giant he’s talking to over there?”

“I assume it’s the guy he called last week. Let’s head over. You may not remember this, but your dad and grandfather brought you here when you were three years old. You were obsessed with the animals.”

“You’re right, I don’t remember, although I vaguely recall grandpa talking in a strange language with some guy next to a log cabin.”

As Beth and Lazer entered the cafeteria, the softer lighting cooled their conversation like a sun shower. It was virtually impossible to ignore the hulking man leaning over a table with an even larger map laid out like a gingham dining cloth. Erwin sat in tight to the table like a schoolboy as the two approaching figures caught their attention.

“Ahh, you must be Elizabeth and Lazer. I’m Charles Bosworth. Please, pull up a chair and I’ll go over a few points. It’s better for everyone if you all share in the navigation. This way you can spread out the blame for getting lost.” He finished with a deep chuckle that Lazer thought was a chair leg dragging across the floor.

“Erwin tells me you want to head into the northwestern sector of the Park. There’s a very nice river sanctuary just here.” He plunked his finger down firmly, covering two square inches of the map. “I see you have the Nikon D700. I’ve got the D510. They’re good cameras.”

“They’re expensive, I know that much. Can you recommend the best camping spots in that quadrant of the Park?” asked Beth. “We’ll be back here on the twelfth. You mentioned to Erwin that we could pick up a pretty good phone signal.”

“You can. There are services both here and here, and campsites and facilities in these regions. The river is best accessed from this point for canoeing, and it forks at Bear Paw, just here. There’s a great swimming hole if you follow the footpath along this route.”

Each time he placed his finger on the map he could have been pointing to any one of half a dozen markings.

“Stay on this course of the river, and don’t wander down this fork as you’ll be off the map… see?”

“What’s down that way?” asked Lazer.

A muscle twitched in Charles’ cheek. “Just brown bears and cougars. And there are some dangerous ravines too. Pretty steep. If you drift down that fork, pull over to the riverbank and turn back. It’s native territory down there, and we respect their lands and ensure visitors don’t wander in there. This is the Park boundary, so make sure you stay inside the Park and keep to this fork in the river.”

Beth thought she detected a note of initial hesitation in his voice. She had a keen sense of linguistic nuance developed over many years in special education, and most days she relied on it to teach some of the more severe cases of Aspergers at her school. Both Erwin and Lazer were completely oblivious, but she was sure there was something he almost said.

“That’s a challenging route you’ve chosen,” continued Charles, “but you’ll be okay as long as you stay within the Park grounds. Give me a moment and I’ll confirm the weather conditions.”

He walked around the table to head back to reception, and made eye contact with Beth. They held it for a fleeting moment, but it was long enough for her to confirm what she had suspected.

“Just before you guys came in,” informed Erwin, “Charles was telling me that black flies and mossies are light this year, and the trails are in good shape with easy portages along the route.”

“That’s good, honey.” She watched Charles exit the room.

Through a side door in the reception area, Charles strode into the adjacent parking lot holding a small round tin, heading straight for a silver station wagon. He moved to the far side of the rooftop canoe and flicked the tin lid with his thumb to reveal what looked like a neatly stacked pile of black corn plasters inside. He dabbed his finger onto the top one, ran his hand inside the rim of the canoe, stopped, and pushed upwards at an angle.

“I wonder who would win between a grizzly and a lion?” mused Lazer.

“Err, that’s random,” chimed Beth, “but pretty much a question a fifteen-year-old boy would ask.”

“Such a teacher,” said Erwin.

“And you’re such a corporate jock,” she retorted with a compact grin.

Lazer was used to their teasing, and they really were archetypes of their professions.

“Well, given that there’s no natural habitat on earth where a bear would occupy the same territory as a lion,” she continued, “I guess the only place it could happen is if some zookeepers set it up and ran a betting pool.”

She was about to break into a witty catchphrase when Charles came back.

“You should have a clear sky for the next five days, and then perhaps some light showers but nothing major. I’ll ask my rangers to keep an eye out for you. There are only four other groups travelling through the interior right now, but no one in that quadrant. I’ve marked the ranger stations on the map, which you can take with you, and… I think that’s it. You’re good to go.”


CHAPTER 4
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CHARLES SAT DOWN HEAVILY IN HIS CHAIR and twisted to look out the window. There was not a cloud in the sky. The lilting sounds and lean aroma of nature took him far away from his thoughts. This was the best drug he knew. The only drug he ever wanted to know. It was not a distraction from life. It was an invitation to life. How lucky he had been to fall into a job he enjoyed so much, a job so suited to who he was. Danielson was a man of integrity, running such a crucial research experiment that Charles hoped his sons would be a part of one day, especially his youngest Shaun who was such an inquisitive owl. He longed to tell his family of the wonderful things he knew were happening in there and in other places around the world connected to it. Despite all the negative media, there were people busy at work on a plan to bring us out of this predicament, this mess we had created for ourselves. There was hope, and there was a movement happening right now to save our deadening societies and our crumbling environment, to harness the power of technology for the greater good.

As he breathed in the splendour of colour and sound coming through the window, he knew that something so beautiful and pure couldn’t die. After four billion years, there’s no way human beings could destroy such a wealth of biodiversity in just a few hundred years of industrialization. The thought strengthened his resolve, and he dressed it with the weight of action, turning back to the screen. With a light touch on a small image, he accessed a mapped section of the Park around the building. A red dot moved slowly toward the river.

“Henry Danielson,” he said aloud.

The screen showed a graphic of a phone vibrating. A clear image of a comely man in his early fifties appeared.

“Good afternoon, Chas.”

“It certainly is one of those, Henry. How are things at your end?”

“Fine. We’re getting very excited about the new AutoNav unit, just waiting to hear back from Colonel Finch on the funding. And yourself?”

“Not bad. I have a security code E alert for you… a family of three travelling close to region four, heading to the White River Bird Sanctuary. Erwin and his wife Elizabeth Sharp, and their teenage son. Normally I would just keep an eye on their movements, but they’ll be at the river’s fork tomorrow by canoe, and… well, I just wanted to give you the heads up. It’s an uncommon route, and it’s in open park territory. There’s no ranger station out there. I was initially going to claim that this quadrant was closed, but they seemed so keen on taking their cameras in there. I’m always trying to balance priorities, Henry, you know that. Anyway, I advise you survey region four just for a few days. I’ve attached a beacon to their canoe. You can pick it up on channel 86. Can you confirm this channel?”

“I have a record of them entering the river at region one. We’ll tag the area a mile downriver of the fork. Once they’ve passed Bear Paw and are heading for the Sanctuary, we’ll deactivate the tagging system. Thanks.”

“No problem. If there are any changes, I’ll get back to you. Have a good one.”


CHAPTER 5
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THE SOFT MUD OF THE RIVERBANK had hardened in the baking sun of the last two days. The canoe needed both Erwin and Lazer pushing from behind, and Beth guiding from the front, to get it into the water.

“There are no crocs in here… are there, Dad?”

“My God son, what on earth do they teach you at that school? There are no crocs or alligators anywhere near here, and the closest you’ll come to seeing one on this continent is the Florida Everglades. Crocodiles may be many things, but winter enthusiasts aren’t one of them. What’s with the school curriculum, Beth?”

They load their supplies into the boat and distribute the weight, then climb in with Lazer in the middle, and head off downriver.

“There’s a glut of online info,” said Beth, “a saturation of it contradicting itself. This is the world that schoolkids and their teachers live in. A teacher makes a statement in class, and a kid can Google it on their phone and challenge them. Since I taught biology in a public school, the role of the teacher has changed a lot.” She held up her iPhone and shook it like a matchbox. “They can know more than the teacher,” she added. “But it’s how they use that information that’s important. They need to be taught ways to evaluate it. This is what the role of the teacher is today, but it will continue to change until the very idea of a school will be obsolete.”

“School is okay, Mom. My friends are there. I play soccer.”

“Nothing is going to happen in your school years,” said Erwin. “Change takes time, and we humans like to take our sweet time about it. Left to our own devices we’ll sit in our puddle and make a life. We’ll complain, of course, but we’ll still sit there until circumstances make us change. This is the way we are. People are on the TV every day telling us more bad news about the environment. It’s irrefutable. Maybe we put a bit more plastic in the recycle bin, but we won’t actually do anything until we open the front door and a melted icecap comes over the doorstep.”

“What’s ‘irrefutable’ mean?”

“It means that you can’t deny the truth of it anymore. Your father thinks we’re all doomed, so why bother. Isn’t that right, dear?”

“I don’t think we’re all doomed, yet. I just think that anything we do from here on in is negligible. We have moved past a critical point on the pendulum of negative consequence. It’s a moral issue that we must at least try to do something about.”

“Yet you work at a polluting chemical plant,” said Beth.

“Which has undergone a massive eco-facelift since Jean-Paul came onboard.”

“What your father is trying to say is that human history on this Earth is but a drop in an ocean compared to how long the delicate balance of nature has existed. Yet in the brief time we have inhabited this planet, we’ve dominated every other species, raped the Earth of its natural resources without due care to replenish them, and industrialized with toxic emissions. In so doing, we are also killing our own race because we’re consuming our increasingly polluted home.”

“In the same way that bacteria will consume an orange,” added Erwin emphatically.

“Oh!” said Lazer. “So, humans are like a virus then? A disease?”

“Well, that’s a controversial view, and not exactly my opinion, but definitely one I’ve heard before,” said Erwin, back peddling. “I don’t want you to think that I think that. Your mother could probably explain it better.”

“Basically,” said Beth, “our lives are just links in a chain of successive lives over billions of years. I’m not just talking about people. I mean we have to look right back to the single cell organisms that came from the sea and crawled onto the land as amphibians, like frogs. You remember what I told you about how frogs breathe?”

“When in water, they breathe through their skin. When on land, they use their lungs,” answered Lazer.

“Good lad. These creatures were the start of land animals from which we as humans eventually came into existence,” Beth explained. “You can see this process today in other semi-aquatic animals, flying fish, and sharks that can live in saltwater and fresh water. Evolution finds a way. Necessity is the mother of invention. We evolve and survive, changing into other things to keep on living. We humans now hold the poker hand of all evolution on this planet.”

She paused to take a swig from a large bottle of water, and then continued.

“Everything in life has a role to play, Lazer. There are bonds that link everything. All life on Earth is nothing short of a mysterious miracle. The older you get the more you will understand this. It took me a long time to get past all the negative day to day BS to get there, but you will eventually realize how delicate, enrapturing and beautiful the chemistry of life is. You must also understand that there are laws of nature, strict ones that don’t conform to good or bad, right or wrong, or any other constructs that we invent to give life meaning. The laws of nature just are.”

“Daniella and I watched that David Attenborough documentary. He used the word ‘symbiosis.’ Dad told me that’s how things exist to benefit each other. I’ve been thinking about that a lot. The program was about how insects and flowers depend on one another, how rivers carry nutrients, and how trees drop their fruits to feed the soil, and then distribute those nutrients back into the tree roots. It’s an amazing show. He explained how leaves absorb sunlight and catch raindrops for water. It’s all connected, I do understand that.”

“You’re a bright lad,” said Erwin. “A chip off the old block… Ouwh, ouwh, ouwh, ouwh.”

They all laughed as Erwin chimped it up, and the canoe rocked from side to side with the vibration of shifting bodies. Water came in over the side and sprayed Lazer’s shorts, which made them laugh even more until Erwin got a mouthful of it from an oar splash, and started to gag.

“Here, pass this to your dad,” said Beth handing over her bottle of drinking water. “You’re still young, and you’re at the awkward age,” she said. “Your generation will understand how life really is soon enough, but you’ll rebel against it because it doesn’t fit with the clowns and balloons of childhood. That fairyland bubble we are fed as children is how we are protected from the realities of life. But at your age, parents can’t do that anymore, although some try with devastating consequences. I’ve seen the results at school far too many times.”

“Life can be wonderful or life can be hell,” added Erwin wiping his mouth, “and a lot of it has to do with the decisions you make and your outlook. There are really three ways to look at life. You can see it as full of amazing opportunities and challenges for the short time you’re here. You can view yourself as just passing through it, so why bother trying too hard or getting too upset about anything. Or you can ponder the meaning of it all, lock yourself indoors and be afraid. It’s your choice. People will be too invested in their own lives to bother with yours, so don’t expect anyone to care that much about what you do with it. A gift? A curse? Depends on how you see it. Rituals and customs are handed down from generation to generation, and each one has to bend them to their own. We benefit from the efforts of previous generations. With any luck, we evolve to be a better society. This is the challenge of your generation, son. Mine and your mom’s too. We’re not done yet, not by a long shot.”

“Too right.”

“Listen to your mother. She has balance in her life, which is why she’s so joyful. It’s one of the reasons why I love her so much. I, on the other hand, have almost no balance.”

“I married your father and the Bruber Chemical plant, where he lives most of his life.”

“Why do you work so much, Dad?”

Erwin felt the question sting his skin.

“I had strong ambition once, and thought that hard work was the way to get there. My bosses saw this, and gave me a leg-up to a senior role. I thought that if I worked longer hours, took on more responsibilities and duties, managed staff well, I would rise up again and maybe sit in the VP’s chair one day. I think you’re old enough to understand this now. Ambition can be the harshest critic of all, son. I wanted to taste the apple at the top of the tree, and when I got there it was as sweet as I thought it would be. But when I looked down and saw all the other apples I missed on the way up, it made me regret seeing only that one at the top. Low-lying fruit contained moments of you growing up, your soccer practices and birthdays, our wedding anniversaries. They would have been far sweeter.”

Beth looked down as Erwin spoke, tapping her shoe into the puddle underfoot.

“I wish I’d just stopped trying and saw that I had everything I ever needed.”

He took off his baseball cap and turned it around. Under the logo in bold, light blue letters, it read: “Congratulations Erwin. VP of Bruber Chemicals.”

“Your dad is hard on himself. He’s great at what he does, and everyone knows it.”

“LOOK! The base of the tree line, 3 o’clock!” yelled Lazer.

Beth reversed the stroke of her oar and slowed the boat right down to a drift. Among the bushes behind the tree line, the velvet antlers of an adult moose could just be made out. Beth pulled back on the oar as Erwin pulled forward, and the canoe turned gently toward the bank.

“No sudden movements,” said Erwin, as both Beth and Lazer began to fumble with their cameras. Just to the left of the bushes was a clearing about twenty metres wide, and furred spikes were maneuvering towards the open space, periodically ducking down behind the bushes.

“Go in easy, Erwin. We don’t want another wildlife incident.”


CHAPTER 6
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THE LOUD CRACK OF SYCAMORE REVERBERATED off the surrounding trees like corn inside a hot can.

When Erwin appeared on the dell, the harsh ring had been replaced by a twisting scream. Lazer had a thick branch in an armlock and was attempting to either flip the whole tree over his arm, or hurl his body into a somersault over the thick girth of the dead branch.

“You’ll pull your own arm off before that branch comes loose,” said Erwin.

“It’s deadwood, I’ve almost got it off.”

“Stop! Leave it. Look for the dark pieces of wood on the ground. You know this. I don’t know why you’re bothering with that huge branch. If you want to stay warm around the campfire, and cook up s’mores, I suggest we get a move on as the light is already starting to fade.”

Lazer reluctantly let go of the branch, and it bent slowly to the ground as if bowing to a defeated opponent. He looked at the deep gash, more of a compound fracture than a clean cut, with grey-black wood fibres contorted into a wan smile. He just wanted to impress his parents by bringing back this huge branch he had hacked off with his bare hands. He sensed something beyond the boundary of his comprehension, but dropped it like heavy luggage, and gambolled off through the trees, periodically bending to collect deadwood until he had a sizable stack in his arms.

Father and son meandered to their camp, drawn there by the brighter light in the clearing ahead and the sound of a can opener biting through a tin lid. Birdsong was in its final hour, and the wind in the trees spoke of a day’s adventure corked by a night’s meal around the campfire, and an early night’s sleep.

“Good. You’re back. You can start work on the fire,” said Beth directing them both to a geometrically perfect circle of stones she had arranged. She was the kind of woman who effortlessly got things done. If her left hand was slicing carrots, her right hand was braising steak. Every second was utilized as an opportunity to move forward, and just by watching her for a few minutes it was possible to learn a new way of doing something.

“Are there any trees left?” she mocked. “I mean for the birds to perch in and, well, generally to support life. They’re more than pretty things for us to try and burn or build things out of. They’re multifunctional, like your penknife.”

“You mean, that like, this blade is for this, and this one’s a saw, and…”

“Yes, but imagine if you could use all of those—one, two, three, four… eight blades at the same time. A tree manages to do that. It’s an essential roust and haven for animals, its roots act as a carpet that habours insects and holds the earth together, and many other things—and we are clear cutting whole forests at an alarming rate, dozens of football fields an hour, and have been doing so since the seventies. The Amazon rainforest in South America has been reduced to little more than an atrium, and in the process, native tribes have been robbed of their histories and turned into urban dwellers. Thousands of years of culture have been wiped out in the pursuit of commodities from wood.”

“But we have that huge wooden deck out the back,” said Lazer.

“And I wear leather shoes, we eat meat, and have two cars. This is how our society functions, and we as a family are as much a part of this society as anyone else. I’m no wannabe tree-hugging vegan, as your father thinks I am, but we try and be sensible about our consumption. It’s hard to fight against that greed for more of everything. Nothing is enough, and yes, unfortunately, your father and I often get mixed up in that too. It’s why we come out here into the wilderness to break away from all that back there. To think and breathe, and figure some of this out.”

“Speak for yourself. I work hard all year and just want some fresh fish in the open air away from your mother,” added Erwin with a deep chuckle. He had that infectious laugh that energized the atoms and entered your nostrils like sawdust. Within seconds, a whole room would be laughing with him. Lazer was first to break out in fits of tight giggles at the side dig to his grandmother. After several meager attempts to fight it, Beth joined in too.

“At least my mother knows when to keep her mouth shut,” she barked back.

“But she does have a hairy mole that tickles my face,” added Lazer.

“She does not!” Beth chased him around the stone circle fireguard, catching him by a large tree and tickling him under the ribs until he was begging her to stop.


CHAPTER 7
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Two LEGS POKED OUT FROM UNDERNEATH a red Ford Focus. They rolled back and forth under the strain of a concealed upper body until the disorganized clang of metal hitting concrete rang out around the garage.

“Dave, pass me the other ratchet handle on the counter. This one is fucked.”

A younger man bends down and leans his right arm underneath the car.

“Here. Simon, I’m off for lunch, mate. What d’yer want? Chicken or beef pastie?”

“Both. And a bag of crisps, any flavour. Cheers.”

The young man walks over to a wooden bench by a sink and rolls up both sleeves of his overalls. He presses down hard on a dispensing nozzle, and thick green fluid pumps into the palm of his hand, which he massages between his fingers, over the backs of his hands and wrists, and midway up both forearms. The fluid cracks and squeaks as it works away at removing ingrained grease from skin, turning the green slime into a black paste. While rinsing it off, he looks into the mirror above the sink, which was chipped at the edges, more so at the corners. The back wall of the garage frames his face, and calendars of naked girls hang from nails above the work bench. Simon had given him the chance to learn his trade, and he was grateful to him, but he knew it was time to move on. Five years in the same old garage fixing the same old cars. He wanted more, needed more. Ashbourne had been his home all his life. His grandfather had worked the mines for fifty years, and his father had given his life to the sawmill for close to thirty. Derbyshire was in his blood, and England was his home, but he prayed for change, longed to travel and for the chance to make something of himself beyond this little country town.

It was raining outside. He zips then buttons his coat, and lifts a golfing umbrella off a hook by the office door. He turns to look around the garage before entering the rain outside, and catches a glimpse of himself reflected off the office window. Dirty blue overalls, Paddington Bear coat, and a red and white checkered umbrella. Only in a country town, he thought. He grabs a book wrapped in a plastic bag, and strolls out into the rain.

The cobbled streets of Ashbourne shone with the lacquer of rain. The air smelt of damp leaves. Most of the market stalls in the main square had shut up shop due to the rain, but a few remained open, like Ray’s cheese stall, and Suzie’s craft jewellery. They both waved at him as he walked past, and he blew Suzie a cheeky kiss. She was just old enough to be out of his range, and they both knew it, but it didn’t stop them from flirting with each other.

“You on lunch?” she shouted.

“Yeah, but just off to the library first. Do you want a pastie?”

“No thanks, Ray and I have been scoffing cheese all morning.”

Ray and Suzie had watched him grow up, and Ray had tried to get him to volunteer at the fire station with him. But it didn’t go anywhere. The interest wasn’t there. They knew he liked to read and discover how things worked. They also knew how lost he was since his mother’s death. Nothing made sense to him after that, and he drifted from one job to another until Simon had taken him under his wing.

The town library was quaint and old, much like everything else in Ashbourne. There was always a trolley of books waiting to be put away, and a pile of other books waiting to go on the trolley. Norman and Sheila were busy among the shelves and didn’t see him enter the porch and lean the umbrella against the rack. His feet scraped against the doormat bringing Sheila out from behind a section of thriller novels.
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