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Author’s Note


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental. 
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Saturday, 21st December, 2013, 5:15 pm


Paul held the final tin in his hand.


The cold, stark metal burned like ice in his grasp. Like the others before it, the can had no label: its contents a mystery.


“So what have you got for me this time?” said Paul, making every effort to control the volume of his voice. “Are we done after this?”


It had been eight days since Paul, an underachieving undergraduate at a university in a far-flung corner of northern England, had wandered into his local supermarket to buy some food for the coming week. Since then, his world had changed irrevocably. There would be no more lectures, no more killing time in the student refectory, no more…Maia.


Paul stared at the tin. This had to be the conclusion, he thought. An answer to all the changes that had occurred since he opened the first can and swallowed its contents. Had this week been some kind of elaborate joke…was he the victim of someone’s screwed-up idea of having fun? Was he being drugged or had something got into the water? For eight days he’d tried desperately to find an explanation for these events: these transformations. Yet, nothing: nothing yet.


The student took a look around and drew in the cold air from his strange, new surroundings. It had grown dark quickly. It was the winter solstice; the shortest day of the year and it wouldn’t be long before it was over. By then, the student would have drunk whatever lay within the eighth tin. By then, the day would have passed and the boy would know his fate.


“Do I live?” The question directed at the tin remained unanswered as Paul stood over it, devoid of any emotion.


He held his breath and slowly punctured the lid.
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Same Day, Chacaltaya Glacier, La Paz, Bolivia


Yaneth carefully examined the photograph and noted how different it was from the scene that stretched out a few hundred meters above where she was standing.


“I took that when your mother and I were here last,” Vargas, Yaneth’s father, said wistfully. “She was pregnant with you at the time, my dear.”


Yaneth looked again at the faded shot of the landscape. “Fourteen years ago,” she whispered.


“And five months…to be exact!” Vargas smiled, thinking of happier times.


“And this is what has happened since, Papa?” Yaneth gestured somberly at the terrain. “It doesn’t seem possible.”


The pair stood at the end of a makeshift road originally built to take skiers and climbers up the mountain to sample the delights of the Chacaltaya glacier. The mountain was situated in the northern Andes and all-year round skiing had been enjoyed by tourists and rich locals alike; the latter leaving the comfort of their city haciendas in La Paz to enjoy the invigorating air of the high altiplano.


“Look,” Yaneth cried, “the old shack on this picture is still here!”


Vargas – the family surname which he was traditionally called by – glanced over to the tired clapboard lodge which was built just as the Second World War had erupted in Europe. The lodge, which now resembled a dilapidated cow shed at best, was the base cabin for South America’s first ever mountain tow rope.


“I remember how the rich city skiers screamed when they were towed up the mountain from that hut for the first time,” he shouted across to Yaneth. “It was so fast and unstable!”


“Were there people skiing when you came with Mama?”


“Sure. This place was alive back then.”


“Did Mama go skiing?” Yaneth asked hopefully.


Vargas looked carefully at his daughter; her young face already etched and aged by the harsh conditions of the Bolivian tundra. She’d had to grow up quickly following the death of her mother; a victim of one of the many devastating landslides which hit the rural outposts of La Paz during the violent floods of 2002. Yaneth was four years old then. The only real memory she had of her mother after all this time was the thing she held in her hand: the photograph. On it, her mother smiled and waved as she stood, dwarfed by the raking, all-consuming sheet of ice beside her that now had all but disappeared. In fifteen years the glacier had receded at an alarming rate, leaving nothing more than a vestige of snow at Chacaltaya’s summit some three hundred meters in the distance.


“People say within two years, the final piece of the glacier up at the summit will be gone.” Vargas’s eyes filled with the salty tears of regret. “Your mama never got to ski, Yaneth…and neither will anyone else now.”


Back in the single room of their small brick house precariously positioned in the hills above the bright lights of Bolivia’s governmental capital, both daughter and father wrapped up in layers of worn blankets in an effort to stave off the biting chill. It was December 21st – the height of their summer – but temperatures rarely got above fifty degrees during the day and any heat simply fell away at night.


“What are we to do, Papa?”


“I’m not sure, Yaneth.”


“We’ve only enough food for a couple more days.” The girl toyed with her long black hair, each strand shimmering in the dim glow from the room’s small fire.


Vargas said nothing.


“Thank you for taking me today, Papa.” Yaneth held out a hand, thin from malnutrition. “Thank you for showing me where you and Mama went.”


The farmer got up from his stone seat and stepped outside. As his eyes slowly adjusted to the gathering gloom, he looked out across the various plots of land he’d literally broken his back trying to nurture an existence from all these years. A land ravaged by El Niño and one now starved of water because the glacier was all but gone…and with it their income and their food.


“I will go into town again tomorrow,” Vargas said, coming back into the house. “I will try and find something to do…to eat…some help.”
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Saturday, 14th December, 2013, 11:31 am, Lancaster, England


The local supermarket was empty but for one elderly pensioner and a young, female cashier: the wind-chill outside was a menace and the day’s gray mood was keeping most indoors.


Paul was oblivious to the painful whinny of the automatic doors as they parted to allow the student in. Power chords from Muse’s Absolution album zipped up the white cables of his iPod earphones, isolating him completely from his immediate aural environment.


Passing the doorframe, he caught the reflection of his skinny frame in the glass. Much to the annoyance of the image-obsessed who knew him, Paul was rarely hungry and ate little. Food never really ‘interested’ him and more often than not, he’d go a day or more simply forgetting to eat. Hence the reason dull, sunken eyes in a lean face stared back at him from the door glass. Paul braved the cold without a jacket: he was of tough, northern stock. Thin, pasty arms protruded from the wide sleeves of one his few favored t-shirts and torn jeans clung to his hips like a climber gripped tightly to a ledge. Paul’s hair appeared a poorer fit than his clothes: a wild, dark mop poured thick over a moody countenance and came to rest on the bridge of a robust Roman nose. Add to this a pronounced, languid stoop the whole ensemble resulted in the boy’s face being all but totally concealed.


Paul sighed and sidled into the store, his forward gait giving the impression he had the weight of the world on his shoulders.


Fluorescent lights fizzed like startled cats as he picked up a basket and began scouring the first aisle for requisite bargains. Three years into a university education and Paul’s student loan was at a level that kept him awake some nights and while he managed to occasionally convince himself eating was actually important, he was always frugal when shopping with ‘the bank’s money.’


SELL BY Dec13. That was yesterday.


Paul quickly rejected the only item on the store ‘clearance’ shelf. Out of date peppered mackerel was probably not worth the risk, he thought. He passed through the chiller cabinet’s frozen lane of air, dismissing anything that was likely to go off in a few days. As he rounded the aisle end, the store’s only other customer stood alongside a tired looking display of vegetables. The old man looked up sharply and dropped the apple he was holding.


Was there a bite taken out of that?


Paul watched as the fruit rolled under the bread fixture: white, red, white, red. The student stared as the old man launched into a soundless tirade: clearly berating Paul to mind his business…but only drum and bass filled the boy’s ears. Paul moved on, uncomfortable with the pensioner’s angry attention and as he swept by, the sweet, sickly smell of the man’s body odor stung at his nostrils. He was tempted to inquire if the old goat had bothered to have a bath this year but decided to keep his counsel.


Rows of food and drink came and went but the boy was distracted. Paul switched off his music and tried to focus on just choosing something…anything…but he was irrationally irritated and his interest in this particular chore was in steep decline.


“Think I’ll give this a miss,” he concluded aloud and, crashing his empty basket to the floor, made a start for the exit. At the tills, Paul feinted sideways and hurried behind a young checkout girl deeply preoccupied with both her nails and a friend on her cell phone.


“Excuse me, Paul. I think you may have missed something.”


The student stopped dead in his tracks: she had clearly said his name. He spun around to see the girl still casually attending to her manicuring; head down, her phone tucked tightly between shoulder and ear.


“I’m sorry,” Paul sputtered out. “Did you just say something to me?”


Without looking up the girl pointed towards a near-empty shelf and carried on with her conversation. Paul traced the direction of the girl’s arm.


“How do you know my name?” he asked, struggling to figure out exactly where the cashier was pointing.


Glancing back over his shoulder, Paul assumed the girl could only be eighteen or nineteen years old. The awful drabness of her blue-gray polyester uniform was in stark contrast to the weight of flame red hair which engulfed her as she studiously focused on her nails. Paul eavesdropped the phone call for a second, trying to make out the words the girl was using but the language was unrecognizable: certainly not English. An urgency to see what she looked like enveloped the boy and, as if hearing his thoughts, the young assistant snatched her head up and Paul was held momentarily by dazzling green eyes.


“I’ve gotta go!” The checkout girl curtly dismissed her caller and gestured again over to the shelves. “Why don’t you go see what’s there, Paul?”


It was a tray of tins. Eight bare tins.


No labels. The only visible information was a price scribbled in ballpoint pen on the side of the cardboard tray holding the tins: £2.99. Paul stood gawking at them.


“What’s happening, here?” he muttered to himself, puzzling over how she knew his name. “Has she got a friend who knows me?”


“I’ll take those!”


Paul felt a sharp dig in his side and was effortlessly pushed away from the aisle. Caught completely by surprise, the student took a few seconds to compose himself as the old man busily loaded the tins into his trolley.


“Hang on,” said Paul, swiftly bringing his thoughts back into play. “I was just about to buy those.”


“Well, you missed your chance…and now I’ve got ’em!” the pensioner grunted viscerally at the boy.


“But…” Paul hesitated as the girl came between him and the belligerent elder.


“Mr. Demeter,” she said, placing a placatory hand on the pensioner’s shoulders, “this customer was here first.” Keeping a steely eye on the man who was clearly boiling inside, the checkout girl deftly lifted the cans out from his trolley. “I’ll check what else is in the back when I’ve finished with this gentleman,” she said in a conciliatory and gentle manner, which belied her outward appearance and suggested to Paul that he’d got the girl’s age hopelessly wrong. She passed the tins across to him. The old man growled. Seething and bubbling the pensioner pulled his coat tightly around him, hawked and spat on to the floor close to Paul’s feet before moving away.


“Hey!” Paul went to remonstrate with the man again but the checkout girl quickly grabbed him back.


“It’s okay,” she said softly. “His smell is worse than his bite!”


The pair suddenly burst out laughing at the girl’s remark.


“I think I’d better pay for these before the old fool comes back,” Paul said, still smiling.


“I think you better had.”


“By the way,” Paul ventured, “as you seem to know my name, can you tell me yours?”


“I’m Maia,” the girl replied.
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Paul closed the door on the cold afternoon and cranked up the thermostat in his claustrophobically small bedsit.


He wandered into the kitchen, punched on a light, which made little difference to the overall brightness, and dumped the carrier bag full of tins onto the worktop. He would sort them out and eat later; his thoughts were elsewhere. Thoughts full of the green-eyed girl.


The student stepped back into the tiny lounge space, moved a copy of Earth Structure off the room’s only chair and sat down. Paul’s choice of geology for a university degree had turned out to be a poor one. It wasn’t that the academic struggled with the subject he’d simply lost interest early on in the course. One of sixteen students in his year group, Paul had made a couple of friends in his class but he largely ignored the rest. This enforced strategy appeared to suit both sides as his fellow students regarded Paul as a bit of a loner and were happy to leave him to his own devices. For Paul, the end of his final year couldn’t come quick enough. He could then get on with the rest of his life.


Whatever that entails.


Paul glanced at his watch and tapped its over-sized face; he needed to be somewhere later. The boy deliberated over the detail of the appointment that eluded him while his stomach rumbled with increasing audible remonstrations about the lack of attention.


“Quiet!” the student hissed. “I’m not hungry.”


As he sat nursing his snarling belly, it dawned on Paul that he actually hadn’t eaten a thing since grabbing a slice of toast in the refectory on campus the previous day. By the time he’d got back into the kitchen, he was dizzy with hunger, and with nothing else remotely substantial available, he reached for a tin out of the bag.


He dropped it instantly.


“Whoa!” exclaimed Paul, as the searing heat of the metal surface scalded his hand. He lunged towards the sink, pulled on the cold water faucet and snapped his burning palm into its cool flow. The student winced and whined, unsure of the damage inflicted on him and, after a few seconds in the stream, he pulled his hand back for inspection. “Eh?” he remarked, expecting to see the redness of injury but his palm was unmarked. “That’s weird.”


Relieved that he wasn’t due a trip to the hospital burns’ unit, Paul laughed uneasily and crouched down over the dropped tin. Wary of picking it up again, he floated his hand close enough over the can’s surface to feel there was no intense heat radiating off it. He held his breath and smartly snatched it back up off the floor.


“You idiot!” the young man admonished himself. “It’s cold, not hot…really cold.”


The separated tin lid bounced off the gnarled, yellow laminate of the kitchen work surface as Paul finished opening the can. Its contents revealed, the student shuddered as he contemplated a dull-green, stale liquid.


What did she sell me?


Paul recalled asking the checkout girl, Maia, what was in the unlabelled tins but claimed she had no idea. As he stared transfixed by the fluid, the putrid smell from the tin wafted up and hit Paul like a train; his stomach lurched and he retched violently at the foul odor.


“This really isn’t a good idea.” Paul reeled clutching at his churning stomach. “To think I turned down day-old mackerel for this muck,” he said, scanning the kitchen for the bin. He plucked the bag of tins from the counter and bounced them through the flip-top and out of sight.


The first, opened tin was still sitting on the worktop. Paul grabbed it, slopping some of the soup over the back of his hand. Ship the whole stinking lot down the sink, his mind screamed but he was so very hungry.


The drops of liquid on his hand shone like tourmaline stones: just like Maia’s radiant green eyes.


Instinctively, the student drew his hand up to his mouth and carefully lipped off the few drops: its effect instantaneous. Compelled by a force stronger than hunger, Paul slipped the remaining fluid into a pan and set it down on the electric hob. As the liquid warmed, the obscene odor of the liquid dissipated and the boy craved the first mouthful.


Without a second thought he drew the warm pan up to his lips and devoured the soup in one long, continuous draft.
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Same Day, Coney Island Peninsula, New York, USA


Another body was located in the first floor bedroom; the fourteenth victim, firefighter Michael Rossi had discovered on the street during the first hour.


Hurricane Talia, a category one storm, had hit the Atlantic seaboard of the US around 2 am that morning with catastrophic effect. Most of the single storey buildings along the shoreline of New York’s famous resort were completely submerged for a few hours; other houses that escaped flooding had been ripped apart by the storm’s 130 mph winds.


“Is she dead?” Rossi’s colleague joined him in the room.


Rossi walked over to the bed and lifted the plastic oxygen mask off the old lady’s face. She hadn’t drowned: the flood water had only reached halfway up the stairs. She also hadn’t been caught by flying debris: miraculously the bedroom was still intact. The ensuing power failure, however, had cut off the frail woman’s vital oxygen supply and, after a handful of minutes, her heart failed and she was gone.


“Yeah, she’s dead,” replied Rossi and gently closed the old woman’s eyes.


Seven hours after getting her claws into the peninsula, Hurricane Talia moved on. Only then were Rossi and his crew able to access some of the worst hit areas on the island but it wasn’t long before the numbers of the deceased began to rise alarmingly.


Rossi was a crew veteran with over thirty years experience in the FDNY. A former college football player, he had acquired all the attributes required to lead the ladder at an early age. His courage and strength were unquestionable but it was Rossi’s mental agility, calmness under pressure and intuitive judgment skills which made him a stand out battalion chief. He was left mentally and physically scarred by 9/11 (a piece of steel hurtling from the collapsing north tower slammed into his leg effectively ending his contribution that day) but he never came close to relinquishing his duty or sense of purpose. He was a good man; a brave man; a fireman.


“Get the crew in and let’s get her down into one of the dinghies,” Rossi said quietly.


Thirteen bodies had already taken the ride from their homes to the waiting paramedic vehicles queued up at the edge of the floodwaters; Coney Island streets gravely transformed into the River Styx.


Rossi rubbed sore eyes reddened by the long night. His team had been on call since 6 pm the previous evening. Eight hours later he was fighting to save Talia’s first victims on the island. The storm’s impact had set several homes ablaze and as fire tore through one house, the family was forced up onto the roof. As Talia blow-torched flames over the heads of the terrified occupants, Rossi and his men worked deftly and without compunction to get each family member down and out of harm’s way.


It wasn’t long before water levels were above the roofs of cars, dramatically reducing the crew’s ability to access areas in need of help. Rossi’s experience told him he had to keep his team’s safety front of mind; they would be of no use to the community nailed into coffins. His crew would only be able to respond to so much and, as Talia began to bite and the team was forced to back down, he knew the night would not end well.


The first fatality was found shortly after midday. An elderly man in a wheelchair unable to flee to higher ground had succumbed to the rising waters. While it was apparent Talia had dealt a deadlier hand to the older age group, the young had also fallen foul to her menace. Rossi knew of at least four local children killed by falling trees or debris and he’d already attended the scene of one young mother electrocuted while outside trying to video footage of Talia on her phone.


Madness.


This was the tip of the iceberg, however, and the aging firefighter knew it. He was about to embark on a macabre recovery process that was set to rival anything he’d seen since that blue September day and would goad every one of his inner demons.


Rossi walked downstairs and outside to join his crew. He removed his helmet and rubbed his graying temples: a hairline indicative of the pressured life he chose. The woman’s body was carefully positioned into the dinghy as a young girl looked on.


“That’s two in just over a month, Chief.” Rossi’s colleague puffed his cheeks as he spoke. “What’s going on up there?”


Rossi looked up at the sky, all dark, angry and brooding as if contemplating another terrorizing event.


“I really don’t know,” replied the fireman, returning his attention to the crowd around the boat. “Who’s the kid?”


“It’s the lady’s granddaughter.”


Rossi waded over to the girl who was waist-deep in water. “Are you okay?” he asked.


“I knew she would be in trouble,” the girl said, without taking her eyes off the dinghy’s silent passenger. “I just couldn’t get close enough to the house…”


Her voice trailed off as she dropped the small, manual oxygen tank she was holding into the receding flood.
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Same Day, Lancaster, England


“You seem better today.”


Dr. Gillian Wells took the thick set of patient notes off her lap and placed them onto the small occasional table next to her armchair. She looked up and sent an encouraging smile across the softly lit day room to the student sitting in the matching chair opposite.


“You seem…more at ease,” the counselor suggested.


Paul screwed up his nose at the lavender fragrance as another electronically scheduled stream of mist was ejected from its fancy vase-shaped container parked on a shelf next to a well-stocked box of tissues. Dr. Wells was Paul’s fourth counselor since the accident and while he thought she was the best of a fawning bunch of narcissistic therapists he’d established zero empathy with, he found her need to dispense such ‘calming’ miasmas into the sessions particularly annoying.


“Yeah, I feel okay today,” Paul conceded.


Dr. Wells nodded. “Well that’s good.”


Paul watched as the window blinds above the radiator fluttered in the thermal currents coming off the brilliant white panel ribs. He hated these hours: hours spent saying nothing, going nowhere. Numerous offers to end the sessions were given to Paul – the state ever keen to avoid throwing more support and money at someone clearly at odds with the process, but Paul kept attending. First weekly and then every other six weeks, the boy would sit emotionally numb, unable to respond to the cognitive-behavioral therapy that rained down on him for weeks, months and years. Paul would offer up the occasional snippet of what was going on in his head but, in truth, he just wanted to be in front of someone who could see the hurt and the pain. That was enough to keep him going.


It was evident the boy needed help directly after the accident. Losing both parents when you’re an eleven-year-old is traumatic; when you’re in the back seat of the car that gets hit head on by a police car racing to pick up a shoplifter in the town you’ve just left is cataclysmic. Both vehicles were complete write-offs: the two police officers were killed instantly along with Paul parents. As the emergency services cut the wreckage away and the bodies out, they found the young lad unharmed in the rear foot well. Everyone at the scene of the accident was staggered at how the boy had survived the carnage.


“I think I want to talk about the crash,” Paul said.


Dr. Wells sat up in her chair: progress. “Okay, Paul,” she said, genuine surprise in her voice. “What do you want to say?”


Paul closed his eyes and focused his mind. The anxiety disorder that plagued his formative years and continued to eat into him now was evaporating like storm rain on hot tarmac. He was in a state of pure calm.


“There was someone with me,” Paul began. “Someone next to me on the back seat.”


Dr. Wells picked up Paul’s file again and quickly scanned the pages until she found the scribbled note she was looking for. “You mentioned this briefly before, Paul. You said something about a presence in the car to Doctor Miles. Who are you talking about? You know it was just you and your parents in the car that afternoon, right?”


Paul shook his head. “No. When the police car moved out to overtake, someone was definitely next to me.”


The counselor didn’t say a word.


“I remember looking across and recognizing a face. To know I wasn’t alone put me at ease…gave me a sense of calm.”


“You knew this person?” the therapist asked.


“Yes,” said Paul, nodding. “I remember it being an old friend or relative.”


Dr. Wells watched Paul closely. His behavior was unlike anything she’d seen from him before; the lack of ambiguity in his voice startling. Normally irritated and withdrawn, the anxiety would often make Paul accusatory towards his audience – aggressively so on occasion, as if he held them personally responsible for the loss of his parents. Today was different. The student appeared to have crossed some paradigm or other and had found a place he was clearly more comfortable with: more certain of.


The therapist’s curiosity probed further. “What did this person want, Paul?”


Paul regarded the doctor as if she’d asked the most ridiculous question. “To protect me, of course.”


The counselor didn’t flinch. “How did they protect you?”


Paul smiled. “As the police car struck, I felt strong, warm arms reach across and wrap gently around me. I recall hearing a voice saying that everything was going to be alright.”


The therapist had seen many instances of children suffering the effects of posttraumatic stress disorder bring a fantasy element into their own record of events to act as a form of shield against the horror of the actual experience. Paul’s friendly ‘visitor’ was nothing more than a defense mechanism kicking in.


Dr. Wells pushed the becalmed young man in front of her further. “Do you think it was a ghost, Paul? A spirit or your guardian angel, maybe?”


“No,” said Paul, “it was a girl.”
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