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Part 1 - The Race
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Ed Dayton stood and looked down from the platform in his hanger and thought of all the things he could have bought with £100 million, but to be fair it was one hell of a rocket. He was nervous, more nervous than usual, the Russians were getting close. Dayton Space didn’t seem to be making enough progress. He wondered how it was that they always seemed to be one step ahead. Ed wasn’t used to failing, owning a company worth billions which all revolved around catering for high-end travel for the super-rich had its flaws; mainly dealing with idiots, but very rich idiots. However, one thing was for certain, it was always abundant.
Ed had originally made his money working up the greasy pole as an investment banker. Dealing with people who gave off the air of genuineness but were really as corrupt as they come. He invested at the right time and pulled out at the right time before all hell broke loose in 2008. The money Ed made, he invested in a plane for the super-rich. Instead of an aircraft which could have easily fit two hundred people, it instead accommodated just twelve. With double beds, champagne throughout and generally every request catered for. It was a gamble in the crisis but one that paid off. As the working classes cut back in affording flights when the economy slumped, the super-rich were still spending. He now owned a fleet of planes in Dayton Airways, a travel company Dayton Leisure and a hotel chain Dayton Hotel Group. All of which were comprised under the umbrella Dayton Industries Ltd. Ed had well and truly made it. He was always eager to find the next big thing and the next big thing was space.
Ed had watched with keen interest as NASA and the Chinese travelled further afield to get closer looks at Mars and Venus. We were getting more technologically advanced and with that, more curious about the world around us. Ed recalled the day he was watching NASA’s Curiosity Rover explore Mars and its environment. He was watching this with his wife Lanette. Lanette was originally just meant to be a trophy wife. The wife he was rich enough to afford. Being an ex-supermodel, American and attractive, he met her at a Hollywood party. She was stunning, long blonde hair in perfect loose curls and curves in all the right places. She was unique in that she was not just slim but full-breasted and curvy. They hit it off, Lanette wasn’t the brightest button in the shop, she never truly understood what he did for a living but he found that she offered escapism from the real world that he had grown to like. After ten years of marriage, they had become somewhat of a Hollywood couple; a proof that the balding, forty-something can still keep hold of his trophy wife.
Although Ed tried to keep himself in good shape, recently he had let himself go a little. There was a slight bulge around his waist that did not used to be there, and his black hair was thinning, but Ed was not quite ready to let himself go under the knife just yet. He was quite tall and in business always wore a smart suit. He always had. To Ed, it was like his armour. When he put it on, he became the person they wanted him to be: the professional, the air of intelligence and most importantly the charismatic leader that made him who he was today.
While Ed and Lanette were watching the NASA probe land on Mars, Lanette said a passing comment of “it is a shame one of your planes can’t go there”. It was almost a challenge to a man like Ed and he could not get it out of his head.  So Ed spent all night researching how much it would cost and how to go about launching his own commercial space company. He found it was outrageously expensive. Most of his money would be initially funding the project until he could get some commercial investors, but Ed could not stop thinking of the publicity. The first UK based commercial airline into space, now that was something to put on the grave.
The next day Ed approached his backers, most did not want to go near the mission and only one stood by him. His old friend Tim Sykes. Tim had set up a business empire in social networking, which had now gone global. He was worth even more than Ed, not that Ed dare admit it. After weeks of discussions and negotiating terms, Tim said he would financially support Ed’s plan to commercialise space flight on a 50/50 profit basis, if, and only if, the live stream of the first flight was broadcast exclusively on his social network, FriendFinder. Ed agreed and so Dayton Space was born.
It was never intended to be a race but after Ed’s announcement to the media, only one week later, Russia announced a Government-backed space program to rival that of Ed’s and so the race was on.
As Ed was watching the rocket being built with hundreds of scientists at its base working on the boost thrusters, he was interrupted by that of a voice he recognised and hated hearing.
“Ed, call for you, it’s Tim Sykes, he says it’s important”.
Ed sighed and cursed the fact that he needed commercial investors. He had broken his golden rule of never going into business with friends, they always turned out to be enemies. Ed turned his head and saw the quite beautiful and incredibly smart Director of Human Resources for Dayton Space and his right-hand woman, Ruth Merryweather. Ruth was wearing a black dress with a suit jacket and her long mahogany coloured hair cascaded to her shoulders. Ruth was a graduate of the University of Oxford, having studied Business and Finance. She was incredibly smart and had risen the ranks in his company. He had the utmost respect for her even though she often told him things he did not want to hear. Ed turned and said, “Tell him I’m with Hans and the other science guys and I’ll call him back.” Ruth was still walking towards him despite his hard glare.
“He said you’d say that and said if he doesn’t hear from you by the end of the day he is pulling out”. Ruth turned and walked away.
Ed sighed again and thought “bloody social media fanatics, they don’t live in the real world. These things take time, we are not just launching a new emoji. This was a long project.” To be fair Ed knew he would have been the same. The last test flight had been an absolute disaster. As recalled standing in the empty Dayton Space hanger in Warwickshire. Ed, Tim and a handful of the press had watched the initial test fight go into space. They had prepared everything perfectly. Upon launch, Ed felt something wasn’t right. Onboard were his two very experienced astronauts, straight from NASA. The launch had gone perfectly, the rocket Dayton Mark 1 had gone into space and had orbited around the Earth as expected. The shots were perfect, the press all over it. Twelve hours later, they watched on the monitors in the hanger as Dayton Mark 1 began its descent into the Earth's atmosphere.
As Ed watched, Dayton Mark 1 started to burn up upon its descent, which was nothing usual. Then it suddenly exploded upon entering Earth's atmosphere. The press had a field day calling it “the £1bn disaster”. Ed’s reputation was sliding as it wasn’t just Dayton Space with a bad reputation, his company Dayton Airways was seeing cancellations every day as people lost confidence in his corporate structure. Confidence in air travel is a fickle thing, one accidental disaster and your company can sink like a ship. Ed knew at that point, there was no going back. This personal mission would sink him or make him a genius. Ed knew that after the disastrous test flight, there was no going back. He needed his reputation again and the money it brought with it.
After the test flight, his old friend Tim turned to him and said “we need to talk” and since then Ed had found every reason not to. Tim was used to things going along steadily, not the ups and downs of air travel. He was used to the occasional scandal, dead teenagers FriendFinder pages being exploited, hell even the odd investigation for interfering with politics, but his money was constant. Even his reputation had been hit by this disaster, not to mention the millions in compensation to the two astronauts’ families.
There was very little to salvage from the rocket after the explosion, they had gathered together all the parts they could find and had run diagnostic tests to see if they could find what went wrong. Years later and they were still no wiser. In the meantime, they had rebuilt a new rocket at yet more expense. Ed still looked on with a sense of awe at the rocket that they had built. It was just like he had imagined. It was incredibly tall, so much so that to see the top from the ground you had to crane your neck and even then you couldn’t quite see the tip. On the side was written in blue letters Dayton Space to symbolise that this was his creation. It was narrower than he imagined and looking from a distance you can barely imagine that it would fit three people inside.
As Ed was staring at the rocket, he knew he could hold it off no longer. He had to speak to Tim. Ed looked at the scientists at the base of the rocket and wondered if they had worked out what went wrong. He walked his way across the hanger to his office. Ruth was already waiting.
“You can hold it off no longer Ed, you need to speak to him.”
Ed sighed “I know but the bloody idiot doesn’t have the balls to go against the ropes feeling the punches, waiting for the final bell”.
Ruth looked at him and said, “Well, either way, he is pulling out so what do you have to lose?” She handed him the phone and went to her office.
Ed looked at the phone, took a deep breath and dialled. “Tim, its Ed”.
Ed heard the voice on the other end which had more than a hint of cynicism in it. “Ahh the lone ranger returns, I thought I’d never hear from you again and you’d only notice I’d gone when my money disappeared. What the hell are you playing at? You are supposed to be a man of business and yet you are acting like a schoolboy running from the fight.”
Ed felt his face go red and his blood pressure rising, “Sorry mate, it’s been mad here. After the test run, dealing with the press and the scientists trying to rectify the issues”. Ed knew straight away he shouldn’t have said that, as he knew the next question that was coming.
“Well, what was the issue?”
Damn. “Well, they think it's to do with the thrusters that failed and then the outer rocket couldn't withstand the heat of impact”. He did not have a clue.
“Well isn’t that what a fucking rocket is supposed to do? This is ridiculous, I wish I’d never gotten into this stupid adventure of yours, I should have seen it for what it was, a mid-life crisis. It is only because you are a good friend that I even entertained the thought. You’ve got to sort it Ed, my money is running out and the public is losing interest. This mission has been going on for years now and we are still not any closer. Did you hear? The Russians are ready to launch. Tell me Ed, name me a member of the crew who landed second on the moon? Exactly. You’ve got one week to make this project relevant again Ed otherwise I’m pulling the plug.”
The phone died. Ed threw it at the wall in an uncontrollable burst of rage. He stormed across to the hanger and shouted down to his chief scientist, Hans. “You’ve got two days to figure this out or we are toast and you will forever be known as the scientist who failed and let the Russians win.” He stormed off. Two days for them to figure out the issue and three days to sort it. That left a couple of days to figure out how the hell to get the public back on side. Ed knew then his dream was likely to be over.
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Having heard the loud smash of yet another phone breaking, Ruth must have known that Ed was off the phone as she strolled into his office and asked the fatal question. “How did it go?”
Ed replied cynically, “better than expected we’ve at least got a week to get this project off the ground, which is better than our fucking rocket is doing right now. They are some of the best scientists in this country and from our so-called neighbours across the pond and yet they can’t figure out what went wrong let alone fix it. Fucking Americans, just like Tim. Maybe they aren’t our friends after all, maybe they want to ruin this project and take the glory for themselves.” Ed took a deep breath and said, “In reality, if they can’t sort this issue out in the next two days we are done for.”
Ed heard Ruth sigh and say “Who says we’ve got one week? Tim? Fuck him, we can get this project launched without him”.
Ed glared at Ruth harder than he has ever glared at anyone before “With whose money Ruth? Yours? I must have been mistaken because I thought you were living off the thousands I pay you. Unless you are a secret millionaire and have never mentioned it, in which case where the hell were you when I needed you!” He looked at Ruth whose face was flushed and incredibly angry, she was the only person he knew who had the balls to stand up to him, which is probably the reason she was his right-hand woman but right now he wanted her out of his sight. If he wanted stupid suggestions he would have spoken to Lanette, this was her fault after all. Ed thought, “stupid Lanette and her stupid throwaway comments.”
Ruth raised her voice to show she was indignant that he would speak to her like that “If you would actually listen to a word I am saying! We’ve got his money, we’ve got the equipment. If you had the public back on side you would have everything you need without him. Let him pull out thinking the projects dead, we can finish it off.”
Ed paused and considered this “maybe, but it still doesn’t solve the three main issues: money to finish the project, working out and solving the issue with the test flight and most importantly the public perception that they should actually give a damn about the whole thing.” Ed watched as Ruth paced in his office and carefully considered the three key dilemmas.
“Explosion, Money and Perception”. Ed watched as she wrote the three problems on her tablet in a diagram looping each one. Ruth then said “Let's think it through. Which is most important?”
Ed shouted immediately “Money! Without money, the rest is not possible!”
“What a surprise. The billionaire thinks money is the most important thing.” Ruth let out a hearty laugh and the tension in the room finally evaporated between them. At that moment, Ed thought Ruth had never looked so beautiful; he gazed into her soft hazel eyes and seemed to get lost in them. For that one moment, he seemed to completely forget that he was losing approximately £10 million a month. He snapped out of it. Ed was not about to lose the best asset this company had by an inappropriate lunge to a married woman.
Ed could imagine the headlines: “Billionaire loses space race and gains sexual harassment lawsuit”. At that moment Ed didn’t give a damn, not because Ruth was worth it but because there were so many headlines about him these days. “Billionaire being sued by bereaved families”, “Billionaire stole our son” and then the headline from ‘The Word’ “Billionaire marriage on the moon rocks!” God bless tabloid headlines.
As if reading his mind Ruth said “You’re wrong Ed. Money was important at the start but it is not now. We can make more money. Get the public on side, the publicity will generate us more money to fix the exploding rocket. You need to think of a plan to get them on side from thinking you are just a killing machine. At the moment you have got the same ratings as Tony Blair after the war in Iraq. People are seeing you as costing lives to no end.”
Ed paused. He looked at Ruth, then turned to look at the rocket. He knew she was right but also knew time was against them. Ed knew that Tim was right on one thing, rumours amongst the scientists confirmed his fears. The Russians were about a month away from launch. Ed smiled at Ruth and put his hands on her shoulders and looked into her eyes “That’s why I pay you the most. Assemble the board, Ruth. We need to sort this.”
He watched Ruth walk away with a swagger in her step, her mid heels clicking on the hard floor as she went. Yes, she certainly was his best asset. Ed looked around his small office and pondered, “how can we change the public perception of this mission? The need to make them feel it is important, which is increasingly difficult in the current climate given that people are more concerned about their next paycheck rather than a flight into space they will never afford.” Ed went to pick up his phone then saw it in pieces and groaned. He instead sat down at his desk, picked up his tablet from his desk and commanded: “call Gail.” He then heard the high pitched shrill of his Head of Public Relations.
“Good evening Mr Dayton. What can I do for you?”
Ed thought about how much he despised this woman. She was like buying car insurance. You know you needed it but wondered why you bothered. “Gail, you are my PR woman are you not?”
The shrill reply came “Yes Mr Dayton.”
“Good. Assemble me a collection of the latest FriendFinder comments about me and Dayton Space”
He heard the gasp and stuttered words “are, are you sure Mr Dayton? The press haven’t exactly been, well, you know.”
Ed thought about questioning her about her role in the negative press but right now he had bigger fish to fry, “Just do it. Send them to me directly in the next two hours. Hang up.”
Ed thought about what a waste of money Gail was. She was meant to be head of PR and yet couldn’t get an ounce of good publicity about him or Dayton Space. Ed made a mental note to fire her after she came back with all the messages about him he fully expected.
At that moment Ruth walked into his office. “Ed, this isn’t a good start. The board are already meeting in London now.”
Ed stood up so his chair squeaked on the hard floor and shouted, “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me?”
Ruth for the first time looked flustered. Ed decided it didn’t suit her. “They didn’t tell me.”
Ed knew that could only mean one of two things, they were either pulling the plug already or Ed was in trouble. Neither were acceptable and he sure as hell was going to tell them as such. “Get me a plane to leave from here to London in an hour.”
Ruth stuttered “I will try Ed but they need to get the plane here and sort it with air traffic control. I’m not sure it can be...”
He interrupted her before she could finish the sentence. Ed hated no other word more in the English language than “can’t”. He shouted, “just sort it Ruth, we are in a hanger in an airbase for Christ sake.”
As Ruth shuffled off, no longer possessing the confident swagger from earlier, he prepared himself for battle. He looked at his tablet and prepared his presentation. People had tried to do this to Ed before and he had come through. Ed thought, “those corporate idiots don’t have a clue what is about to hit them.”
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An hour later and one of the Dayton Airways planes was outside the hanger. The plane was completely white apart from the blue Dayton Airways sign on the side, in a similar design to his rocket. It may have looked like a small plane on the outside but inside it looked like a lounge you would find in a posh hotel. Each of the 12 seats was spaced apart and each had a television screen and workspace. There was also a large bar in the middle with all of the drinks you could possibly desire. This was a plan Ed had designed specifically for short-haul business travellers. Ed smiled at the irony, business being on a slow down meant that they had a plane readily available. Ruth had managed to arrange to land at London City airport which in the circumstances was a minor miracle. He boarded the plane with Ruth at his side and they set off just over an hour after their conversation. They sat in silence as Ed furiously tapped on his tablet preparing his speech to the board.  Ed was enraged thinking, “how dare they do this to him? If it wasn’t for him they would have been without a job after the financial crash.” Right then Ed knew what it felt like to manage a football team after winning a league title and then getting fired next season. Ed knew that wherever you have a board you have inpatient and incompetent arseholes.
After half an hour in silence, Ruth said, “The rumblings I got, which I only got because I am friendly with Jim - the Director of Finance - by the way, are that they are pulling the plug on the rocket and are going to look to rebrand on space-related experiences.”
Ed looked at her stunned “What does that even mean?”
Ruth replied, “they are looking into getting cheaper experiences for more working-class people to experience NASA training regimes and virtual reality experiences to make you feel like you’re in space.” 
Ed laughed sarcastically “That sums Jim up all over, all for cost-cutting and cutting corners. Does he really think a space program where you get to sit in a pod for two hours will make news headlines? People can do that on their game consoles now in their own home, why the hell would they pay money for it? An absolute joke.”
Ruth nodded “They are scared, Ed. They are worried about the company's reputation as a whole. Your reputation. They are trying to salvage what they have.”
Ed laughed “the only people they care about Ruth are themselves. Tell me Ruth, why didn’t they invite you?”
Ruth shifted in her seat and looked out of the plane at the London skyline below “They think I am too close to you and I’m biased.” An awkward silence descended upon them and Ed returned to preparing his presentation.
They landed in London City airport at around 7:30pm. After going through Passport Control they got a cab across the city to Canary Wharf, the home of Dayton Tower as it was informally known. The rent was extortionate, but it sure had the best location overlooking the bank of the River Thames. As they approached Canary Wharf, Ed could see the “Dayton Industries” sign in big letters on the side. The building wasn’t the tallest but it looked hugely impressive. It was shaped to represent the letter D. The base of the building was quite wide and it got narrower, curving at the top. The building was fully glassed all around to allow maximum visibility. Every time he saw that sign he felt immensely proud and powerful, this was his space of London and only his. Ed would not allow those idiots inside to take that away from him. They pulled up outside Dayton Tower and walked through to the main reception. Instantly the girl behind reception, who could not have been more than twenty years of age, put her phone down and stuttered.
“Good, good evening Mr Dayton Sir. They, we, weren’t expecting you so late.”
Ed walked across to the main reception desk and looked her in the eyes and drew a sharp intake of breath. “If you want to keep your job, seeing how this is still my company, where are they and how long have they been here?” He gave a steely glare and visibly saw her wither under the pressure.
The receptionist weighed up her options for a second and came to the right decision. “They are on the twentieth floor in the boardroom and they have been here since, well I guess it would have to be, 3pm.” Ed stormed off towards the lift and Ruth behind him thanked the receptionist for her help. She was Director of Human Resources after all, she can sort out his mess. They got the lift together and ascended to floor twenty.
Dayton Tower was like a glass prism, all the offices had full glass windows to let in plenty of light. It also allowed the staff to look out which, particularly for the space side of things, was important to Ed. He wanted his staff to look up into space, to imagine that what they were doing was helping drive civilisation forward, making a difference to people's lives. The office was very modern and every member of staff had their own tablet so they could work from anywhere, and importantly to Ed, at any time. He put them in control, they worked from the office or at home, took breaks when they needed to, as long as they did their nine hours a day it didn’t matter. However, if their performance wasn’t great they would be out of the door. Thus, giving Dayton Industries the impression of being the ideal company to work for but yet in its own way brutal. We gave you all the tools, you just didn’t use them.
The lift arrived to a soft halt at floor twenty. They left the lift together and approached the Boardroom. He could hear the chatting inside and wondered if they had been warned about his imminent arrival. He burst through the doors.
Jim turned to the door, looked at them both and said “Ahh, Ed glad you could make it. We were just discussing a few things. Oh and I see you brought Ruth. Hello, Ruth.” Jim turned to Ruth and glared. It was a look that said you’ve got me in deep trouble, that is the last time I will speak to you. Jim was in his mid-fifties, with grey hair and a wide girth which gave the impression of it hanging over the table.
Ed stood at the head of the table where his usual seat was left unoccupied. He stood behind the large glass table and surveyed his board. Ed had insisted on a glass table so that he could see if someone was nervously shuffling their feet. Dayton Space’s board consisted of ten people in total with an equal number of men and women, all with no clue how to seemingly run a company. Ed stood behind his desk with his hands on his chair and looked at them all individually. “So, what have I missed?”
A man in his late thirties and who was of Muslim origin, who Ed knew as Khalid Ahmed, Director of Marketing, said, “We were just discussing the viability of Dayton Space, the public perception isn’t great and we need to rebuild the company's reputation.”
Ed snapped “As Head of Marketing isn’t that your job Khalid? Aren’t you meant to develop strategies to make us look good or am I missing something?”
Khalid started to turn bright red and replied “Well yes, but there is nothing good to shout about. The Russians are winning and people don’t like the company, Ed. They don’t like how much money is going into this and how very little success has come out of it.” Khalid was very intelligent and had come to work for him after leaving another high-profile organisation in the same role. He had an excellent reputation for thinking outside the box and generating good public perception. Ed had enticed him to join his space programme but had been disappointed with Khalid’s progress.
Jim then stepped in to help out his colleague, “Ed you know that we were all for your space adventure and your vision, it has brought this company from strength to strength but since the test flight, well, failed, we have lost £10m a month, what with compensation and share prices plummeting...”
Ed snapped “Can I just stop you there. I just wanted to stop you. When I first gave you this vision it was never going to be a quick plan. If you had spoken to people a hundred years ago and said that we can talk to somebody across the world instantaneously without costing them a penny they would have called you mad. Or that you can have an apartment in your plane to fly you to the other side of the world while still being in bed watching TV, it would have been seen as crazy. That is the vision we had, that is what we built our company on, providing the impossible! We have made a company that provides for everyone, relaxed flights for the rich, cheap but memorable holidays for the poorer and incredible hotels for the middle class. We are the company for everyone, that is how we have been built and how we shall continue to thrive.
This space dream wasn’t just about the super-rich getting an experience no-one else could afford, it was about the poorer children looking up and believing that one day they could experience it too.  Like those people who used to think being in an aeroplane was unaffordable or owning a car. We are about to start a new revolution. Can’t you feel the change in the air? If we don’t do it, Russia sure as hell will.”
Jim murmured “Yes but Ed the difference is their grand leader is subsidising it, whereas we are expected to fund this mission out of our back pockets.”
Ed replied “Exactly! Do you really think Russia will make it affordable for the masses? Or allow fellow Europeans in on how they did it or even allow us near the thing? Of course not! It will be “look at us aren’t we great, the rest of you suck” and what kind of message does that send to the rest of us? We need to send our own message “look at us, we are creating a future which will be amazing and, eventually in time, for us all.'' I know what you are all thinking, why should we fund the future? Well quite frankly because we can and our business future would forever be financially secure. We will always be competed with for air travel, experiences and fancy hotels. There will always be a new us waiting to undercut us and tempt our customers away. We need something different were we are unique. It is not enough to stay on the same line. We need to be different, to be relevant.”
The boardroom was completely silent in awe of Ed’s speech when Jim who was in his late fifties and clearly just wanted to make sure his pension was secure until he didn’t walk this earth anymore said “That is all well and good Ed, but we can’t go another month losing money like this. The only thing keeping us afloat is Tim and I got a call from Tim earlier saying he was pulling out.” Jim let that shockwave ring amongst the board.
Ed was furious. He watched as the room nervously looked at each other and then all stared at Ed. Tim had double-crossed him again. Well, Ruth was right, we can do this without him.
Khalid broke the silence as if to give his next point more gravitas, “if the press gets word of this we are finished. Sorry Ed, this is it.”
Ed was determined not to be outwitted and said “This is not it! Let him pull out, we have his money, we have the infrastructure we can do this without him. We just need the public on side. Which is the job you should be doing! If we have the public on side the project can’t be scrapped! They won’t let it!”
Jim sighed and shook his head as if to give the appearance to the rest of the board that Ed had lost his mind. “Ed you are too invested in this. You need to let it go.”
Ruth, having sat down in her usual seat next to Ed then interjected, “he is right Jim if we had the public on our side together with the press exposure we can generate enough money to keep going.”
Jim snapped “Well we all know what you are going to say Ruth don’t we. On that note, earlier today we motioned a vote of no confidence in the both of you and unfortunately, that passed. I’m sorry Ed and Ruth but we all feel the company will be better without you.”
Ed glared at Jim, “I fully expected this to come. All I ask is that you give me one week. That is what Tim has agreed with me to turn this around. By the end of the week, I will secure the future of this company and in particular, I will ensure that we still have Tim to finance our mission. I’ll do you a deal. If at the end of next week I cannot secure Tim’s future for the project, or funding from an alternative backer then you can be free to pass your motion.”
Jim glanced around the board “OK Ed, we need to take a vote. Please step outside, you too Ruth.”
Ed looked at Ruth and they both walked out of the room. Ed put his finger to his lips to signal to Ruth not to discuss it as he was aware they would try and listen to their conversation. Ed knew he had done all he can, he had used all the charisma in his armoury to save the project and Ruth, he just hoped it was enough. After half an hour, they were called back through and sat down in their respective chairs.
Jim spoke and said “both of you take a seat. We have decided on a vote of six to two to give you to the end of the week. If by the end of the week, the space programme still looks flawed then you and Ruth will be dismissed in your Director posts and will no longer sit on this board, understood?”
Ed replied curtly “Understood. Right, now can we please work as a team to sort this? We need to get the public behind this project again. I asked Gail to provide me with some of the latest FriendFinder comments about us. Here are a few: “Why are you spending millions on a commercial flight to space for the super-rich when we can’t afford our food shopping.” “Dayton Space is just another program to make the rest of us envious of what we will never have.” and my personal favourite “If Ed Dayton is so concerned about going into space why doesn’t he fire himself there to stop wasting other people's lives?” We need to make this more relatable to get the public on side. Any suggestions?”
“How about a documentary about making the rocket?” Khalid suggested.
“Good idea Khalid” Ed replied “but that just says “look what we are spending money on.” I don’t think it achieves anything.”
“How about instead of all this crap, just a tour for potential investors? That is where the real money is going to come in!” Jim snapped, “stop this lunacy and focus on business!”
Ed replied “Oh and what share are we going to offer Jim? Tim already has a fifty percent stake!” Ed sighed and said, “Look, it’s been a long night. It is now 10pm, we are all tired and can’t think straight. We still have six days to come up with and execute a new plan. Let’s reconvene tomorrow at 10am in here sharp. Board dismissed.”
The board then left one by one, heads down and deflated. Ruth left last and mouthed a “well done” and then Ed was left on his own staring out of his boardroom glass window looking up at the sky wondering quite what he was going to do.
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After half an hour of sitting in the boardroom with his head in his hands, Ed decided to go home. He was the last in the building apart from the security. He called up his driver to pick him up and take him to his apartment in Knightsbridge. Ed usually chose to be driven around London to avoid the stress and avoid being recognised. As Ed walked out of the building, he got into the back seat of his silver Audi A7. Ed could have quite easily fallen asleep in the back of the car due to the exhaustion of the day. Ed arrived at his apartment building and the doorman let him in. He owned a luxurious top floor apartment in the large building, which had its own swimming pool, home cinema and gym. This wasn’t Ed’s favourite of the places he owned, but it was the most convenient. Ed got in and glanced at the door to the gym. He asked the doorman, who Ed knew from passing was called Rod or Ron or something similar if anyone was in the gym. The doorman wore a cheap but presentable suit. He confirmed that there was someone in the gym, he believed he was a banker. Ed sighed and went up the black spiral staircase to his apartment, thinking that he could not deal with any more pompous idiots from inner London today. He went up to his apartment and opened the door. The apartment was immaculate, Lanette had insisted on a cleaner and their cleaner was a damn good one. Lanette thought she was taking things but Ed never took much notice. The living room was merged with the kitchen and with its own TV screen big enough for a cinema. Ed looked at the artwork on the walls, there was a mixture of timeless art pieces which were post-modern in style and pictures of him with various famous Hollywood actors as well as awards he had been presented with. The apartment had a balcony that looked across the London skyline, which at night time was particularly impressive with all the city lights, like stars across the city.
Ed went to the fridge and took out a beer and sank into the sofa. Ed felt that days like this when he wished he’d not given up smoking. Ed wondered what he would give for that nicotine relief that you can feel relaxes your entire body. Now he had to make do with shop-bought lager and football on TV. He sat and drank his beer and put on the TV. There were the football highlights from the day, Ed started to watch them but before the first match was even done he fell asleep on the sofa.
The next morning, he woke up at around 6am and got into the shower to freshen up. He even started to feel his own enthusiasm for the space programme and his business as a whole waning. He took his time in the shower and felt the hot water running down his face. He rubbed the body wash into his body and felt his muscles, reminding himself that he really needed to work out more. After everything went to hell with the test flight he had let himself go. He vowed to go to the gym later on.
He stepped out of the shower with his towel around his waist and went to the fridge and started to make himself a smoothie, not caring if he woke Lanette up. Lanette came strolling through from the bedroom and he had to say she looked hot, in her silky nightie which showed her long model legs and with her breasts poking out of the silk nightshirt. If he hadn’t been so tired and frustrated he would have taken her on the kitchen counter but instead, he said “morning darling.”
She yawned and said, “Where were you last night, you didn’t come home?”
Ed replied, “Late business meeting, the board screwing things up again.”
She eyed him suspiciously “Was Ruth there?”
Ed rolled his eyes, he couldn’t deal with this today “Yes, she is on the board, remember? Of course, she was there. Look Lanny, I’ve never been unfaithful to you, you are the only one for me. Remember that.”
Lanette then came across and kissed him on the cheek, she had to reach on her toes to do so. She whispered “Ok Eddy I’m sorry. Do you have to go in early today or do you have time to snuggle on the sofa?”
The thought was rather pleasing to Ed who wanted to do nothing more at that moment but thought better of it. “I’ve got half an hour, put something on TV and I’ll be straight over”. Ed finished making his smoothie and watched Lanette as she strolled over to the sofa, her arse wiggling as she went. He strolled across to her and sat next to her and said “You’re looking delicious this morning Lanny” and kissed her deep and slowly. She groaned and tried to pull him towards her but he pulled away, he just didn’t have the time or energy today. He turned to the TV and laughed “if only your choice of TV was as good as your looks! What the hell are you watching anyway?”
Lanette giggled and said “It’s called ‘The Group’. Its a program where ten normal people compete in a house with a series of challenges and the winner gets a cash prize. The viewer votes for their favourite. It’s quite interesting because they usually ended up arguing and some couple usually ends up getting together and then it all kicks off.” She laughed and smiled at him. “Probably not a programme for you!”
Ed laughed, “probably not! I’m going in early this morning Lanny. I’ve got to sort something out with the board to stop the company going bust. Don’t expect me back until late.”
Lanette looked away and said “Oh, OK. Will you have a day for me and you soon Eddy? I miss you a lot when you are gone.”
Ed sighed and looked away, “the way this week is going, I will have next week. We have a week to turn things around.”
Lanette turned to look at him and her mouth comically opened in shock. “Only a week Ed? Will we be OK? Will we have to sell up?”
Ed stood up and when his gaze was away,  rolled his eyes. He thought it was typical of Lanette to always be thinking of her possessions “I’m hoping not Lanny, I’ll try and sort it.” He got up of the sofa and walked away and felt like he had just left another interrogation, this time from his own wife. Ed wondered why she didn’t try and make her own way in life instead of relying on his income. Their relationship had become strained in the years since the test flight disaster, despite many public appearances to try and contradict the rumours. Ed was well aware that it probably wasn’t a coincidence that as his business was sliding, so was his relationship. He went to get changed into his black suit. Ed thought that it felt like a black suit type of day, a day of darkness and most likely misery. He shouted his goodbyes to Lanette, descended the spiral staircase and got into his chauffeur-driven Audi which was waiting to return him to the lions’ den.
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In the back of the Audi, Ed got out his tablet and started to think of some ideas to get his business back on track, but his mind was blank. He was sat in traffic in inner London wondering the same thought he did every time he did this commute if it would have been quicker to walk. As he looked out of the window, he saw the trudge amongst the other commuters, all going to the place where they needed to be but really didn’t want to go and thought better of it. Besides he would get recognised. In the old days that meant smiles and selfies, he definitely would take that. These days it meant shouts of abuse and echoes of “shame on you”. Ed sat quietly seething and feeling his blood pressure rising thinking about how the people who now hated him so much, didn’t realise what he had done for them. Ed thought that he would rather stay sat in the car waiting for the London traffic to move. It is bad enough that he gets abuse at work these days, let alone on the journey to work.
The slow drive did give Ed time to think about how he could get these people, who trudged through their daily lives, to be interested in space travel. Ed recalled the recent comments about Dayton Space and knew that it was the least thing on their minds. As he sat slowly progressing through the traffic, he noticed adverts for that mind-numbing programme Lanette was watching called ‘The Group’ and various other pointless adverts for perfumes endorsed by celebrities who would probably go nowhere near the product they were advertising. Not unless it involved a large payoff.
He wondered about paying a celebrity to endorse the space program. It could be an idea but getting someone on board who would be willing to do it would be a challenge. Ed made a mental note to scroll through his FriendFinder page to get some potential celebrities who could potentially endorse the programme. It was at least something for the board to consider.
They eventually pulled up outside Dayton Tower to be greeted by a huge crowd of cameras and people holding large microphones. As he stepped out he heard cries of “Only one week away from pulling the plug, Mr Dayton?”, “How much have you lost Mr Dayton?”, “Is Dayton Airways also in trouble Mr Dayton?”. He dismissed all questions and went inside fuming. He stormed to the security guard who was guarding the entrance to Dayton Tower like a prison cell, “How long have they been there?”
The Security Guard turned to Ed and straightened his back, with an air of authority. He must have been ex-military. He was wearing a company-issued black suit and tie with an earpiece in. “About an hour or so Mr Dayton”
Ed turned to look at the hoard outside his domain. He made a mental note that whoever double-crossed him was in for one hell of a lawsuit when he found out who it was. “Great. Keep them out.” The reply was so swift that Ed almost expected a salute.
“Yes, Mr Dayton.”
Ed walked towards the lift, still seeing the reflection of flashing lights as he approached. One of the major downsides of a fully glassed entranceway was there is nowhere to hide. Ed wondered which one of the board had double-crossed him? Was it Jim? Ed thought it was probably Jim or Tim who was piling the pressure on. Ed decided he didn’t care, he hated them all.
He ignored all his employees and went straight up to level twenty. In the boardroom, Ruth was already waiting. “Morning Ed, not a great start to the day is it?”
“They keep getting better,” Ed said. “Are any of the board here yet?”
Ruth replied, “One or two but they are in the canteen. You’ve got half an hour yet Ed. Have you had any ideas? If ever we are in need of one of you ingenious money making ideas it is now”
Ed looked at his tablet and the few notes he had made on his way to the office. Ed knew that he would end up making it up as he went along. “A few but not many of note. You?”
Ruth looked down at her tablet. Ed wondered if she had a screen full of similar shorthand jottings as he did. “Same, none that will save us I don’t think. Well, let's hope the others have or we are done.”
Ed looked out of the windows and even from this high up, he could still see the press circling below like crocodiles at the bottom of a bridge. “Ruth, grab yourself a coffee, I need to speak to Hans before this meeting starts.”
Ruth then gave him his new phone. “Don’t smash this one up” and winked. Ed watched her leave and close the door behind her and prepared himself to deal with Hans. He was sure he didn’t use to hate Hans, they used to get on quite well but ever since the test flight disaster he was the person who Ed blamed most.
Ed dialled Hans’s number and heard the German accent respond “Morning Mr Dayton.”. Hans Waldmann had come to Dayton Space recommended to him from the European Space Agency. He was their chief rocket scientist having worked both in Europe and for NASA on the design and development of rockets, specifically catering for human travel. 
“Hans, anything to report? I’ve got a board about to pull the plug, so any news would be mighty helpful to saving your arse.”
Hans took an audible deep breath “We think we have found the potential cause of the problem.”
Ed was already frustrated. He decided he hated scientists as much as lawyers these days as neither seemed to give him a straight answer. “You either have or you haven’t Hans. Which is it?”
Hans replied, “well we think the problem was two-fold; that one of the thrusters didn’t work so that upon re-entry we couldn’t get the exact speed to make a perfect re-execution into Earth’s atmosphere. Even then that wouldn't have been enough. We also think that a piece of debris from space hit the outer shell of the shuttle near the fuel line. That extra heat upon re-entry, close to the inner workings of the fuel line, meant that it got too hot inside and the fuel line overheated causing the explosion.”
Ed had long been staring out of the window at this point and stated, “Hans, in a nutshell, what was the problem and how do we fix it?”
There was a long pause on the other end of the line “Well here is the funny thing. It appears at the moment like a case of bad luck. Apart from that, we are looking at some further outer protection for the shuttle to more effectively withstand the heat but the fact that a thruster went down as well as the debris hitting the side in that exact place, is incredibly unlucky.”
Ed thought about throwing his phone at the window, then realised he’d had it only one day and decided against it. “Bad luck? That is some fucking bad luck, Hans! I can’t go to investors and say sorry guys two astronauts died because of bad luck. If we put it all on red next time it will be ok! Can you sort it, Hans?”
There was another long pause “We think so but it will take some time.”
Ed snapped “You have one day” and put the phone down. Just as he was muttering under his breath about bad luck, his board members all walked in. Ed composed himself and stood behind his chair ready for the battle ahead.
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Ed watched as the rest of the board took their seats and sat facing him, watching him, expecting him to pull a miracle out of the hat. Ed felt like it was now or never, he felt that if this meeting didn’t go well it would be the end of Dayton Space and could spell the collapse of Dayton Industries.
Ed took a deep breath and began. “Right, today is the day to get this sorted. I have just heard from Hans and they believe they have found the problem with Dayton Mark 1. It took some damage before re-entry near the fuel line and that caused the craft to overheat on re-entry. Hans says it was simply bad luck. The shuttle was fine.” Ed did not at this stage feel it appropriate to state that the thruster had failed, that could come later once nerves had settled. “Khalid can you get Gail to do a press release to that effect, interview Hans and focus on the bad luck angle. That should ease the initial concerns.” The board looked slightly relieved and Khalid nodded his approval. Although one of his board being Tracy Carmichael who was the Director of Space Operations did not look so relieved. “Ed that’s not quite what I’ve heard from Hans when I spoke to him yesterday. Yes, there was an element of bad luck but the outer shell does need protecting from further heat damage.”
Ed felt the ten sets of eyes glare at him uneasily “That is true Tracy but it is fixable and it was not a major problem with the shuttle which is surely the main thing.”
Tracy looked at him once more “It is fixable but it won’t be a quick fix, Ed. You cannot cut corners when it comes to the safety of the shuttle or the people who travel in it in fact.”
Ed nodded, “that is not my intention but if we know the problem, we can fix it. The most important thing is we know how to, and your fabulous team are working on it as we speak.” Ed hoped his slight sarcasm in the word fabulous came through and came across genuine. It seemed to, as the board seemed to relax once again.
Ed began again “I’m not going to ask which one of you double-crossed me last night because the paparazzi didn’t just turn up to say hello!” Ed noticed many people looked away. He tried to see if anyone had a truly bad poker face and would give themselves up but everyone looked as shifty as each other so he drew no conclusions. Even Ruth looked away, which slightly unnerved Ed. He tried to focus on the task at hand. Ed finished off by saying “OK, you all had the night to think on things. The floor is open to your suggestions.”
The board looked around at each other and waited for someone to take the lead. Ed showed his exasperation and threw his hands up in the air “Anyone with an idea of how to save your jobs? An idea to save this company from collapse?” Silence descended in the room. It was so quiet Ed could hear someone using the photocopier a few rooms away. “No one? Well, this is bloody typical. I’m not sure how your “get rid of Ruth and Ed plan” is going to work out when you all seem to be missing your tongues!”
As if provoked Jim raised his voice. When he raised his voice, you could hear the warble of his fat rumbling against his neck. “Well, what is your mystical company saving idea Mr Dayton, Sir? Do you have any idea how to solve the mess you got us all into? You dismissed my idea of scaling back to make the adventure more profitable.”
Ed snapped, “that is because it was quite frankly, shit Jim!” Ed looked around the room, every person was looking at each other or at their tablet in front of them in the awkwardness of yet another confrontation between the two men.
“Tell me Ed, what is the point in having a board, if the only person you listen to is yourself?”
Khalid then interrupted to break the growing internal power struggle between Ed and Jim by saying “what about a celebrity endorsement?”
Ed thought that Khalid must have seen the same perfume advert on the billboard as him on the way into work that morning. “That could work Khalid, I’ll look through my contacts but getting any celebrity on board at this moment in time is going to be difficult. Any other ideas?”
Ruth interjected “I was thinking about a competition to tour the hanger. See a real spaceship up close. It could be a kids competition like a colouring competition. Get the kids on side and the adults will follow.”
Ed smiled and pointed to Ruth. Ed knew he could always rely on Ruth to have a sense of entrepreneurship. “I love it! Khalid, run it and get some press for it and get Gail to earn her ridiculous wage on it too. It’s good, really good but not big enough. It will be good for promoting Dayton Space on kids TV to get them all excited. It might make a few headlines but not headline news. About fifth in the order behind all the other rubbish in the news. We need to reach the masses, not just those with kids. Something headline-grabbing. Something bold. Something to go on billboards like that stupid programme Lanette was watching. Hang on...could that work…” Ed walked around the room, stroked his chin and looked up to the ceiling. The board looked at each other in confusion.
As if a metaphorical light bulb appeared above his head, Jim said, “you are not serious Ed, you have lost your bloody mind!”
Ruth looked around the board confused. “What programme? Ed, what are you thinking?”
Katie who normally stayed quiet in this meeting while she typed the minutes as Company Secretary squealed in excitement. “Oh my God, it is brilliant. You have to do it, Ed!”
Ed walked around the table so he could view each member of his board individually and so that he stood behind them each individually. Looking down on them as he walked past. “We would need coverage, big worldwide coverage. We might need to slightly alter the specs for the new shuttle. Definitely can be done, Hans would have to put up with it. It is certainly bold, is it headline news? Yes, I think so. We could use Tim with his social media to get the publicity. Get him to do something for once…” Ed stood behind his chair once more “but what could we call it?”
“Dayton’s space race” Katie chirped in. Ed replied “Nah too cheesy. Hmmm” He looked at his tablet and started looking through Dayton Space’s web page to give him inspiration. None was forthcoming.
Khalid looked up from his tablet and his eyebrows lifted up his head. Ed knew that Khalid had suddenly realised what his proposal was. “Space, can you handle it?” Khalid suggested.
Ed dismissed the notion of completely criticising Khalid for a weak suggestion as at least the board were turning to be on his side. Instead, he replied in a more subtle way, “it’s not quite there.”
Jim murmured “how about commercial suicide?”
Ed glared at Jim and shouted, “shut up Jim your killing the best vibe this board has had in months.” Ed noticed Jim look around and saw he was outnumbered and visibly shrunk into his shell.
Ed paced around, speaking out loud his thought process “Space, race with Russia, competition, the best prize on earth...Got it! We will simply call it ‘The First Civilian’.”
The board was silent. Ed knew it was brilliant. It was simple but effective. Ed rattled the idea around his head. As he thought about it further he said out loud, “it will get the public back on side supporting the project as they will feel more involved and at the same time get more money in from publicity and advertising. We can then use that money to fix the problems with the original shuttle.” Ed reflected on his brief meeting with Ruth were they analysed the three problems: explosion, money and perception. Ed thought to himself, “it couldn’t work could it?” Hans would hate it but then again Ed blamed Hans for putting him in this position in the first place with his shoddy shuttle. He would have to work with it or his reputation would be ruined. Ed thought that it could work, he would make it work.
Jim turned to the board and looked at them “You have all gone mad! You can’t have a competition for someone to go into space! They need years of training. They would disrupt the mission. They would want to do selfies of the moon, it would totally ridicule science! Tracy, you are surely not on board with this idea?”
Tracy pondered the options. “I think it could work. Civilians have been into space before you know. If they are provided training, it can be done, but it has to be done right. Not in a rush, carefully planned so they are ready. I don’t think it would ridicule science. If it gets a young girl who dreams of being an astronaut to feel like her dream is possible, that she could be that one day, then I’m sorry Jim, I can’t see that scientifically it is a bad idea. Ed, I would need reassurance that this will be done right, otherwise, I can’t give my backing to the project.”
Khalid turned to his old comrade Jim who he usually sided with on all things and said “It is a good idea, Jim. The best we have had. What is the point of commercialising space if we say it is only for those who can afford it? From a marketing perspective, it is a great idea.”
Ed looked at Jim triumphant “I think we are ready to take a vote. I will sort out with TV bosses to see who is the highest bidder, get someone to present the thing and Khalid you sort out the marketing as and when we are ready to launch. We might not beat Russia in our mission to launch a commercial space flight but we can be the first UK commercial flight with an ordinary civilian to orbit space, now isn’t that just damned exciting! Everyone in favour raise their right hand.”
Ed watched as the hands steadily went up. There were five hands, he turned to Ruth whose hands were down and pleaded. “Come on Ruth, have I ever let you down? Don’t do it for me, do it for the company, it is the only way.”
Ruth looked away, “Ed, there are big risks with this. If it goes wrong, it will be the end of all of us.”
Ed smiled and put out his hands. “Then let's not make it go wrong.”
Ruth said, “can you reassure me it won’t?”
He looked into her eyes, the beautiful hazel eyes he had looked into for years to try and persuade her. “No, but I will give it my best shot.” She looked down and weighed up her options, then turned towards him and saw his smiling face and slowly raised her hand.
Ed felt like doing a fist pump but resisted the urge. “Excellent, we have made the cut on a majority basis. I’ll start making the calls. Khalid start getting the marketing ready. I’ll be in touch. Board dismissed.”
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After the board had left, Ed stood in the boardroom alone, his hands shaking from the excitement and tension of the meeting. He was so full of adrenaline that he didn’t know where to start. Ed scrolled through his phone for the contact for the chief executive of Channel 3. He scrolled down his list of contacts trying to recall her name. He knew it was Andrea something. Andrea Ball, Andrea Holding, Andrea Moore. Andrea Moore, that’s her.
He dialled and heard his old friend “Hello Andrea speaking.” The voice on the other end was one of a lady in her mid-fifties who clearly still enjoyed smoking the constant 20 cigarettes a day. Ed in his own way admired that, his conscience got the better of him years ago. Ed could tell by the upward inflexion in her voice that she did not have a clue who had called her but was professional enough to make it sound like she did. Ed had tried to keep away from all media outlets in the past few months as it never ended well for him.
“Andrea, it’s Ed. Ed Dayton.”
He heard her relax on the end of the phone. “Oh hi Ed. I would ask how it’s going but our guy is outside your offices right now, so I already know.” She laughed a hearty laugh but then coughed like she was coughing up her tar filled lung.
Ed smiled a wicked smile thinking that it served her damn right, those things will kill you. “Yeah thanks, Andrea, I appreciate the sentiment but you know if you want to check me out all you have to do is ask.”
She laughed. “Oh Ed, now if you are calling to ask me to remove my man, you know I can’t do that, no matter how much I like you.”
Ed smiled, she was in a good mood, now to sweet-talk her. “Andrea, you know I would never ask you to compromise yourself, you are far too professional for that. That is actually why I am calling. I have a proposition for you. Something big.”
He heard her pause on the other end and could hear her heavy breathing like a rattling cage. “I’m listening”. Ed knew that she was drawn to drama hence was the CEO of Channel 3, the channel for cheap TV.
“I’ve had an idea for a collaboration between our businesses.”
She sighed and Ed could audibly hear the deflation in her voice. “Ed, I’m not interested in a documentary about space travel. My viewers would be interested for ten minutes and then turn over to see people, with far better bodies than you and I will ever have, surfing in Australia while simultaneously trying to get it on. Try my lovely colleagues at Channel 6.”
He heard the phone go from her ear and knew she was about to hang up and stated sharply “Don’t hang up Andrea, just hear me out. It’s something your viewers will love. Why do you think I thought of you? Come to Dayton Tower, I’ll fill you in.”
Ed heard the uncertainty in Andrea’s voice. “Ed, if I go to Dayton Tower, the media will be all over it wondering what the hell is going on.”
Ed replied, knowing he had her interest peaked. “Now wouldn’t that be a shame, if all the world's media thought you knew something everyone else didn’t. I guess you wouldn’t want that kind of publicity for Channel 3. Oh well, I’ll see if you are here in the next hour. If not, I guess I’ll try your friends at TV4All.” Ed knew that TV4All were rivals to Channel 3 for cheap celebrity entertainment and that the thought of them getting one up on Channel 3 would anger Andrea.
Andrea replied in a tone that reflected her utter confusion. “TV4All? What are you up to Ed?” He hung up. Ed smiled and thought, that is why drama is cheap, it is so easy to create. He knew she was putty in his hands now. He composed himself and anticipated her arrival in just under an hours time.  
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The intercom for the boardroom buzzed. Ed walked across the room and pressed the speaker button. Ed could hear in the background his security guard arguing and shouting “You cannot come in here, this is private property.”
In the background, he could hear the smoke-filled voice of Andrea. “Ed sort your servants out, will you? I’m freezing my arse off here.”
In amongst the chaos, he heard the jittery voice of his receptionist “Mr Dayton, Sir, there is a Mrs Moore from Channel 3 to see you. Mark tried to stop her coming in but she was quite…”
Ed interjected although he was tempted to let this farce continue as it amused Ed to think Andrea was getting a taste of what life was like for her budding reporters. “That’s fine, send her and only her up.” He released the intercom button and waited.
Ed was used to pitching investments to potential clients. It was how he made his way up the greasy pole in his early years. Pitching investments to business clients and rich people alike about how best to invest their money in the most tax-efficient way as possible. That’s when Ed started to truly learn that there is a way around everything. He could pitch an investment to a client that would save them millions in tax. Usually by investing in business adventures to claim the business relief. It was easy money. Once you knew the way, it was an easy sell. Ed could have happily lived off that life. The business was constant, the paycheque consistent but he began to get bored and restless. Needing the next big thing, the next challenge. That is when he decided to start his own business adventure. He never thought he would miss the sales pitch but as he was preparing to sell his idea to Andrea, he felt like he was trying on the old tattered slippers you have at the back of your cupboard, the worn ones you know you shouldn’t wear but feel just right.
Andrea then burst into the boardroom without knocking, he could hear her coughing before he could see her. “You need to sort your staff out Ed. Don’t they know I earn more than they ever will in their lifetime?”
At that moment Ed saw Andrea as she walked in. She had short hair, which was dark brown and had sharp edges, much like her personality. She wore black trousers and a green long-sleeved top with killer heels. The waft of smoke hit Ed the moment she walked in. It would repulse most, but to Ed, it was like a drug, his old drug returning to greet him and envelop him whole. He walked towards Andrea and smiled in his biggest grin showing his perfectly straight white teeth. “Andrea, how are you? I thought you would never come.”
He gave her a hug and didn’t want to let go as he breathed in her smoke fuelled air. She patted him on the back and said “Ed, what the hell is going on? I was in a meeting with Steph Kendle about a new series of “who sings it, wins it” don’t you realise that show gets 8 million viewers a week? I had to say I had a family emergency just to speak to you! This better be good.”
He laughed and said “oh, it’s good Andrea! You might want to take a seat.”
Ed sat opposite Andrea and started to fill her in on his proposal. “As you know Andrea, we need to get people interested in this space programme again. What is the point of getting people into outer space when your lovely viewers won’t give a damn? We need to make it relatable to them. They need to feel involved. That is where you come in.”
Andrea leaned back in her chair and rolled her eyes. As she did so she shuffled back in her chair as if she was about to grab her bag and leave. “Ed, what have I told you about a documentary. Dull, dull, dull. Nobody cares, especially after you killed those two handsome budding astronauts. They would be interested in a documentary about you on the other hand. Now that is an idea. A day in the life of Ed Dayton, bedroom secrets and all!”
Ed leaned forward in his seat as if to counteract the fact she had leaned back and said “Andrea, hear me out. I wouldn’t have dragged you all this way for a documentary. I’m talking about a game show to win the ultimate prize. Be on the crew in our first commercialised flight into space! A prize no other TV show is offering!”
Andrea put her elbows on the desk and leaned forward surveying Ed. “How are you going to do this Ed? They can’t go up there with no experience, it would be suicide.” Ed looked at Andrea and saw that twinkle in her eye, she was interested. She didn’t care if it was suicide, hell she probably thought it would be more entertaining. They could ride off the publicity for weeks.
Ed stood up and walked towards his monitor and said “that is where you come in Andrea. Together we can test them on their abilities. They participate in NASA style training challenges and who does them is voted for by the public. Those that don’t do well, they get voted off. We can help you come up with the challenges with the help of our science guys and astronauts to test them to their limits.”
Andrea laughed “Ed that is on the basis that the public vote for the best candidate. You know as well as I do, that isn’t usually the case. They will vote for the poor and helpless ones!”
Ed considered this and a dark thought came over him “unless we make it so hard that they will either pass or pay the ultimate price.”
Andrea’s face dropped, she glared at him “Ed, we can’t afford the compensation claims on this. If people get injured or god forbid croak it, we have to pay them out millions. You of all people know that.”
Ed knew that as much as Andrea was trying to give off the impression that she cared, all she cared about was the revenue to be gained. “Ok then. Let’s make the challenges so hard it pushes them to their limits, but not that far. If one or two get ill or injured we can manage that, can’t we? They may just get severe sickness and need to go off air. That way the weakest go and the strongest survive. Just like it is in the real world.”
Andrea stood up “Ed what you are talking about is cruel, we could get shut down if the worst happens. I can’t take that risk. We have a duty of care to those people.”
Ed replied, “then carry out your duty, get them to a point where they are at their limit, almost collapsing and pull them out. No harm done. You are shown as having mercy and we still ensure the best candidate wins.”
Andrea gathered up her handbag that she had one hand on for a while and walked towards the door. “It’s a big risk Ed, I need to think on it.”
Ed knew he needed one final bit of pressure to reel her in. “It’s now or never Andrea. You have heard the headlines, hell you probably made some of them. I’ve got six days to sort this out. We need to have a deal done in the next day so I can go to Tim to keep him in the project. You have to decide in the next twelve hours or I have no alternative but to go to other channels. I came to you first as my friend, I hope you will honour that friendship.” It was the same words he had used to persuade Tim to back the project. Ed tried to forget how well that scenario had played out.
Andrea walked away, head down deep in thought. She turned to Ed as she approached the door “I’ll think on it, Ed.”
He watched her walk out, hoping the sales pitch had been enough. He didn’t know which way she would go but believed she would be back. That was not what was most concerning to Ed. He realised then that his true determination for this project to succeed, for his moment in history, for his long-lasting fame, had driven him to the point where he was on the verge of being involved in the torture and humiliation of unsuspecting members of the public. He looked out of the window of the boardroom and wondered if this was who he had become. It was either them or me he decided. As he looked out of his glass window which was high enough to kill someone if they jumped, he thought to himself, one of us needs to jump first and it sure as hell won’t be me.
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After Andrea had left, Ed realised that before Andrea confirmed she was on board, he needed to get a new lead astronaut to design the challenges and take the lead in the mission. He decided to ring his colleague at the NASA training centre, Felix McArthy. Felix was the head of training at NASA and would be a great asset as part of the project but Ed had the brains to realise that Felix would not go near this project. He had a good deal, a great paycheque and the pride of bringing young astronauts through his programme. He would not budge for all the money in the world.
Ed took off his jacket and rolled up his white shirt sleeves, readying himself for the verbal fight ahead. Ed scrolled through his phone and rung Felix.
“Hi Ed. Now is not the best time” Felix answered abruptly. They had not been on great terms since the test flight disaster. Felix had personally convinced two of his best astronauts to go to Ed’s project and Ed knew that he blamed him for their deaths.
Ed tried his best to sound deeply sympathetic and express the sorrow in his voice. “Felix, thanks for taking the call. I know how much you would rather speak to anyone else right now.”
Felix was unmoved. “What do you want Ed?”
Ed decided it was best to be direct with Felix if he was going to hang up then so be it, he would have to move to plan B. They could recruit astronauts from China. Ed would have to hire a translator and it all seemed too much effort to build new bridges. “I need your help, Felix. I need two astronauts for my first flight and you produce the very best.”
The response was immediate “Not a chance Ed. I don’t buy all the shit you’ve put out there about bad luck. What really sent the shuttle down? It sure as hell wasn’t my men. They were the best in the business, god rest their souls. That’s on you, Ed. You cost this Earth two of the best astronauts this planet has ever seen. They could have been the first to Mars, instead, they died trying to provide an experience for people who think they are better than them.”
Ed tried to show how remorseful he was in his voice. “I know Felix. No-one was more upset than I was. They were great men because you had trained them to be the best, but it can’t be over now Felix. If NASA had given up after all the times their shuttles exploded when they tried to get to the Moon, they would have been beaten by the Russians. I’m in the same boat! They will beat us, Felix! Tell me this, hypothetically, do you have any men that could do this in a quick turnaround. Could they be ready in about a month?”
He heard Felix laugh, “from what I hear Ed, you don’t have that!”
Ed took a deep breath and started pacing around his office. “Felix, humour me, do you have anyone?”
Felix paused and considered his answer “In theory and on a purely speculative basis Ed, yeah I’ve got a couple of guys who would be ready. In theory, I’ve got one who’s been on the International Space Station a couple of times, he’s a real jackass if you ask me but knows his stuff. The other guy, he’s a bit of a rookie really but took to the programme better than anyone I’ve seen, he could be ready.”
Ed smiled as he stared out of his boardroom window, Felix hadn’t given up. He was not a quitter, he was as stubborn as Ed was. He would make Ed feel like crap but he would come through in the end. “Great. I have a plan to get this ready in a months’ time. Can you approach them?”
Felix snapped, “you haven’t even answered my question, Ed, what the hell was wrong with that shuttle?”
Ed paused to carefully consider his answer “One of the thrusters went so the re-entry wasn’t at the right speed together with the space debris that hit the side, it couldn’t withstand the heat on re-entry. We are sorting it Felix.”
Felix took a deep breath and paused. “Man that is some bad luck Ed, I’m sorry for judging. I’ll have a word with them. Stan Swift, he’s the jackass who would probably be up for anything to get a break from his wife now and again! The rookie is Matt Brady, sweet kid. Don’t cock this up, Ed. This is your final warning.”
Ed injected quickly, he knew he had to tell Felix about the show, he would only pull out if he found out after and that would cause media controversy. “There is one other thing Felix. You may have heard that the project is struggling, in order to secure backing we have had to raise public profile by running a televised competition.”
Felix’s response was wary “What kind of competition Ed? Like a tour? My guys wouldn’t really need to be involved apart from the odd hello here and there.”
Ed took a deep breath and readied himself for the imminent backlash. “Not exactly...more like a passenger.”
Felix shouted down the phone “You have got to be fucking kidding me Ed. I really didn’t think you could stoop any lower!”
Ed kept his cool and calmly replied, “my hands were tied Felix, they were going to pull the plug.”
Felix was fully charged up now and descended into full-blown annoying American sarcasm. “So you thought, yeah what we will do is put a member of the goddamn British public into space where they can endanger themselves and my crew with zero training. No fucking way Ed, you have lost your mind. Now I truly believe the headlines!”
Ed saw his opportunity and took it, “your men would design all the training, Felix. They would design the challenges, they would test them to make sure they were ready. It’s been done before in history, so why not now? They would just be a passenger, not at the controls, they would choose who they wanted and didn’t want. It would be entirely down to them.”
Felix replied “Entirely down to them? Then how will the public feel involved?”
Ed realised he got himself into a trap, he was caught and would have to come clean. “Well, the public would have a vote as well.”
Felix snapped. “Jesus Christ Ed. You have lost your mind.”
Ed knew he was defeated. He was a boxer who had survived the punches and was almost at the end of the round but knew he would lose on the cards anyway. “Just ask them, Felix, that’s all I’m asking.”
“Goodbye, Ed. See you on the other side and the only place you are going is hell.” The phone cut off and silence descended.
Ed looked at his phone and was about to throw it against the wall but slammed it on the glass boardroom table instead. Somehow the table and his phone surviving the act of aggression and frustration. Ed thought that he might be going to hell, but right now he felt like he was already in it. He picked up his suit jacket and slung it over his shoulder and was walking out the boardroom just as his phone rang. Ed raged inside wondering who the hell it was now. Ed wondered why they didn’t just arrest him there and then and be done with it? At least then he would get some goddamn peace, “Yes?” he snapped.
He recognised the raspy voice on the other end. “Ed, it’s Andrea.”
He sighed, he no longer had the energy to pretend to be nice. “Oh, hi Andrea.” Ed almost felt a sense of relief that at least he can get all the dejection out of the way in one day. He thought that he could at least get a fresh start on the day ahead tomorrow.
The raspy voice uttered, “I’m in. Come to my office tomorrow at 9am sharp to talk it over. Tell Tim your plan. Let’s see if we can make history.”
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Ed thanked Andrea and put the phone in his jacket pocket. He turned back from the door to survey the boardroom. He always felt like this boardroom was his own King Arthur's table, that Dayton Tower was his castle and he was the king of this land. He looked at his smartwatch which he had on him at all times. It told him how many steps he did in a day, not that he gave a damn, his heart raced faster with all the stress anyway. The watch was just another thing that constantly wanted his attention with its barrage of messages telling him he had people to talk to or emails to send. Ed wondered why he bought the watch and realised that he only really used it while in the gym to take calls. Times were simpler when he started out, his time was his own. He’d get away from the world by going for a swim. Now work wasn’t just in the office, it was everywhere.
Ed thought in that moment that maybe if this competition went badly and Dayton Industries did go bust, would that be such a bad thing? He might lose Lanette, as she almost certainly wouldn’t stay for his not-so-dashing looks these days, but he could live by modest means. Times were tough out there, but he thought he could manage. He had always come through in the end. Ed recalled with tinted glasses when the paycheck was constant, the businesses problems were somebody else's to sort and the job used to be nine to five. Ed then shook his head as if to dismiss the thought out of his mind. He had come too far. He could no longer work for someone twenty years his junior. He was too used to captaining his own ship, rather than receiving orders to scrub the decks.
It was 11:30am. Ed thought with sarcasm that at least his watch could still do the basic job of telling the time. He needed to ring Ruth and the board to let them know the good news from Andrea, but right now, he was too exhausted to deal with another barrage of constant questions. He decided that for the first time in years, he would take time out of Dayton Tower to get his lunch. Ed had set up his workplace so his staff never needed to leave and could stay as long as possible. He had a gym, canteen and coffee shop all in the building to maximize his staffs’ potential. People then took a break at lunch but were never far away if needed.
He put his hand through his thinning dark hair. He still was handsome in that he had short hair but long enough to style in a floppy carefree look. However these days he started to look his age and no amount of botox could fix that. His eyes were looking darker as he struggled with sleep. He wasn’t looking as fit as he used to and everything was just starting to sag where his muscles used to be so prominent. Despite that, Ed could still charm with his blue piercing eyes and charming smile.
Ed walked out of the boardroom and made his way across to the lifts. As he was waiting for the lift, Sarah came out of her office and approached him. He turned back to face the lift, wondering why it was that he couldn’t even get five minutes of peace. Sarah bounced towards him. “Ed, that was a great meeting”. She looked up at him, she had big blue eyes and long copper-coloured hair. He could tell she always had a soft spot for him but thankfully she had never acted on it.
“Thanks, Sarah” he smiled a tired smile which he hoped communicated that he wanted to be left alone.
“Just popping out for some lunch Ed? Mind if I join you?” She smiled a big smile which showed all her beautifully straight and white teeth. She clearly cared so much about her appearance that she had had them whitened.
Ed looked at her and smiled “Not today Sarah. I need time to think things over. It’s been an intense few days.”
She looked away, unable to hide her disappointment. “Alright Ed, you’ve got my number if you ever need anything. I’ll always help you out in any way I can.”
Ed looked over to her and saw her smiling from ear to ear. Ed almost thought she was going to do the cheesy wink and breathed a sigh of relief that she didn’t stoop that low. They both got in the lift. He pressed the ground floor button and Sarah watched as he did. Ed wondered if she needed the lift at all.
As they were descending, Sarah looked at him and said “Ed, if this all goes wrong, you know that I would stand by your side.  I doubt most would, some women I know are with businessmen for their money and would leave before you can say botox.” Sarah threw her head back and laughed and let her copper coloured hair flop down near her breasts which were very visible in her low cut top. Sarah had made it clear in her emphasis of the words “some women” that it made it perfectly clear she was talking about Lanette. She put her hand on his arm. Ed did not let his eyes stray down, to give her ammunition. Ed looked at the floor numbers, they were at floor ten already, he just needed to pacify her until the ground floor.
“Thanks Sarah, but right now I am fine just as I am thank you.” Sarah removed her hand from his arm and put it back down to her side. Ed had said the statement with such conviction that he almost convinced himself that it was true. They stood in awkward silence until the lift descended. In his early years, Ed would have been tempted by such a proposition, maybe even too tempted. These days, he didn’t have the energy to keep up with one woman’s attention let alone two. The thought made Ed wonder how some men and women he knew did it. They seemed to manage a husband or wife and someone on the side. Ed almost admired them because he knew that he couldn’t keep up with that much enthusiasm.
As they got to the ground floor, Ed stepped outside of the lift and could see the paparazzi outside Dayton Tower still waiting for him. He audibly murmured “fucking hell” as with all the excitement of the day, he had forgotten all about them. He saw the flashing lights, his entrance had now been revealed. He turned away from the main entrance and walked to the back of the tower and went out of the rear fire exit. He hoped that whoever the mole was, hadn’t leaked the location of the fire exit as well.  Ed left Dayton Tower and made his way through Canary Wharf and looked up at the numerous offices around. He wondered if they were all going through the same shit he was, or if they were just going about the same mundane job day after day. The one thing about Ed’s situation was it certainly wasn’t dull.
He considered going into one of the coffee shops situated on the banks of the river. He looked inside and saw men and women in suits all discussing matters. Ed didn’t want to sit amongst them, he wanted to be on his own, to have the chance to think. He thought that there was some irony in having all the money in the world and still you could not get a good cup of coffee in peace. He decided to go on a long walk and left Canary Wharf.  He walked West towards the Westferry Docklands Light Railway train. He looked around, it was strange that Canary Wharf gave off the air of wealth and yet just a mile outside of the main financial district, the buildings looked completely run down. He turned the corner and found a small coffee shop which looked like a traditional greasy spoon despite the fact that it was near one of the richest districts in the world. It's shabby dull-white exterior needed some redecorating, there were cracks in the brickwork and a cracked sign outside the front which was in chalk scrawl “Today's special pork baguettes”. He looked inside, it was quite empty with only a couple of people inside, all with their heads bowed, huddled around a hot drink but each had their own table and a bit of space. It seemed no-one wished to touch the food. The counter was white with brown stains on it from either rust or grease, or in what Ed thought was the most likely option, a mixture of the two.
Ed went inside and heard the bell that made a noise when someone had entered. A large muscley bald-headed man came to the counter, he looked more at place in a butchers. He rolled up his shirt sleeves to reveal the large tattoos on his arms “Yes?” the grunt came.
Ed looked at the blackboard behind the man and assessed the choice of full-fat meals which were scribbled in white chalk making it barely legible. Ed didn’t feel he had the stomach for a full English fry up this morning. “Can I have a latte and eggs on toast?” He thought he should be relatively safe with that.
The man glared at Ed with a look that could kill, then walked over to the till and pushed his fat fingers on the buttons so hard that Ed wondered how the till had lasted this long.
The grunt came “£4.50”. Ed went into his wallet and paid the man a fiver and told him to keep the change. There was no reply.
Ed walked over to the free seat which clearly hadn’t been wiped from the last time someone sat there and stared at his phone to avoid eye contact with anyone until his coffee came. The man slammed the latte down and the eggs on toast, so much so the latte spilled over the sides. To be fair to the man Ed thought it tasted pretty good and Ed felt a sense of relief. Peace and quiet. Ed pondered what he was going to do next. He would have to meet Andrea and pretend that Felix was on board until he could come up with an alternative.
Around half an hour later, Ed made his return to Dayton Tower feeling refreshed like he had come into the office in a new day. He wondered why he had not taken a lunch break more often. Then he realised that it was because the clingy and needy people who worked for him never gave him a moments peace. While he was walking back, he rang Ruth and told her to meet him in the boardroom. Ed entered the building through the fire exit temporarily sounding off the alarm. Ed used his key to stop it from going off. Although a breach of regulations, Ed thought it was better doing that than walking through the pit of sharks at the main entrance.
Ruth was already inside the boardroom when he walked in “Nice lunch Ed? Things must be bad for you to go out for lunch.” She smiled at him showing her naturally perfect teeth but when he looked into her eyes she looked tired much like him.
“I needed time to think. I’ve just heard from Andrea at Channel 3. She has agreed to air the programme.”
Ruth looked relieved, her shoulders visibly relaxed “that’s great news, Ed. We need to start with assembling a plan of action. Does Felix know about the programme?”
Ed looked away “yes he is aware”. Ruth eyed him cautiously and was about to speak. Ed knew the criticism that was coming and interjected before he could hear it. “He’s on board.” Ed had never lied to Ruth before but he needed to keep things calm and after the meeting yesterday, he couldn’t be certain that she wasn’t the mole. A hint of regret at his lie-filled Ed and he decided to amend his previous statement. “He’s open to the idea.” It wasn’t quite a lie but wasn’t exactly the truth, which made Ed feel less like he was deliberately misleading his right-hand woman.
Ruth smiled “That’s good Ed, he will come round. I’m sorry I doubted you and this idea. I just got a bad feeling about it. Usually, I’m not wrong about these things but maybe I am on this occasion. I just got the feeling it was going to end badly.”
Ed walked over to her and put his hand on her right shoulder and could feel the bones in her shoulder in the palm of his hand and looked at her. “Ruth you are not just my friend but a member of this board and I respect your opinion. Don’t worry.”
She smiled at him and nodded. They looked at each other for a moment longer than necessary. Ruth looked away and released his hand. Ruth said, “I’ve got a few things to sort this afternoon, I’ll catch up with you later.” Ed watched her walked out of the room and started to feel a tinge of remorse at his latest lie. Everything that he had vowed to become when he owned his business was slipping away. He didn’t want to be a typical untrustworthy businessman. He had set out to be the peoples’ businessman, but now he was becoming just like the rest of them.
Ed met with the rest of the board all afternoon to relay the good news from Andrea and plan their next move. They all seemed pleased, apart from Jim who just dismissed the idea as lunacy again but had no room for argument. If people have a plan they panic less. They feel like things are in order. When there is no plan, everyone panics and loses their minds.
Ed had one last thing to do before he left the office and it was the thing he had put off most. He dialled Tim. “Well you’ve been making a name for yourself” Ed wondered if this was meant to be funny or if he genuinely did not set him up.
“No thanks to you Tim” he replied sharply.
“Ed mate, it wasn’t me who set you up with the press. You’ve got a leak in your oiley machine and it’s a big one by the sounds of it. I knew you didn’t run a tight ship. Are you calling to give in early?”
Ed scowled and wondered how he had not seen that this man, who was once his out of hours drinking buddy, was such an obnoxious idiot. Ed kept calm “I’ve got good news for you. An idea, a big one. I’ve had the idea to run a competition to be on the first flight. The general public can enter and we will run it like one of those trashy TV shows but with the biggest prize on offer.  Channel 3 are already on board. What a way to get the public on side, don’t you think?”
There was silence on the other end of the phone that seemed to last for several minutes but could have only been a couple of seconds. “It is a good idea, if not for our agreement Ed. I will only withdraw my timescale of pulling out if this idea of yours still holds up our end of the agreement. We will be the only live stream from the first mission. I can’t imagine Channel 3 have liked that very much, unless you have not told them, which with you Ed is always a distinct possibility.”
Ed had already anticipated this before he called Tim and had prepared an answer. It was better to always be one step ahead. “They will run the competition, that is all I have agreed. You will still have the feed from the first flight. Come and meet me tomorrow with Andrea. I’m meeting her at 9am if you can make it? Channel 3 head office.”
More silence, he knew he had finally outsmarted Tim and he had no answer. Tim finally said “I’ll be there. You are like a bad cough Ed, you always come back in the end. I’m not sure yet if I’m pleased or still angry. I guess you’ll find out tomorrow when I have had time to process your idea but for now, good job Ed. I’ll let you know my decision after tomorrow's meeting.”
Ed hung up and put the phone down. Well that wasn’t as bad as he expected. He had calmed the dragon for now, but Andrea and Tim would be a clash. Two big egos battling it out for the limelight but he could act as a mediator to make them get along. It could work.
Ed dialled Sarah. “Yes, Mr Dayton.”
“Sarah please block out my calendar, I will be at an out of office meeting all morning and possibly afternoon.”
Sarah replied, “You do have the board in tomorrow.”
Ed wondered how he had yet another meeting with them. It seemed to be a daily occurence.  Ed hated the relentless meetings, he now knew the reason why he didn’t manage to get any productive work done was that he was always stuck in meetings. “Reschedule it, Sarah, this is important.”
Sarah replied politely, “no problem, I’ll reschedule it for the day after. Where shall I say you’ll be?”
Ed replied sharply “You don’t.” He hung up.
Ed began to process the day. He felt like it had been a good one, he had found a way out, a way to commit to a final push. Ed knew that this was his last chance to make this work. He would lose the race and most importantly his business if it failed. Ed began to prepare for his meeting ahead, which mainly consisted of preparing to battle with the two egos, trying to please them both. He looked out of the window as it was beginning to get dark outside.  Through the glass, he could see all the twinkling lights of London and at the same time, he could see  his own reflection. Looking like a ghost in the night sky. He looked like he had aged twenty years in the last couple of months. He could see all his lines under his eyes. He ruffled his hair to try to get some style back into it and sighed. He decided it was time to go home and rest for the big day ahead.
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As Ed climbed the stairs to his apartment, his thoughts pondered the day’s events. On reflection, he felt somewhat conflicted as to if it had been a good day. On the one hand, he had secured the mission’s short term funding so he was in a better position than a couple of days ago. However, something about Ruth’s words played on his mind. Ruth was never normally wrong about these things, she had a good business instinct and could always see when someone was flogging a dead horse. Regardless, he had no choice, he had to take the gamble. If he didn’t, then it was all over anyway, so Ed didn’t believe he had much to lose. As Ed entered his flat, he heard Lanette’s voice coming from the bedroom.
“Ed? Is that you?”
Ed wondered callously if she had gone back to bed after he left and had only just woken up. “Hi, Lanny.”
She bounded through into the passage wearing her skinny jeans and short sleeved blue top, which was baggier than her normal clothes, but she still looked beautiful.
“Your home early.” She smiled and skipped up towards him and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I was thinking of spag bol tonight, what do you think?”
He doubted it was cooked from fresh and most likely shop bought but tried to make the effort. “Sounds lovely. I’m going to the gym first.”
Ed went into his bedroom and got changed into his gym shorts and a baggy running top. He then put on his running trainers and looked in the mirror and thought to himself that if he didn’t go to the gym now, he probably wouldn’t bother again. He left his phone upstairs but still proceeded to wear his smartwatch and wireless headphones, just in case someone called. He then went downstairs to the gym area. The gym was small but very modern. Everything was equipped with electronic screens which could be synchronized with your mobile phone to keep an eye on progress. Ed smiled to himself as he knew there was a reason he had left his phone upstairs. He doubted that ‘you haven’t even tried’ was a setting on the app. He walked in and saw two other men, several years his junior, who looked like they used the gym frequently.
He started on the treadmill and proceeded with just a light jog. He could already feel his extra bit of belly fat that he had gained recently wobbling but started to feel better already. As he jogged, he listened to an upbeat dance track to try and keep a quick rhythm. Just as he felt his heart rate quicken, his watch suddenly started to buzz on his wrist. He looked down and saw it was a number he didn’t recognise. He turned off the treadmill and swiped towards the green icon on his watch to accept the call. “Hi, it’s Ed” he answered questioningly.
“Ed Dayton? It’s Stan Swift. I’ve heard you prefer to be called Ed the knobhead. Bit of an inside joke here at NASA.”
Ed thought to himself that Felix was right, this guy certainly was an all American jackass. Stan had a Texas twang to his accent, although Ed could tell that he had tried to hide it. Ed wondered if he’d gained the accent whilst at NASA or if he really was born and raised in the deep South. The accent made Ed mentally picture Stan as a man in a spacesuit with an American flag draped around his shoulders saying “ye har!” Although the mental image made Ed almost burst out laughing, he snapped himself out of his own humorous thoughts. Ed proceeded to walk out of the gym to the questioning stares of the other two younger and fitter men in the gym who had clearly heard some of the conversation. Ed waited in the reception area where the doorman was waiting, “Hi Stan, I’ve heard a lot about you.”
He heard a hearty laugh. “Well Ed my man, we have sure heard a lot about you. We’ve heard that you have some crazy idea you can take a civilian into space by winning a TV show. I remember the good old days when you used to win a speedboat playing darts. The world's gone mad. You remind me of a President we once had; all talk and no idea how to put his plans into action. In fact, maybe they all are a bit like that. Anyway, Ed, Felix told me of your plan and said you were crazy. I’ve got to say he came to the right man. Folk around here think I’m all kinds of crazy but I know how to get the job done. Anyway, it’s a good job that one of those good men you killed was my good friend Zak otherwise we wouldn't be having this here delightful conversation. I feel I owe it to Zak to not let those god damn Russians win this race of yours. I’ll help you Ed the knobhead, on one condition.”
Ed was intrigued and elated at the same time. He knew this guy would be a nightmare to work with but no-one else would go near Ed after the test flight and Stan could thus demand exactly what he wanted and that position of power made Ed nervous. “Name your price Stan my man.” Ed could only imagine the demands that would come next. He waited with bated breath.
“Well there is my obvious fee of $1m, which I would want a downpayment of say $250,000 before this whole shindig starts, but that is a given, right Ed? From what I’ve heard that’s a drop in the ocean for a big shot like you.”
Ed looked up the spiral staircase, everyone always thought he had plenty of spare money. If only they knew the truth about how much Dayton Space had taken from his capital. Thankfully that was one thing Ed had managed to keep out of the headlines.
“My main condition is that I choose and design the tests solely with Brady. He’s in by the way too. I guess he’s too young to know a doomed mission when he sees one, that’s one thing Felix can’t teach you. Not that he doesn’t try. We want no corporate input, no staged arguments or fake news. This will be controlled by us and only us. We are not going to make this project another ‘The Group’ knock-off, this is going to be about the science. That my friend comes with a sub-condition.” There was a pause. “That we will choose the candidate. I don’t care for your voting system, we are not having some wannabe who can sing real good but would throw up all the way and want to go home the minute we left Earth’s atmosphere.”
Ed paused, it was nothing he didn’t expect and yet it made him nervous all the same. He was giving control of his project away to someone who sounded like a loose cannon. He knew that he was getting intriguing looks from the doorman who had heard part of his conversation and glancing looks from the residents in the corridor passing him. “I don't know Stan. The whole concept is based on the fundamental principle of public choice. If they can’t vote for the winner, that kind of defeats the object. Channel 3 wouldn’t allow it.” Ed knew he was fighting a losing battle, Stan had him by the balls and could play him like a violin, hell if Stan wanted him to, he could make him sing the American National Anthem in his pants on the first show to make this project go over the line and he knew it.
“Well Ed, it’s up to you my man. You could hide the truth about the vote of course. Perception is key. If people think they are in control then who is to say they aren’t. Not that I would advocate that course of action of course.”
Ed already knew the answer to this “There are regulations over here Stan, we have to release voting information.” Ed was pacing up and down in the corridor outside the gym. Ed was sweating more than if he was in the gym. This was a crucial moment in getting the project over the line and a crucial moment in the potential fraud of millions of votes. Ed could hear Stan’s tone and the growing impatience in his voice.
“Well, Ed you need an insider to tidy it all up then. I’m sure a man like you has contacts for that kind of thing. Do we have a deal?”
Ed knew his answer. It was the only answer he could give, but let a bit of silence hang in the air to try to grab some of the power back he seemed to be constantly giving away lately. “Ok, I’ll sort something. Pleased to have you onboard Stan.”
“Alrighty then Ed the knobhead. I will see you in a week’s time at your office to begin the plans. Make sure I get a decent hotel in London, you know something swanky. It’s not often the Dayton’s pick up the tab I hear but I’m sure you’ll make an exception. Send the details to Felix.”
Ed swiped his watch to end the call. It always came together in the end. Ed proceeded to walk back into the gym, passing the questioning stares of the younger, fitter men around him and went back to the treadmill. If he ran long enough he could feel like he was running away from all his problems. Ed felt like he was making progress but at the expense of moving two steps forward and one step back. Each time an issue got resolved another two would appear. Ed was also aware that his desperation to get this project moving meant that he was sacrificing a piece of his soul to the devil. Agreeing to a new level of criminal activity. People used to be able to rely on his word but after this project was done that would be meaningless. Ed knew that if people found out that the voting was rigged, the whole country, the whole world, would know a bit more about who Ed Dayton really is.
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That night Ed slept the best he had slept in months. He always did when he wore nothing to bed, it gave him a sense of freedom. He woke up at around 6am next to Lanette and for the first time in months, he woke up feeling refreshed. He looked over at Lanette as she slept peacefully. She was wearing a light blue silk nightdress but nothing else. He stroked her hair and took a lone strand of hair behind her ear and kissed her cheek. She let out a light moan and Ed could feel his heartbeat quicken as he realised that the blood was being pumped to his penis. He then proceeded to kiss down her long neck and she moaned and woke up and turned to him. Ed bent down and kissed her deeply with his tongue caressing hers and feeling the moisture pass between them.
He then proceeded to kiss down her neck and chest and reached over to caress each of her breasts as he did so. Ed could feel that his penis was hard and that his arousal was overcoming him. He then  mounted Lanette and guided his penis between her legs. She was moist and ready. Ed slipped inside of her and the sensation overcame him. He swayed at a gentle pace with their moans in perfect synchronization. She turned Ed over and mounted him. She took off her nightdress to reveal her beautifully curved breasts which had been moulded that way and her slim figure. She moved up and down him and he loved the way she looked as she moaned and her cheeks turned rosy. He could feel himself ready to climax and turned her over and began to quicken the pace until he came.
Ed then slipped himself out of Lanette and lay next to her. She turned on her side and looked at him. “Well good morning to you too!”
He looked at her and kissed her again. Ed thought, when she looked like this, she looked so youthful and carefree. This was the Lanette he had fallen in love with. The act of love always connected them despite their differences. He looked her up and down and kissed her from her belly button up her body to her mouth and said “Morning.” It was amazing how different he felt. He realised that with all the stress, he had not paid any attention to Lanette and how much he missed their intimate relationship. She kissed his neck while caressing his arms and feeling for the muscles that used to be there.
“Do you have to go in this morning, Ed?”
He tilted her head up to meet his eyes and said “Yes Lanny. I’ve got a big meeting today, it’s all coming together. All thanks to you.”
She looked surprised “Me? How do you mean?”
He stroked his hand on her arms gently and looked at her. “Let’s just say you gave me a good idea.” 
She laughed and leaned closer to him and hugged him. “Well, then I guess you owe me.” She guided his hand down between her legs and Ed started to tease her gently but then pulled away. She let out a frustrated moan and lay on her back beside him. Ed pulled back the covers of the duvet and put his legs over the side of the bed and prepared himself to get up and get ready.
“What’s your meeting today? With the board again? I honestly don’t know how you put up with it Eddy.” He felt her arms close around his chest and he turned to face her. He held her close to him and stroked her back feeling his fingers down her spine so he could almost feel each disc in her back.
“No, it’s with a TV studio this time Lanny. It’s quite exciting.” She looked up at him and into his eyes searching for information.
“It’s with that Andrea woman, isn’t it? You know she’s always had a thing for you.”
Ed carried on to stroke her back “I know, but could you imagine!” Ed put on his best smoke filled raspy voice “Oh Ed I want you” at that he could hear Lanette laughing. “I’ve got to get ready now Lanny. I’ll see you tonight. If it goes well, I'll take you out for dinner.” She smiled and looked into his eyes “Oh Ed, I would love that.”
Ed released her grasp and climbed out of bed. He walked across to the bathroom and got in the hot shower. He felt so much better after his run, even when putting his body wash on, he felt that there was less belly fat than yesterday. It was all psychological but it still felt good. As he closed his eyes and wiped his face and let the hot water wash over him, he felt a presence next to him as Lanette walked into the shower. She kissed him each under the hot shower and he could feel himself getting hard. They had sex there and then again up against the shower wall. Ed felt himself again. He felt alive.
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Later that morning, Ed left his apartment and walked down the spiral staircase to attend his meeting. Before he left, he had looked at himself in the mirror. He had done his best to make himself look handsome for Andrea by wearing his favourite light grey suit which fit Ed well and hugged his figure. The suit was a slim fit and particularly tight-fitting around his arse. He had matched it with his light grey tie. Wearing grey always made his blue eyes stand out and catch the light. He needed to make a good impression in this meeting and playing on Andrea’s emotions was a good way to get a head start. Ed entered his Audi, which glinted with a silver shine in the sunlight as if to match his general appearance. In important meetings, Ed knew those first impressions where everything.
Ed made the journey to Channel 3 headquarters which was another tower block located in the Holborn area. The area was quite picturesque and away from the main areas of London. Having been there before, Ed knew that at the very top of the tower you could see into inner London and the majority of the bends of the River Thames. The headquarters was located near Lincoln’s Inn park and through his darkened windows of the Audi, Ed could see young people (probably students) reading in the park in the early morning sunshine. Ed thought how good it would be to be young again. To have the ability to do what you pleased and when. With a taste of resentment, Ed thought about how lucky those people were to have age on their side. They could have more than two glasses of wine and still think clearly the following morning. How time catches up with you. You can try and defy the effects time has on the body but it still affects the mind all the same and we all get to an age when we just feel tired.
As Ed’s car approached the headquarters, he let out a grown. Ed wondered how this could have happened again? Only a select few people knew about this meeting and yet as he looked out of the tinted window he noticed that a huddle of press were gathered outside yet again. Ed wondered if it was Andrea trying to increase public speculation already, but even then that was unlikely given that at the moment, any connection to Ed Dayton would only give one kind of publicity. Ed decided that it was likely to be Tim. However, would Tim want all this attention before he had anything agreed? Would he want to be seen doing a deal with Channel 3 when his own company FriendFinder had aspirations to branch out into their own online entertainment, it seemed doubtful. Tim was right about one thing, they had a mole and a big one. Ed knew he had to keep his cards close to his chest from now on. One publicity slip he could allow for but continuously battling the press was a bad sign.
As he made his way through the press he heard shouts of “What’s the deal with Channel 3 Mr Dayton?” “Are you and Andrea having an affair?” “Is this the last straw Mr Dayton?” His chauffeur assisted Ed to fight through the crowds and he made his way into Channel 3 headquarters.
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Ed looked at the reception area around him which was very similar to his own. It had a long reception desk near the lifts, with big glass windows and doors at the entrance. However, unlike Dayton Tower, the outside walls were blocked out. The building was quite old in style, like office blocks used to be. Ed approached the desk with two receptionists sat behind it, one female and one male, greeted him with a smile. They both wore Channel 3 uniforms with the female receptionist wearing a necktie and the male wearing a matching tie. They must have both been in their early twenties. The male receptionist greeted him with a light voice for a man. He had short brown hair and was very immaculately groomed. He expected as much from an office run by Andrea who expected the best.
The male receptionist whose name badge indicated he was ‘Tom’ said “Good morning, you must be Ed Dayton. Welcome to Channel 3. Andrea has asked that you wait for her on the third floor. Refreshments will be provided upstairs.”
Ed gave his thanks and entered the lift. He could have walked but that would have increased his visibility in the building and that is something he simply did not wish to do, especially this early in the morning. Ed entered the lift, which quickly became crowded as he was in the morning rush. He pushed himself in between around fifteen people and thanked his stars that this wasn’t his every day. He squeezed his arm through and pushed the number three button and waited until it glowed. As he slid his arm back to his side, his hand unintentionally caressed somebody's backside. He pretended it didn’t happen and didn’t even look to see who it was, as he did not wish to be able to recognise that person in court.
At level three, Ed squeezed himself passed numerous people, muttering his apologies on the way. As he got out, he left feeling more flustered than when he had to squeeze himself through the press earlier that day. His beautiful grey suit now looked a crumpled mess and it was only 9am. Ed made his way across the office and approached yet another desk. He announced himself to this receptionist and she directed him into the meeting room. It was clearly the pride of the office. It had a big Channel 3 logo on the back wall and on the opposite side was a large television screen filling the wall. A young girl with brown hair tied back in a ponytail and wearing the blue Channel 3 uniform approached him. She was clearly very nervous as her hands were visibly shaking. She must have been in her late teens, Ed guessed she was an apprentice and therefore on tea-making duties. She approached him and asked for his coffee order. Ed ordered a latte and paced the room. It was quiet and Ed wasn’t used to it. The quiet made bad thoughts come to his mind and made him second guess the morality of his actions. The table was of a fine oak finish. They had gone with a more classical look, Ed guessed this was to match the older building. Nothing looks more out of place than having items from different decades in the same place, like an old small cinema screen in a modern cinema. They just don’t go.
As Ed was awaiting his latte, wondering if there would be anything left of it with the girls shaking hands, Tim walked in. Tim was wearing blue denim jeans with slight rips in and a white t-shirt with a tweed jacket over the top. He wore some trainers which where black and white and gave the impression that he was taking a walk in the city. He had his phone in hand and headphones around his neck. He had short brown hair and brown eyes with a pair of large round glasses at the front. Ed imagined that he wasn’t exactly popular at school and was making up for it now. Ed thought to himself that it was ironic that Tim was trying so hard to defy the corporate expectation of a businessman and yet his outfit, which he imagined was all designer, cost more than Ed’s suit.
“Hi Tim,” Ed said and strolled over to him holding out his hand. Eventually, after much awkwardness between them, Tim looked up from his phone screen and stuck out his hand to Ed and shook it. The handshake was short and yet each of them tried to show their strength in it.
“Ed. Long-time no see.” An awkward silence descended amongst them, neither knew where to start. Ed had not seen Tim since the test flight and so much water had gone under the bridge since then.
Tim finally broke the silence and simply said in his most matter of fact way. “I hope this is worth it Ed, I want my investment back. Believe it or not, I’ve got my own projects to run.”
Ed looked direct through his large spectacles into Tim’s eyes and said, “Oh, I think it is Tim.”
At that moment, Andrea walked in. Ed wondered if Andrea had been watching the meeting between the two of them from outside, watching the tension and waiting for the drama to unfold. She opened her arms as she walked in “Ed. Tim. It is nice to see you both. Thanks for coming. Take a seat and let’s make history shall we?”
15.
Andrea sat at the head of the table, with Tim and Ed sat in the seats next to her and as a consequence, directly facing each other.  Tim sat with his eyes on the phone near his lap, Ed tried to keep his cool to show that Tim’s mind games would not affect him. Ed looked at Andrea and Andrea started the meeting. “Well, Ed, why don’t you start seeing as how this is your baby?”
Ed stood up and unbuttoned his jacket button to give him a more relaxed demeanour.  He wasn’t used to being sat down and preferred to walk around as he presented an idea, it made him feel less conscious of his body language and more relaxed. Ed took a deep breath and began.
“Well, you both know why you are here. We need to increase the public profile of our mission and also increase the revenue to fund the project to assist with Tim’s financial backing.” Ed looked over at Tim, who on hearing this looked up and proceeded to glare at him. Ed could read Tim’s glare. It was a subtle unspoken dialogue that passed between them were Ed was accusing Tim of not being behind the project because he knew Tim didn’t need the financial assistance and it made Tim feel that bit smaller like he was being undermined. Ed continued despite the look.
“When I met with my board to discuss the options, we decided on the option to have a competition to raise the public profile and grant a member of the public the chance to be on our first commercial flight to space. We decided to call the project “The First Civilian”. That is when I met up with Andrea who has agreed to air the show and run the competition.” Ed took a deep breath to prepare for the great debate that was about to ensue.
“One point Tim has raised with me Andrea is our agreement. When Tim originally put into the project he requested that they stream the flight on FriendFinder first and I at the time agreed.”
Andrea stood up instantly so much so that the chair behind her tilted as if it was going to fall back but somehow defied gravity to remain on its four legs. She put her hands on the table and leaned forward and glared at Ed. “You never mentioned that Ed! Well, that is a fucking drop in the ocean!”
Ed put his hands on his hips underneath his jacket to show off the immaculate shirt underneath and looked at Andrea with his best sympathetic eyes. “I know Andrea, Tim reminded me of it when I spoke to him last. I’m sorry but my hands are tied.” Ed was supporting each lie with a new one, building each layer of foundation with yet another cracked brick. Ed felt like one day someone would tap the top brick and the whole building would come down. He had known about the agreement all along but had chosen to hide it from Andrea to get her on board and sort out the mess later.  Ed tried to push the thought out of his mind.
Andrea looked across at Tim, “We need to sort this Tim. I have to show the end result. It would be like reading a book but getting to the end and then realising your missing the last few pages.”
Tim looked at Andrea with contempt and sarcastically said “when you’ve put in the best part of £50m into this project Andrea we can talk. Do you really believe Ed just forgot? No Andrea, he has played you, like he has played everyone. If you want to keep on board with this so-called businessman, then you are a fool and your judgement clouded.”
Tim never was a charmer, he didn’t build his empire using his charisma. He built it using a good idea and didn’t care who he hurt along the way. Ed got the feeling this was because Tim was not used to having friends. He saw his empire as a way to reset the odds in his favour.
Andrea turned her back on them and looked at the black projector screen. Even though her back was turned, Ed could see her in the dark reflection. It was like they were on TV and the show on offer was just as entertaining. Her head was bowed. Ed wasn’t sure if she was deep in thought or concerned. As he looked into the black screen, like staring into the abyss, he could vaguely see Tim’s reflection and thought he saw a smile from him. At that moment, Ed knew Tim’s true intentions. He had given up on Ed, the project and as a consequence their friendship. Ed didn’t care about their friendship anymore, he had plenty of friends. Some artificial and some true. He had however lost complete respect for Tim, he was a bottler and bottlers don’t belong in business. As Ed was looking at the black screen he heard Andrea speak.
“I’m not sure I can be involved in this project Ed, I’m sorry. How can I broadcast a competition where viewers don’t get to see the final result. It would be like climbing a mountain but never seeing the view at the top. People will be shouting fix and I don’t need that kind of publicity. I also don’t appreciate being played for a fool. You need me more than I need you.”
Ed knew he was losing the room, he had been thinking about a solution on the way into the meeting before he had been ambushed again by the press and had one ready prepared. He glanced at Andrea who still had her back turned and then at Tim who was laid back in his chair with his arms folded, waiting for the project to fail, presumably so he could say ‘I tried’ and be the hero. Ed looked across to Tim and said “Tim, how about if Andrea aired your feed. It could have your company’s logo in the broadcast and would still increase your company’s popularity. You then still have the only live feed as agreed, but it would also be seen on TV and FriendFinder. Would that not work?”
Andrea spun around and calmly nodded and said “It’s not what I had in mind, but I can work with that Tim.”
Tim looked taken aback. He uncrossed his arms and looked at Andrea, then at Ed. Ed knew he had boxed him in a corner; put him under pressure with a response he didn’t expect. Tim didn’t like snap decisions, everything he did was meticulously planned and Ed knew it. He had put him right where he wanted him, Ed knew the odds were in his favour. Having to make a quick decision meant that Tim would bow to the pressure of the room. Deep inside he was still the kid with no friends. With both sets of eyes on him, Tim had to respond.
Tim stuttered and said, “Well, I would need to think on it.”
A typical Tim answer which Ed knew meant he didn’t know. Ed wanted to keep pushing him into that corner, into that place he didn’t want to be. Ed replied and tried to be as calm as he could.
“We don’t have time Tim. We need to make a decision now, Andrea is ready and I’m already pushed for time to get this ready before Roscosmos start launching.”
Tim stood up and walked towards the tea and coffee area of the room. Ed knew that this was a tactical ploy to give himself that extra time to contemplate matters. While Tim’s back was turned, Andrea nodded at Ed to show her understanding, she knew the game Ed had played and knew just then how ruthless he could be. Ed looked around the room. As a sign that each of them was unwilling to show any kind of weakness, none of them were sitting anymore. With ten chairs around the table and the three people in the room all standing. Each not willing to be looked down upon either in its literal meaning as well as in a metaphorical sense.
Ed watched as Tim made himself a cheap-looking coffee using the jugs provided and Tim turned round to face them.
“Alright, Ed. Andrea, I’ll agree to it but I’m not happy about it. It doesn’t really gain me anything, the whole point was that people would have to view the feed on their FriendFinder page but now they can view it on Channel 3. It seems very counterproductive to me.” He stirred his coffee and looked into it. “But I’m struggling to see an alternative we can agree on. I would insist that you refer people to view it on their FriendFinder page and also mention that it will be the first broadcast of a commercial space flight on social media. Then broadcast it using our feed. If so, I will reluctantly agree, but Ed this is not what we agreed, so I will be changing our contractual arrangements in the circumstances. I’ll have my solicitor look over our agreement and come to some understanding.”
Ed looked at Tim and said “I’m sure we can come to some agreement Tim, and I appreciate the compromise. Let’s get back to the other key issue we need to discuss. Andrea how long to get the programme ready?”
Andrea looked through her phone and then raised her head. “Well usually for this kind of project Ed, we would be talking at least six months preparation to get the main set ready and accommodation sorted. Don’t get me started on the trials. I can rush it through and get this ready for TV in about a month Ed at the earliest. Even then, it would be a rush job. Can your guys get the trials ready in that time? That’s going to be the crucial thing. Where is it going to be based? Do you need us to choose a location Ed or do you have something in mind?”
Ed had already planned this “I was thinking about one of my hangers in Warwickshire. A proper airbase. They can stay in one of my hotels in that area. I can arrange rooms to be reserved for three weeks. I’ll sort that, no problem. In terms of the trials, I’m not sure. I’ll speak to Felix and hopefully, we can borrow some of their existing equipment they use to train the astronauts. I’ve got two of the best coming from NASA. They have stipulated they will only be on board with the project if they can set the trials. They want to make sure they make it as true and as testing as possible, similar to what they went through when they were in training. I’ll speak to the guys, maybe a month till we are ready to fully launch. That gives us time to prepare how to get this out there.”
Ed knew that Felix would not be willing to loan out his equipment to him, even if the equipment could be transported easily, which Ed knew it couldn’t. Ed knew they didn’t have time to build equipment from scratch and they would need to get some used equipment from somewhere. Ed knew that a month was not feasible in reality and that the grand idea he had in mind for the challenges would have to be scaled back. Ed knew that Stan would not be happy with that, but what choice did they have? The project couldn’t wait any longer, as it stood they were already going to be beaten to the race for commercialised space flight by the Russians regardless. Ed sat down and ran one hand through his thinning hair. He looked at Tim and then at Andrea. Andrea then sat down too. Tim however, was clearly being defiant and proceed to walk towards the window and stare out of it. Ed looked at Andrea. “We need to think of a plan. Andrea, can you be preparing the programme, getting hold of your sponsors for the commercials and securing a presenter? I’ll then start to secure the accommodation and get the hangar ready. First things first though, we need some contestants. How do we recruit them and make sure we recruit the right kind of people.”
Andrea looked at Ed and then back to Tim and said “well you’ve come to the right person there Ed! I have led millions of adverts for programmes. We will come up with something.”
Ed interrupted her before she could go off on a tangent of all her ideas. “This isn’t just any ordinary programme Andrea, no offence. We can’t just create a generic advert, it needs to invite people to enter with an idea of what they are entering. If we create a generic television advert, we will have to filter millions of applications and we just don’t have time for that. There needs to be a vetting process early on so we are not swamped and to ensure we get the right kind of people early. Like the crossword, they did to recruit codebreakers in the war. Something that will intrigue people and yet they may not know what it is about. Something intelligent, we want people who have some brains about them, Stan will insist on that. They used the newspaper in the war, maybe we could put something in a national paper?”
Tim turned around from his staring out of the window and snorted to show his disgruntlement. “Print is dead Ed. You’ll get thousands of over fifties apply for your programme! I’m not sure that is what you are aiming for! I’m here Ed use my input, this is my field of expertise after all! It would be nice to contribute something to this project rather than just my millions in wasted money!”
Ed looked at Tim and knew he had reeled him in. “Ok Tim, what do you suggest?”
Tim sat down with his coffee “Everyone is on FriendFinder these days. How about a competition on that?”
Andrea laughed so much that you could hear the tar rattling around her lungs. “Give me a break. The only quizzes on your company's pages are to show which Disney character you are! I don’t think that is going to give you a fleet of wannabe astronauts Ed.”
Ed could already see the clash of personalities between Tim and Andrea. The media struggle had been going on for years. The press’ power over the public was weakening as social media was rising and yet much like yin and yang one could not exist without the other. Social media needed traditional news to filter around, for topics of conversation and traditional news needed social media to get all their juicy gossip. Yet both acted like they were at war with each other. 
Ed sat back in his chair and pondered the options. He felt like a school teacher at the front of the class with two children putting their hands up shouting ‘pick me’. They both hated the idea an hour ago and now they were fighting for their idea to be picked. It’s all a game being in business, appearances matter much more than the actual position. That of course and their egos would not allow them to think that someone else had outsmarted them.
“I like Tim’s idea. Most under 30’s don’t read a newspaper these days. All of their knowledge comes from the internet or social media.  I think we do both. An advert in the paper and an advert on social media to get a mixed audience.” Tim’s face showed an air of boastfulness that he had been picked. Ed thought that it was one way to get him back on side. If it was his idea, he wouldn’t want it to fail. Ed had similar thoughts about how to advertise for the programme but had played Tim to get him involved. “What could we run as a test though? It needs to be something intellectual, so we know we are getting thinkers but something they can’t cheat with using the internet. I’ll think about it, Andrea can you put an advert together that is quite elusive as to what the programme actually is. Something that shows space and coming soon, something like that?”
Andrea nodded and said, “no problem Ed.”
The meeting lasted until lunchtime, by which time they had put an idea of a competition together. They stood around the projector staring at the puzzles they created and nodded. They had decided on a three-stage puzzle. First a riddle related to space to test their ability to think outside of the box and also showed they had some slight knowledge of physics and space. Then a sudoku puzzle to demonstrate they had an ability to think through a problem using basic maths skills but the real test was the third and final puzzle. It was a scenario-based test that would give them an insight into the kind of person that candidate was. They all agreed to run the test by Stan first and then launch it live in a week’s time. Andrea would utilise her contacts in the print media to get it published in a well-known tabloid and broadsheet newspaper and the competition would be launched on the same day on FriendFinder.
Ed, Tim and Andrea looked exhausted. Ed left at around 1pm and made his way through the gathering press back to his car. While he was being driven back to Dayton Tower, Ed typed out an email on his phone to his board.


‘To: Board (10 recipients)
CC:
Subject: Competition
Dear All,
I am pleased to confirm that following a successful meeting with Andrea Moore at Channel 3 and Tim Sykes, the competition will be ready to launch by Wednesday 16th February 2019. It will be printed in a well-known tabloid and broadsheet as well as on FriendFinder. At this moment in time, they will not know what they are entering for apart from it will be to be on a televised show. Therefore I respectfully ask that you all keep the discussions between us private at this present moment in time. We have had several leaks to the media and I do not wish for anymore.
I will be in contact more next week about this matter.
Regards,
Ed’
Ed put down his phone and pondered his surroundings while he was travelling through London in the lunchtime rush. He wondered if he had gotten himself in too deep and could not let go, not daring to imagine that he had possibly failed. Ed knew this was the last throw of his career dice and hoped it paid off. Ed never liked being alone with his thoughts, he was too used to being busy. When he was alone with his thoughts, they always turned negative. He remembered how he was after the failed test flight. All he had wanted to do was be alone, but as soon as he was, he felt the waves of anxiety and depression crash over him. He liked being busy and feeling needed. He recalled standing in his office that day and leaning on the glass window half hoping that the glass would fail and he could just drop to the ground.
He wasn’t sure what he would do if this project failed. He would lose all he had and was used to. The thought disturbed Ed and he knew he had a month to turn his career and ultimately his life around.
He looked out of the car and up to the sky and wondered if they will make it up there. Ed himself was desperate to go up into space and feel the sensation of looking down on Earth and realising how insignificant we all were in this blue orb we called home. He was desperate to be one of the only people to have seen the moon so close that you can see each crater in detail. Ed considered if this was why he was so desperate for the project to succeed, for his own selfish gain. It wouldn't be beyond the realms of possibility that the only reason he cared for this mission was the fame and the perks it would bring him. Ed shrugged to himself, everyone was out for themselves even if they failed to admit it. He could vaguely see the moon in the blue February sky out of his car window and thought, "See you soon.”




Part 2 - The Competition
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Samantha Harrington stared out of the moss-filled, scratched train window to her right-hand side. She watched as the train made its way to Sheffield, zipping past all the usual buildings she saw every day. Samantha always felt like every day she did this journey, it was another day of her life zipping past her with no change. Just the same old journey, every day for what she could only imagine would be for the next thirty years. She wondered if people who drove into work in their flashy cars felt the same depressing thoughts as her or if it was isolated to the few who couldn't afford such luxuries.
Samantha heard someone on their phone chatting away since she boarded the train, twenty minutes ago. She had glared at her several times but had not been noticed. The girl was in her late teens and quite pretty and clearly had a lot of friends to talk to. Samantha had the sudden urge to sit next to her, grab her head and bash it into the train window with her phone against her ear. Samantha wasn’t sure if that was through sheer frustration that her only moments of peace had been disturbed, or jealousy at how young and full of life the girl was.
Samantha sighed and carried on looking out of the train window. Through the dark marks on the window, she could just about see the tall buildings of the city and knew she was approaching her destination. It was a lovely day with bright blue sky and sunshine, just the day to be sat outside reading a good book and drinking fine wine, not sat on a stuffy train next to someone who contained many bugs, most of which she would surely get. Samantha could vaguely see her own reflection through the window on the train. She could see her fringe which was almost to her eyes and in desperate need of a trim and she could even see the lines under her eyes. She wasn’t sure if the lines under her eyes were because she was getting old or world-weary, maybe both.
Samantha looked across as the pretty teen passed her, she overhead her talk about meeting up with friends to do shopping. Samantha could feel herself eyeing her up and down. If anyone didn’t know her any better, they would have thought she was a lesbian but in reality, she was eyeing up her figure, which she could see through the tight leggings that she wore. Samantha thought about a time she had felt that young and beautiful. She was a really promising student at school, getting straight A’s in her classes and had dreams of being an engineer. She was brilliant at maths and loved science. They both were so logical, so methodical unlike her life around her.
She was pretty with a slim figure and long brown hair. Things had taken a turn for the worse for Samantha when she was just about to do her GCSEs. Samantha still recalled the day that her favourite teacher Mr Bennett had come to collect her from her physics class. He took her across the schoolyard to the reception area where her dad was in tears and with a strange lady she did not know. She had at that moment feared the worse. Her mum was always the one who dealt with her school if need be, her dad had always seemed disinterested in her. Samantha had always thought it was because he’d always wanted a boy. As a result, when Samantha grew up she was a tomboy, always into cars, mechanics and skateboarding. She had never wanted dolls like her other friends and therefore had struggled to fit in at school as a result. Her dad was a miner but after the pits had closed in South Yorkshire, he had struggled to find work and now was a janitor in a local primary school. He clearly hated his job and was forever in a bad mood. Nothing Samantha or her mum could do seemed to cheer him up.
Samantha knew that if her dad was here, things were bad. He opened his arms and beckoned her towards him. She embraced his hug and felt his tears on the top of her head. The strange lady waited patiently for them to release their embrace.
“Samantha, my name is Carol and I am a therapist for students here.” She looked up at her with tears in her eyes. “Samantha I am sorry to report that your mother had an accident on her way to work. As she was crossing the road, a driver was blinded by the morning sun and did not see her. She, unfortunately, died at the scene.”
Samantha stood in shock. For a moment, she could not believe the news she was hearing. She looked up at her dad who nodded and then she felt the waves of emotion roll over her and cried.
Her dad had never recovered from that day. She wondered if that was because he felt he had lost the only thing he lived for. He did a job he hated, lived with a daughter he didn’t want and had lost the love of his life. He had turned to the bottle that day and had never looked back. She often tried to hide the whiskey bottles from him, but it didn’t stop him. He would just go to the local shop to get some more. She had not just left her mum behind that day but also her youth. She was now a teenager but felt like a carer for her dad. Initially, she had offered to make his dinner to help him over his grief, but that had become a regular occurrence. Now she did all the cleaning and cooking as a result.
Samantha had still achieved great things in the circumstances, she achieved above-average grades in her GCSEs, but did not excel as much as people had initially expected. At 16 years of age and already feeling like a housewife, Samantha couldn’t wait to getaway. She had tried reasoning with her dad to help her with the chores but got slurred abuse back. The worst time was when she had refused to hoover up. She wanted to go to the cinema with her friends, to feel like a normal teenager, but her dad had refused. She had sneaked out of the house as he slept in a drunken slumber in front of the TV. He was waiting for her when she got back and yelled that her mother would have been ashamed of her. Her immediate response was asking what she would have thought of him now. He had thrown the almost empty Jameson’s bottle and it smashed just behind her head. At that point on she had decided, no more school, no more studying, she needed money to move and fast.
She had applied for the first job she came across that sounded remotely interesting. It was only a receptionist job, but it was at an engineering firm in Sheffield. Samantha at the time had ambitions of eventually carrying on studying to eventually be recruited by them in an engineering role. However, life took over. She worked the standard nine to five and had moved out as soon as she was able, into her own terraced house in Chesterfield. The rents were cheaper than the inner city and Sheffield was a commutable distance. Between the commute each day and the time she eventually made up for in socialising, studying just never happened. Some fifteen years had gone by and she was still the receptionist at Fleet & Co, a firm of engineers specialising in the large scale commercial developments. Their engineers were commissioned to design major iconic structures the world over. It was the job she had always wanted to do, but now she wasn’t so sure.
Amongst the many setbacks and the many rebuffed responses she had received when she tried to progress, her career never took off. Through the years of living with her dad, her annoying boss and the constant put-downs, Samantha had lost who she was. That young and ambitious girl was not the girl reflecting back at her. Samantha felt that her soul was as cracked and worn as the train windows she stared out of every day.
As the train sped towards Sheffield, Samantha gathered her cheap and torn rucksack bag and staggered like a sheep heading towards the pen that was about to be opened. She staggered as the train came to its halt and made the same walk that she did every day to the office where she was based.
Fleet and Co. were based in Rutland which was a lovely green area in the city but was a pain for Samantha to get to. She made her way across the interchange hiding her face from all the people begging for money she didn’t have and made her way to the bus station. She mounted the bus and plugged in her headphones to listen to tracks from her youth that made her feel like she was still young. Eventually, an hour and ten minutes after leaving the house, Samantha had arrived at her place of work. There was no wonder that she didn’t have the time or the energy to study when it took her just under two and a half hours to get to and from work each day.
She arrived and set up her work station. She smiled and nodded to her colleague Ruby, who was assisting at the reception desk. Ruby who was in her mid-fifties (but still decided that having red hair was a good look for her) was already ahead of her.
“Morning darling and how is my young angel?”
Samantha attempted a half-hearted smile “Managing. How are you, Ruby?” She smiled at Samatha but behind the smile was a hint of maliciousness, the kind where you know that if you let this woman in, she will ruin you.
“Fine darling. How is that gorgeous man of yours?”
Samantha feigned a smile and put her coat in the cloakroom and returned. She changed from her scruffy trainers and put on the 3.5inch perfect black heels they insisted all employees wear apart from those with a disability. As she was putting on the most painful shoes on this Earth, she turned her head and looked up at Ruby. “Oh, he is good thank you.”
If only Ruby knew the truth, she would have a field day with all the gossip about Ryan. Ryan had seemed so perfect. To try and get her life back on track, Samantha had decided to go kickboxing on a Thursday night. When she had first turned up, she had been directed by Ryan into the class. He had seemed so friendly and he was incredibly handsome. At the time he was in his early thirties, a couple of years older than Samantha. He was very keen on his appearance. He had short brown hair, brown eyes and a square jawline. He looked younger than his years and stood tall at around six foot. He was muscular in his arms and on this particular day he wore shorts so you could see his slightly untamed hairy legs which showed his calf muscles that had clearly been worked over the years.
Samantha had felt an immediate connection. They had laughed throughout the class and he held her back at the end to tell her how well she had done. They had discussed all manner of things over the time, work, their ambitions and dreams. Samantha had not felt so strongly for a man before and fell in love incredibly quickly. They went on a few dates, to the cinema and out for meals. Each date ended up the same, in a steamy embrace back at her place. The sex was incredible, he was as well endowed as his physique would suggest.
They always went back to her place, that should have been the sign. She was in over her head to take any notice. One day while Ryan was in the shower after a particularly passionate encounter, she had heard his phone go. She picked it up and looked at the caller ID and saw a woman called Alice had called. She had gone across to the shower to pass him the phone. On the mention of Alice, he had immediately become shifty asking why she had been looking at his phone and that she had no right to snoop. That was the first time she became truly suspicious. It turned out that Alice was his wife and had been for a long time.
Ryan had always insisted he would leave Alice, but the excuses never materialised and eventually, no excuses became forthcoming, Ryan after a while no longer even offered a justification. She had accepted that she was the other woman in this ridiculous love triangle. Deep in her heart, Samantha had always known that it was wrong, she had never met Alice and never wanted to. She dreaded the day it happened because she felt she could never justify her actions.
The truth of it was beyond the fact that she loved Ryan, it had now become the fact that she did not feel that she truly deserved any better. Ryan had slowly accepted that fact and slowly he had reduced their days together. They used to spend three or four nights a week together but Ryan had informed her that Alice was growing suspicious and so it had decreased to three nights and now to just Thursday nights and occasionally a weekend.
Samantha knew that Ruby probably knew what was going on, as she never met him at the works drinks and he never met her after work. However, Samantha was sensible enough to know not to mention anything to anyone and as a result, she hadn’t. Even her FriendFrinder page still showed her as single even though for the last 4 years she hadn’t viewed herself that way. Just as Samantha picked her head up from putting on her shoes, her boss Andy walked past.
“Samantha, can I see you for a moment?”
Andy was in his late forties but still kept himself well-groomed. He was wearing a clearly expensive dark blue suit and gave the impression that he felt he was better than everyone else. She replied with a fake smile, “of course Mr Turner.”
She dusted her outfit down and walked around the red reception desk to the offices behind. On her way, she glanced at Ruby who smiled and mouthed the words “good luck”. She wasn’t sure if that was sarcastic or genuine, she could never tell with Ruby. She walked down the corridor to his office which was the biggest office in the building. He had even gone to the effort of having a plaque at the front of his desk so everyone knew who he was, not that people didn’t anyway.
He stood behind his desk. “Samantha, we have had a report that you turned up to work on Monday smelling of alcohol. It was noticed by one of our suppliers and brought to my attention. Can you please let me know your response to this accusation?”
Samantha felt her face flush and suddenly felt very exposed. She shifted her weight between her feet feeling like a naughty schoolgirl in the headteacher's office. “I’d had a drink on Sunday night but nothing major, certainly not to the extent that it affected my work in any way. I certainly didn’t have anything to drink before work.”
Andy walked over to her and sat on the corner of his desk with one leg over the desk and the other just about touching the floor revealing his red socks underneath his suit. “Well, it has happened a couple of times Samantha. If you are having problems at home, you must let us know. We can help but if we don’t know we can’t”. He walked across to her and put his hand on her shoulder and looked in her eyes. “Is everything OK?”
She looked away in a shifty manner and tried her best to maintain genuine eye contact. “Everything is fine.”
He looked at her for a few seconds which made her feel even smaller than she already did. “Ok then. Well, this is your final warning Samantha. It can’t happen again.”
She shrugged her shoulders to get away from his grasp and walked towards the door. “It won’t Mr Turner. Thank you. '' In her mind, she swore at him and called him an obnoxious prick and walked away. It made her feel slightly better but not by much.
In reality, Samantha deep down knew that she might have developed a problem. She thought sarcastically how her dad would be proud, she had grown up to be just like him after all. She had started by having a couple of glasses at the weekend. Much like drugs, the more regular that became, the longer it didn’t have the same effect. She had slowly drank more and more until she found she was drinking a bottle of wine most nights to just feel that dizziness of her problems going away. She had developed techniques to disguise the effects the following day.  A good slap of make-up each morning particularly around the eyes to disguise the dark patches and a strong mouthwash seemed to help. It seemed to numb the feeling of loneliness and the despair of life.
She returned to her desk and sat herself down. Ruby looked at her and put her hand on her shoulder “Everything alright hun?”.
Samantha wanted to say “I bet it was you who screwed me you old witch” but instead said “Yeah fine thanks”
The morning flowed quickly despite saying the same thing numerous times over “Good morning Fleet & Co, how can I help?” In her mind Samantha had made many versions of this “Good morning Fleet & Co, how can I help you to leave me alone?” and the slightly more aggressive “Good morning Fleet & Co, fuck off thank you goodbye.” Samantha imagined administering each remark with the same sweet inflexion of innocence.
Samantha had counted down the hours until lunch. She always took the early lunch as she was always desperate to get away as soon as she had walked in. At noon, she took her usual stroll in the nearby woodland and took her backpack with her lunch in. She walked through all the tall green trees and enviously looked at people in casual wear playing in the park or people pushing their prams. She found her usual bench in the sunshine and sat and ate her lunch, enjoying the peace and tranquillity.
Usually, after eating her lunch, Samantha would spend the next half an hour scrolling through FriendFinder hoping to see if any of her so-called friends were having a worse time than her. These days, they just uploaded new photos of their chubby baby-faced children in some new gormless pose. Samantha had never really wanted children, but in the last few years, it had grown in her mind. It was as if a biological switch had suddenly turned on and said, “you need children now.” She had approached the subject with Ryan once. Never again. It had gone down like the metaphorical lead balloon. He had said that did not want to be tied down. In reality, it was probably that he didn’t want to be the full stereotype of the man who ends up having an affair, gets a woman pregnant and spends his next eighteen years in court battles and paying CSA.
Samantha was just about to turn her phone off when she saw an advert that caught her eye.
‘Looking for a change of perspective and the chance to win a once in a lifetime experience? Click the link to apply.’
Samantha thought it was probably just another pointless quiz, or an advert for a jobs website that said she should switch jobs to be some high profile Administration Assistant which in reality was no better than her current position. However, the background to the advert kept her attention. The letters wherein white behind a dark starry background. That wasn’t like a usual advert. Against her better judgement, and hoping it wasn't spam, she clicked the link.
Her phone quickly loaded up a webpage and she looked at the URL to see if it shed any light on who created the advert. The URL said https://www.quizwizard.com/18395. Samantha felt her heart sink. It was a standard quiz website. She didn’t have time to find out which Disney princess she was, nor quite frankly did she care. Samantha did not believe in fairytales, she did not believe that a Prince Charming was waiting. Her Prince Charming was currently living with another woman. Just as she was about to click the x in the corner to close the page, more text appeared, again on a starry sky background:
‘We are looking for someone to star on a television show with the chance to win a once in a lifetime experience. You will be professionally trained for the prize and winning it will change your life. If this interests you, please answer the following questions. When the questions are complete, a box will appear for you to insert a short profile (no more than 200 words) about yourself and why you should be considered. When you are done click submit. Good luck and may the force be with you.’
Samantha’s interest was peaked. The thought about winning a once in a lifetime prize was enough to persuade her that despite the time, she should enter. Samantha hoped the prize was cash because she needed that more than ever. She glanced down the page and clicked the green box which had the word “Enter” inside it. She decided she had nothing to lose, it was probably about time she humiliated herself on television. Samantha felt like she usually did in real life anyway. She believed that even if she did get the questions right, she wouldn't get picked, no one with her background ever did. They usually want intelligent people, idiots who people can mock or beautiful people. Samantha considered that she met none of that criteria, so was probably just wasting her time.






Question 1
I can be seen at night,
And also in the day,
You can wish and wish,
But I won’t go away,
I’m usually far away,
But one season I’m near,
I’m brighter than you’ll ever be.’
Samantha looked at this riddle and tried to work it out, the only thing she could think of was the moon. It didn’t quite fit though because Samantha recalled from her physics classes in school that the moon did not emit light but just reflected it. She was about to put the word moon in the box and click enter when she looked at the time on her phone. It was almost time to go back. She looked back at the riddle and that is when she noticed a time icon in red counting down. “1:55, 1:54, 1:53.”
She was stunned she had only just entered and time was almost up. Samantha decided that as she now knew how long she had left, she could spare the two minutes. Even if she completed it and set off a couple of minutes later she still wouldn’t be late back to work.  She pondered the first line again “I can be seen at night and also in the day.” Samantha muttered to herself “it must be the moon.” Samantha thought that was the only thing that can be seen in the night as well as the day. Samantha felt the self-doubt creep in and felt that she was in over her head. She could imagine all the scientists, physicists and mathematicians laughing at her struggling to figure it out when in reality, like most riddles, the answer was obvious.
Samantha glanced at the red time icon, 1:30. The phrase that Samantha was puzzled by most was “one season I’m near.” Samantha wondered if it referred to the moon's cycles. She knew that every so often there is a supermoon, which was bigger and closer than usual. Samantha sighed and said, “it still doesn’t quite fit though.”
A red light flashed. 1:00. Samantha thought that it must be correct. She typed the word “moon” into the box. The nagging doubt lingered in the back of her mind. She hovered over the send button and looked around at the park. Despite seeing the beautiful trees and a grey squirrel running up the thick trunk of a birch tree, her surroundings were not helping her. She said out loud “oh come on Samantha think” and looked up to the sky. That was when it clicked, she had wanted to make a wish. She had wanted to make a wish upon a star. Samantha smiled from ear to ear. The sun, it fits! It can be seen at night and also in the day, as the sun was also a star. In England, it might be night but across the other side of the world in Australia, the sun can be seen.  It shines brightly. Again, it was the one season element of the riddle that was puzzling her.
0:30. She looked around at the park. Of course, a tree. A star on top of a Christmas Tree. It fits.
0:15. She deleted the word “Moon” and entered the word “Star” into the white box and hovered. She thought about how she couldn’t be right, she wasn’t clever enough to figure these things out. Oh well, she thought, what the hell. She clicked enter. The page went blank and then the following words appeared on the screen:
‘Congratulations. You have solved puzzle one. Please now go to Puzzle Two. Please note this link will expire in one minute.’
She looked at the time icon on her phone. It was almost 12:30pm. She knew that if she didn’t leave now, she would be late for work and she was already on her final warning. She weighed up her options. She wondered what the odds were of her getting picked compared with the distinct possibility that if she was late, she could lose her job and then her home if she didn’t go back now.
Despite the overwhelming odds against her, something kept Samantha from leaving that bench. It was the first time she had been intellectually challenged in years and she missed it. She missed that thrill of getting the answer right or feeling smarter than you actually were. She felt like she did as a teenager all those years ago, that she could achieve anything if she wanted it enough. She decided that the next riddle would only be about two minutes and she could run back to the office. She had perhaps only two minutes to spare, even then, she would be rushing to get back in time. She scrolled down and clicked “continue?”
Question 2
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“Oh no!” Samantha thought. A sudoku puzzle. She had done a few of these on her train journeys when she first starting commuting but this one looked particularly difficult. She looked at the clock in the right-hand corner which had started counting down, she had two minutes again. It seemed impossible. Samantha took a deep breath and stared so hard at the screen that all the numbers seemed to merge into one.




1:30
Samantha recognised the common denominator and started to fill it in where she could.
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Samantha stared at the puzzle. She had completed a lot of the grid in that one minute but now found herself completely and utterly stuck. She used to feel like this frequently when completing these type of puzzles, halfway through her brain would freeze and as hard as she tried to concentrate, she could not find where to go next. It was like being stuck in front of a fork in the road and not knowing which way to turn, as each seemed clouded with ambiguity.  Every route seemed riddled with numerous possibilities. She stared at the puzzle but all she could see was the counting clock. 0:55, 0:54. The added time pressure was making her panic and not be able to think clearly. Samantha made herself ignore the counting clock. She stared at the puzzle so hard that it made her eyes squint. She looked away from her phone and at her surroundings for some sort of inspiration as if the trees would suddenly reveal the number she needed.
The clock was ticking. Time was running out and        Samantha felt as if the clock was counting down on her chance at a shot for a new life. Samantha clicked her fingers on her right hand and shouted, “got it!” It was the number 8. She turned her attention back to the grid and continued to complete it.
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Samantha realised she was stuck again, apart from this time she had only forty seconds to complete the final twenty-nine numbers. That left not enough time to complete a number every two seconds. It seemed impossible.
She wasn’t sure if the 1 or 8 belonged in the column on the far left and couldn’t work out exactly which. She stared at the puzzle, her brain aching as she desperately tried to think. With each glance at a different square in the grid, time would tick on for another second. Another second she didn’t have. Samantha knew that she needed to put something soon before that clock ran out and decided that the only way she would complete the puzzle in time was to commit the sudoku sin of guessing. If she was wrong it would throw the whole puzzle out but if she was right it would be easy to fill in the rest.
Samantha switched between putting in the number 1 or 8. She put in the number 8 in the box just underneath the far left square but at the last minute changed her mind and went for the 1. It made the rest of the grid easy to complete. It was a 50/50 chance she had got it right. Maths was always so black or white, so right or wrong and she had just gambled on the correct answer, putting her chance of a better life in a 50/50 bet. Putting all her savings and stability on black.
As she was completing the grid, the rest of the numbers seemed to fit into place. With each passing number that seemed to be correct, Samantha knew there was a chance that she had guessed correctly.
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By the time Samantha entered the last 1 into the grid, she had just 4 seconds left. She didn’t even have time as she completed the grid to check that all the numbers correlated in each line and in each mini-grid. She entered the last 1 and waited. A blank screen appeared. With each passing moment of that blank screen, Samantha fully expected to see a message similar to ‘sorry, incorrect’ appear. Suddenly, the screen changed. The starry background returned and the white text read:
‘Congratulations that is correct. Please click on to the next puzzle to finish the test. You have ten seconds to click continue.’
Samantha looked at the time display on her phone. It was 12:40pm. Samantha had to be back at her desk in five minutes and she knew that the walk back to the office took at least fifteen minutes. Samantha knew that even if she ran back to work, she would never make it on time. She weighed up her options. She looking at the counting clock on the screen and that seemed to force her into the decision to continue. After she clicked continue, Samantha thought that it was interesting to note the effect the little clock had on her. The pressure of needing to make a decision quickly had resulted in her subverting to the pressure and making a potentially detrimental decision that could affect the rest of her life. Every decision Samantha had made had been carefully considered and she had always chosen stability over chance. She had a stable job with no risks and a stable home. She had never taken risks, never left her job for a better one in case it went wrong. Never taken a chance of the guy in the bar, in case he was a serial killer. Life had never thrown anything unpredictable her way and as a result, Samantha had created her own sense of misery. Her own groundhog day.
Since Samantha had left school, she had never faced a countdown like the one that had been in front of her. She hated making a rash decision but when forced into a quick decision, the truth often comes out. Samantha contemplated what kind of truths would come out of a person with a gun to their head. If they had to save one of their children, in the panic would they actually choose their favourite?
She clicked ‘continue.’
The screen on her phone changed and the white letters appeared again.
‘Congratulations you have made it this far. Now for the final puzzle.


Question 3
You are on a cruise to Iceland when the ship suddenly starts to sink. You manage to get to safety on a lifeboat. You are on board with ten other people. There are 4 men, 4 women and 2 children. The lifeboat hits some debris in the sea, which creates a slow puncture. If left untreated, the lifeboat will deflate after around a minute. All onboard the lifeboat will likely drown or die of hypothermia. If one member of the lifeboat goes into the water to try and fix the leak, they are likely to die of hypothermia. In the lifeboat, you have water, food, five lifejackets and a flare. What do you do?”
Samantha looked at the dreaded counting clock, she had thirty seconds to answer.  She knew that all the intellect in the world would not solve this problem. It needed to be answered using gut instinct. Samantha could see the puzzle for what it was, a test of character. Samantha shut her eyes and pretended that she was in the rubber dingy, she tried to imagine the panic amongst the other nine people as they argued amongst themselves while their time ran out.
Samantha looked at the empty white box. It glared at her as if it was expecting to be typed into with great words of wisdom. She knew that she didn’t have long and proceeded to type words as they came into her head. 
‘I would firstly light the flare. I would give two of the lifejackets to the two children. I would give the remaining two lifejackets to the two mothers of the children if they were on the boat. I would then ask the four men to take off their shirts and tie them in a line around where the leak is to try and stop it as much as possible. If this did not stop the leak or slow the sinking of the boat, then I would ask for volunteers to get out and try and plug the hole.  If none were forthcoming, I would get the remaining adults to take lots using scraps of food as to who left the dingy first to elevate the pressure and who got the remaining life jacket.’
She looked at her answer. She knew it wasn’t the best answer that would be given, she was sure of that, but it was an answer and the best one she could think of in the circumstances. She felt sure that other, more intellectual and philosophical people, would think of a way to save that dingy without the need to sacrifice others, but she couldn’t think of away. Before she had time to revisit her answer and amend it, she noticed that she had only eight seconds remaining. She clicked ‘submit.’
She looked at the blank screen. She realised now the significance of the tests. One was to assess a person’s intellectual capability, the other to work under pressure to solve a complex problem and the final was a scenario-based test to assess how someone handles being put under pressure in a frantic scenario with various characters. The screen changed and she saw the now-familiar white letters appear:
‘Congratulations, you have passed the test. Now please take 2 minutes to complete a short profile about yourself and why you should be chosen. You have 2 minutes and your submission must be no longer than 200 words.’
Samantha muttered “oh joy” sarcastically. That style of question reminded Samantha of all the group bonding away days she had to do with work. She hated mingling with other people who always judged her. The away days were meant to make staff feel on an equal footing to their peers and yet they always still saw her as just the receptionist whose opinion they could dismiss. Samantha had flashbacks of being in a hall with chairs set out in a round circle with the question, “we will go around the room and ask you to say something about yourself.” Samantha was always tempted to say “Hi, I’m Samantha, a thirty-something, who is the receptionist who you barely say hello to on a normal day. I’m having an affair with a married man so still, live at home on my own.” She always thought it was an impressive opening.
She tried to summon all the self-motivation and enthusiasm she had and began to type.
“My name is Samantha Harrington, I am 32 years old and single. I work at an Engineering Firm in South Yorkshire. I left school early but had aspirations of being part of something bigger than myself. I keep fit and I am an avid kickboxer and generally get on well with most people. I believe that I am a good candidate for the competition as I have: patience, good people skills and a drive to be the best I can be. I feel the competition would benefit to have someone with life experience of the real world. Someone who hasn’t had a job made for them the day they were born and has experienced how tough life can be.  I see this opportunity as a last resort to do something with my life and I hope you will consider me for the role.”
Samantha counted the words, there was just under one hundred and fifty but Samantha could not think of anything else to put. She thought that if she said anything else she would disclose her half-truths. There was nothing that made her stand out, nothing that made her special. She didn’t have the best grades, she didn’t have a degree, she wasn’t a larger than life personality. She was just ordinary and to some extent a true working-class cliche. Samantha sighed, all of that effort and she thought she would get turned away because quite frankly she was dull.
All the enthusiasm seemed to drain from her and as she breathed out, she felt it physically go out of her and into the wind. Samantha felt that this moment summed up her life story, she had tried and yet fall away at the final hurdle because she was nothing special. Samantha thought that there was nothing else she could do now. She sighed and clicked ‘submit.’
The screen then changed back to the starry background and new white text appeared.

‘Thank you for entering. Please tick the box to confirm that we can access your FriendFinder page to contact you further. Please also insert your mobile number and click submit.’

She ticked the box, entered her number in and clicked ‘submit’. The screen changed
“Thank you. We endeavour to contact you within 5 working days to confirm if your application has been successful. Thank you for entering.”
She looked at the time on her phone, it was 12:45pm. “Shit!” she said out loud.
Samantha frantically threw her phone in her rucksack bag, together with her lunch box and slung it on her back. She ran across the park and back to the office block. Samantha was at least thankful she had changed into her trainers before leaving the office but could feel the stares she was getting. The woman in her black work trousers, scruffy white trainers and smiley face rucksack bag running across the park. She was a running contradiction. She sprinted back to the office and could see the office in her sights. She checked her watch, it was 12:52pm. She should have been back seven minutes ago.
As she was running into the office, she ran past people just outside the building in suits and shoved her way past them shouting “Excuse me!”
They shouted in surprise as Samantha pushed them to access the doors which automatically opened to let her through. She quickly ran behind the desk and sat down on her swivel chair which almost spun her in full circle such was the force at which she sat down.
Ruby looked at her and was tapping her watch. “Your late Sam, I was meant to be at a lunch date 10 minutes ago.”
Samantha stuttered out of breath, “I know, I’m sorry Ruby, I lost track of time. You know me, I’ve never been late before.” She looked at Ruby who simply shook her head and looked away. Samantha couldn’t count on her hands the number of times Ruby had been late, yet thought it was typical that the one time she was, it was like she had committed a heinous crime. She leant down beneath the desk to take off her now sweat-soaked trainers and put her work shoes on. She could smell her sweaty feet and hoped the smell would stay confined to under the desk.
Samantha knew she needed to think of a good excuse, otherwise, she knew that the first thing Ruby would do is tell good old Mr Turner. She said the first thing that came into her head.
“Something happened in the park on the way back and I got waylaid.” It was a weak excuse and she hadn’t had the time or energy to imagine what event may have happened to cause her to be late. It would give her some time to think of something before she had to officially explain herself.
She straightened her back after she had put on her shoes and sat up straight. As she slowly raised her head, she noticed one of the suits that she had accidentally pushed aside was entering the building. She looked his suit up and down. As if in slow motion, she realised it looked familiar. She felt her heart sink. She slowly looked up to see the familiar but now angry face of Andy Turner who was scowling at her.
“Miss Harrington!” He shouted. “A word.” She swallowed hard, she was in big trouble.
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Samantha walked with her head bowed and looking at her shoes as she made her way across the building. The same depressing journey she had made only a few hours before. This time, however, she knew her fate. This was the walk of shame.
As she walked into her boss’s office, she could feel the eyes of everyone staring as she passed their offices. If she listened hard enough, she could hear the murmurs of “oh dear, she’s in trouble!”
Out of all the emotions she felt, the one she felt most was one of injustice. She had worked at the company for fifteen years. She was only seven minutes late back to work and was being made to feel like a criminal. She took a deep breath, turned the silver door handle and entered the office.
Andy Turner was sat behind his desk facing his computer screen. He did not even look up as Samantha entered, leaving her standing awkwardly at the door. She wasn’t sure whether to sit or stand, just like a naughty schoolgirl. He had put his long rectangular glasses on for the occasion. Samantha didn’t believe he really needed to wear them. When he wore them, he always looked over the top of them to see, giving the impression he was looking down on those he spoke to. His gaze turned from his computer screen and he looked at her over his glasses.
“Miss Harrington, Samantha, take a seat.”
Samantha duly obliged and sat down in one of the small leather chairs opposite him, wondering if this was how small his clients felt. As if the small chairs symbolised their worth in this office.
“I am quite surprised to be in this position having only spoken to you this morning. I like you, Samantha, you have been a key asset for this company for a number of years.”
Samantha thought, “fifteen years actually, longer than you have been here, you smart ass.” She simply looked at her shoes and nodded.
“I had hoped by speaking with you this morning, that it would have made you more aware that people are always observing Samantha. Had you just been late, with a good excuse, I may have simply allowed that to pass with a warning. Unfortunately, today was the day you decided to charge into the office pushing past myself and our CEO who was, quite frankly, appalled when I told him that you were a member of our staff. My hands are tied on this one Samantha. He has asked for you to be removed from the company.”
Samantha had known this was coming and had prepared herself for it, but she still felt the lurch in her chest when she heard the words being spoken. She felt like she wanted to cry, but tried with all her will power to hold it back. “Please Mr Turner, something happened in the park and I was rushing back, I just stumbled on my way into the office in the rush. It was not intentional, I can assure you. I have been here for a long time and I hope that means something.”
She watched as he leaned back in his chair and put his square glasses on his desk. He put his hands behind his head and surveyed her.
“We had big hopes for you, Samantha. We had hoped that we could bring you on to progress through the company, but you have given us no signs that it was what you wanted.”
Samantha was taken aback, she had not expected this and had always thought they had simply glossed over her. However, she thought that it was therefore somewhat ironic they were only mentioning it now as they were firing her. If it was said to make her feel worse, it definitely did that. “I had always hoped for that Mr Turner, I always had the ambition to progress here, but the opportunity was never given. Perhaps that is why I became a bit restless. I’m sorry about earlier, I can assure you it will not happen again.”
She watched as Andy learnt on the desk, holding his head on top of his hands, like a pillar supporting a boulder at the top.
“I’m sorry Samantha, there is nothing I can do. We will ensure you get a good reference if you leave quietly without a fuss. You will be paid your full notice pay but we ask that you leave now and quietly.” Samantha noticed he emphasised the last word.
Samantha could see no point in arguing, they had already made up their mind when she ran into the office after lunch. She nodded, she wanted to cry but did not want them to see her like that, to always remember her as the little pig that cried all the way home. She got up folded down her clothes, turned and walked out of the office without another word. She was going to walk out with her head held high. She walked out with her eyes focused in front of her not saying a word to anyone she passed.
As she approached the main entrance of the building, she walked behind the reception desk to get her scruffy trainers. Ruby had gone to lunch and one of the secretaries was manning the desk, she never looked or spoke to Samantha and Samantha didn’t want to start up a conversation. When her trainers were on, she gathered her small number of personal effects out of the desk drawer in front of her. Her whole career had been spent behind this desk and she only had a few sparkly cheap pens to show for it. She went to the cloakroom to get her coat and bag.
As she returned, she glanced at the desk one more time. She could feel the eyes on her from inside the building. “Screw you,” she thought. “I hated it anyway.” She turned her back on the office and walked out of the main entrance. There was a black dustbin just outside the building. She made a show of dumping the black shoes in the bin, as a discreet act of defiance to them and their stupid rules. She turned left and made her way towards the train station.
On her way, she passed the bus stop and considered doing her usual routine of getting the bus into the centre. Samantha then realised that she had all the time in the world, now that she didn’t have a job, and decided that the walk would clear her head. 
As Samantha was approaching Sheffield town centre, she walked past all the usual clothes shops and admired them. She wished she could afford to buy the yellow dress in the corner, it emulated sunshine and happiness. Samantha considered it probably wouldn’t suit her anyway. She went into the nearest coffee shop and considered sitting down. She looked around and noticed work people chatting on their lunch about the day's events, others furiously typing on their laptops as if they had something pressing and important to do. She wondered why it was so important they had to do it here when others wanted to relax without hearing the annoying constant tapping of keys.
She decided to grab a sandwich and sit on the train and eat it. She grabbed a cheese and tomato sandwich, a packet of salt and vinegar crisps and a drink as part of a meal deal and shoved them in her bag for later. As she walked across the cobbled streets of Sheffield, walking in tandem with the tram lines, she looked around her. Everyone appeared to be like busy bees in a hive all with somewhere to be or something to do. She walked towards the interchange.
As she was walking in the tunnel which connected to the train station, she passed a man sitting on the floor with his dog.
“Spare change Miss?”
Samantha didn’t really have any spare change at that moment in time as she would soon be completely broke, but she needed to feel good about something. She dug around in her coat pockets for the change she had received from buying her sandwich. She had the grand total of 50p and put it in the old man's cap.
“Bless you, Miss.” She smiled and carried on walking to the station. It made her feel a bit better but not by much. It was as if she had hoped that the rule of karma would kick in, that by that one good deed, her luck would turn. That she was bribing the gods with her 50p. It seemed unlikely.
As she entered the station, she looked up at the board with golden lettering showing all the trains coming and going. The time was 1:20pm and her next train wasn’t for another twenty minutes. She walked up the stairs, several people pushing past her who had somewhere to be and clearly were very late. She wondered if they would get fired like she did earlier that day for the same act. She doubted it. She hoped they missed their trains.
On the platform, she sat in the one seat which had sunshine beaming down on it. She looked up to the sky and felt the sun on her face and neck. It warmed her whole body and she imagined she was on a sunny beach somewhere far away.
Thinking of a beach, made a wave of emotion pass over her. Suddenly hitting her like a wave crashing against the shore. She yelled out, much to the dismay of all the people around her waiting for the train. One older lady with grey hair and glasses approached her slowly with her shopping trolley bag in tow.
“Are you OK young lady?”
She looked at the lady who had grey hair and big round glasses, Samantha looked up at her with tears in her eyes. “I’m fine thank you.” Samantha just wanted to be left alone to express her frustrations and emotions.
The old lady replied. “You don’t seem fine.” While holding her back, she slowly sat down next to Samantha. “We’ve all been there, talk to me. What has happened? You will feel better if you do.”
Samantha didn’t feel like she had the energy left to fight anymore, she didn’t want to upset this kind old lady by shouting at her to go away. She looked at the lady with tears in her eyes and just said the first few words that came into her head. “I just got fired.” Samantha looked down at her hands. She wasn’t sure if it was the gravity that caused the tears to fall but as she was looking down, the wet tears splashed in her lap. Saying those words had made it all feel real. The old lady put her hands in Samantha’s wet palms.
“It is OK dear, it happens to us all at one time or another. You will get back on your feet.”
She had grabbed the top of Samantha's hand and looped her fingers around hers. Samantha didn’t want to talk anymore, she just wanted to be alone. “I suppose so.” There was an awkward silence between them which lingered. The old woman slowly removed her hand and they sat next to each other, looking out to the sets of rail tracks in front of them.
The old lady broke the silence. “The train is coming.”
Samantha looked up through her blurred vision and could barely see through the glare from the sun. Samantha quickly gathered her bag and walked to the end of the platform hoping that the old woman did not follow her. She did not look back, not wanting to invite her to join her.
She boarded the train and found a window seat with no-one next to her. How the trains were different at this time Samantha thought, so much quieter and actually space to sit down. She put her bag on the seat next to her, she definitely did not want anyone sat next to her today no matter how much they wanted to help. She looked out of the windows and saw in her reflection the sadness that reflected in her eyes. She saw the glistening reflection of where her tears had been a couple of minutes before.
Samantha got out her phone and looked at how long she would get redundancy pay for. She looked on the Government’s website and uncovered that she would get twelve weeks pay. She thought that should be enough time to find something else, even in the difficult current climate. Samantha felt like she needed to talk to someone, but didn’t feel she had anyone she felt comfortable talking to about it. She couldn’t tell her dad, he would just shout at her and tell her it was her fault and she couldn't deal with that just now. She could call or message Ryan, but if he couldn’t speak because he was at home, it would only depress her further.  In the end, she just sent him a text.
“Hi Ryan, having a really bad day today, let me know when you’re free to chat. X” 
She put her phone down on the coffee stained tray in front of her and stared out of the window as the tall buildings of Sheffield disappeared out of sight.
Deep down, Samantha blamed herself but she blamed FriendFinder more. Samantha had decided that after today, she would not go on FriendFinder anymore, all it did was make her feel depressed and inadequate compared to everyone else. Samantha wondered what she had been thinking, risking her job on a competition when she didn’t even know the prize. She had risked it all on the unknown and lost. Samantha knew at some point she would have to consider what she would do for the rest of her life but right now she just wanted to get home, get into her pyjamas and cry.
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The minute Samantha got home, she immediately stripped off her work clothes, took her bra off and put on her pyjamas. She sat down on the grey sofa which matched the grey walls and decided to watch the television. An advert appeared for children to enter a competition for the best drawing of a rocket to win a chance to go around the Dayton Space centre. She thought about how she would have seen that advert as a child, full of optimism and ambition.
Samantha looked around at the walls of her house. It was a moderate house, a terraced house which was cheap to buy compared to other parts of the country and she had decorated it well to make it look modern, so much so it looked like every other house. However, no amount of paint could hide the fact that the neighbours were incredibly annoying with their kids at night. Samantha thought how nice it was to be home during the day and how quiet it was.
Samantha looked around her living room. Even though it was in fashion, everything seemed to be grey. Grey walls, grey sofa, silver ornaments. Samantha wondered if she had realised how her life had affected her choice of decor, pleasant but dull. She picked up her phone, still no message from Ryan. She thought that she would call at the gym later to see if he was there. She had always been so flexible for him and his situation, but right now, for once she needed him.
She got up off the sofa, walked upstairs and into the bedroom. She opened the mirrored wardrobe, Samantha had gone for the staple grey in this room too. She picked out Ryan’s hoodie which he wore when he was over and walked back into the living room and sat on the sofa. She hugged the hoodie and sat smelling it for a while until she closed her eyes and went into a deep sleep.
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Later that evening, Samantha left her house at around 5:30pm and made her way to her local gym. She had chosen her most tight-fitting gym wear to make herself feel better and try to appeal to Ryan’s sexual desires. She was wearing a crop top style bra which was bright orange and completely visible through the green thin gym top she was wearing together, with tight black lycra leggings.
She put her headphones on and walked through Chesterfield town centre across to the gym, avoiding eye contact with other people on the way. As she approached the gym, she had a walk around the car park looking for Ryan’s BMW. She noticed that she was attracting a few questionable looks but tried not to care. She could be looking for her car for all they knew. She spotted the black BMW across the car park and smiled. The revelation added a spring into her step as she crossed the car park to the gym. She scanned her pass on the turnstiles and headed across the gym to the designated rooms for classes.
She found the room Ryan was in. Samantha thought that even after all the years they had been together, he still had the same effect on her. He had short brown hair and was wearing a tight sports top with baggy shorts. His muscles stood out through the top and his calf muscles were clearly defined. She felt the lurch in her stomach and her cheeks started to flush. As she was looking at him longingly, she noticed he was talking to a young girl with long brown hair tied into a ponytail, wearing clothes that would have been best suited on a beach. She wore a crop top and tiny shorts which showed all her long legs. Samantha noticed with envy how her long legs never met together despite the tiny shorts. Samantha caught herself in the reflection of the large mirrors they have in the exercise rooms. Her eyes looked tired and although she was trim, she didn’t have the six-pack and muscles like the girl Ryan was talking to. Samantha hovered near the door, her self esteem had plummeted. She no longer felt confident and sexy, just old and tired of life. She turned to walk out of the room. As she pulled the door handle, she heard Ryan’s familiar voice.
“Sam? What are you doing here? It’s circuit tonight, you don’t usually come to that.”
Samantha felt her head sink down and slowly lifted her head up and put on her best smile and turned around. “Hi Ryan, I didn’t know you were on tonight. I’ve had a rough day so thought I’d come down to try, and you know, pump it out.” She gave a fake half-hearted laugh. She felt Ryan eye her suspiciously. He walked over to her and lowered his voice.
“I got your text Sam, it’s just been mad here and at home. You know how it is. We can talk later, you didn’t need to come down.”
Samantha knew he had seen right through her plan and his judgemental look made her heart feel like it was breaking into tiny pieces. She was not going to cry, not here. She tried her best to stop her voice from wavering and make herself sound as indignant as she could. “I did not come for that Ryan. Jeez, I’m not desperate. I just needed to get out of the house. I, well, left my job today.”
Ryan’s face visibly relaxed. Samantha noted that he actually looked relieved. She considered that at one of the lowest points in her life, the person she was closest to actually looked relieved they hadn’t come to speak to them. She hoped she remembered this moment for when she felt strong enough to move on.
“I’m sorry Sam, sorry I’ve not been there. We can chat after class tonight. I’ll ask Nat to take the rest for me. That sound good?”
He looked into her eyes and stroked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. In that small moment of intimacy, she felt the love she had for him fill her like a glass being filled. It was as if the anger she had felt only moments before evaporated. “Sounds good.” She smiled back.
Ryan turned around and walked to the front of the class. During their exchange, more people had entered, walking past them with intrigued looks.
“Right guys, take your positions at each station and let's start!”
After fifteen minutes, Samantha had realised why she didn’t attend this class. It was hard work, her body ached already. She was determined to show Ryan that she was still young and tried her best to keep up with the seemingly ridiculous amount of press-ups, sit-ups and jogging on the spot. She was covered in sweat and was very red-faced. She lasted till the end of the class and pretended to do stretches until the last person went. Every female seemed to want to have a chat to Ryan and Samantha thought that they probably wanted to see him sweat in their bedroom. Samantha smiled and thought ‘well he is all mine’. It wasn’t strictly true but for Samantha, it was close enough.
When the last person had left, Samantha approached Ryan.
“Well, that was a bit intense!”
He laughed, she loved the sound of his laughter. Samantha recalled when she used to make him laugh all the time when they went on a date to the cinema or out for a meal. That was a rarity these days and as a result, the laughter seemed to die away.
“It is a bit, I was surprised you came to be honest. Come here.” He held her close so the top of her head was in the nave of his neck, she could smell his natural odour and it smelled sweet and at the same time musky. He smelled just like his hoodie. She held him close and felt his muscles against her chest. She felt safe and loved and wanted to never let go.
He eventually released his arms from behind her back and stood back to look at her. “Shall we grab a coffee?”
She smiled. “I could do with a gin, but sure!” As they were walking out, Ryan went to the main reception and stood talking to the receptionist. Samantha thought she saw him wink at her but dismissed the idea. He came striding over to her.
“All sorted. Now shall we get that drink?”
They walked across the gym car park, to the nearest local pub. It was dire inside. All the furniture was a murky brown so you couldn’t tell if it was stained or if that was its natural colour. On each table, there seemed to be middle-aged men staring into their pints with a solemn look. A faint noise of some chatter was all that filled the entire pub.
Ryan pointed over to the nearest TV. “Shall we sat there?”
She looked at him and nodded. Samantha knew in reality that he probably just wanted to sit near a TV so he could half-listen to her nightmare day, but half-listen to whatever sport was on the TV. At that moment she didn’t care, reassuring herself that at least he had made the effort.
They both sat down at a free table. Samantha put her hands on the table and instantly regretted it as it felt like she had to peel them off it. She muttered ‘delightful’ under her breath. She looked at Ryan who was walking across the bar to get their drinks. She looked around and wondered if she would be like the people in here soon enough. She pushed the thought to the back of her mind. Ryan returned with her favourite, a large glass of Pinot Grigio white wine which was so chilled the glass gave off a frosty glow.
“They didn’t have anything spectacular, I’m afraid. It was a case of drink this or dry gin!”
She cupped her hand around the stem of the glass and looked at him. “It’s great.”
He sat down opposite her. “So what’s happened, Sam?”
Samantha started to recall her day to Ryan and how it ended. She omitted to tell Ryan the part where she pushed what turned out to be her boss and the CEO.
Ryan listened carefully and said “Shit Sam, that is a rough day.” She nodded and took a long gulp of her wine. There was a silence between them but Samatha did not feel awkward,
“Drink up and let’s go back to yours.” He winked at her. “If you're up for it of course.”
She licked her lips, licking up the residue of wine that had rested there. “Oh god yes!”
Samantha gulped the rest of her drink down and instantly felt the wine go to her head. Her head was starting to feel like it was swimming, she recalled she hadn’t eaten since she was on the train. They walked back to her place. Once inside, she walked across her kitchen and got a bottle of wine out of the fridge. She poured them a glass each and walked back to the living room. They sat on the sofa and drunk the wine until he leant over and kissed her deeply. She felt his tongue inside her mouth and felt herself get warmer all over. Her head was swimming but it made her more aroused and more eager for the pleasure that was awaiting her. He felt her breast and caressed it at first over her shirt and then under it. He took off her t-shirt and bra exposing her small but perfectly rounded breasts underneath. He leaned down and sucked her nipples making her moan with pleasure. Samantha could feel herself getting wetter and wanted more. She tilted his head back up to her and kissed him deeply while pulling his joggers down. She could feel how hard and erect he was under his boxer shorts and proceeded to grind herself against him to arouse him further.
Ryan then pulled away from her and took his joggers and boxers off and proceeded to remove Samantha's joggers and green thong. He then returned to kissing her and she started to move her body to the rhythm that they will later adopt. Ryan lifted her pelvis up and put one of her legs on the top of the sofa and the others around him. He then guided his erect penis inside of her gently at first but then harder and quicker. Samantha moaned in pleasure and could feel all the tension from the day escaping her as she lived in this moment of ecstasy. Ryan quickened his pace and his moans increase as he breathed “I’m going to come.” She then felt herself climaxing with him as they moved their bodies in unison until he let out a loud moan.
Ryan collapsed on her, and they both retained their normal breathing rates. Ryan slid out of her and made his way to the bathroom to clean up. They had sex twice more that night and emotionally spent, Samantha fell into a deep sleep.
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By the time Samantha woke up at 7am, she had patted the empty space in the bed next to her and realised that Ryan had already left. Her alarm that she had set for work had gone off. She was so used to her normal routine, that she had got out of bed and began to get her breakfast ready. She was halfway through eating her cardboard tasting cereal when it suddenly dawned on her that she didn’t need to get ready. She finished eating her cereal and got her phone from the bedroom and sent a text.
“Enjoyed last night, just what the doctor ordered ;) see you soon. X”
She put down her phone and went back to bed. Samantha awoke at around 10am and wondered what to do with her day. She decided to watch a bit of TV and then would start the hunt for a new job. She picked up her phone, no new messages. She put on her dressing gown and went to sit on the sofa and turned on whatever trash was on TV. She scrolled through and in the end decided to stick with a recap of the night's events on ‘The Group’. Samantha realised it was trash TV but she found that in its mindless entertainment she could lose herself in the fake world they lived in. The fact that it always made her feel a bit better about herself to have not stooped that low like these people was probably another reason it enticed.
She carried on watching until she felt her phone vibrate. She picked it up in haste, hoping it was Ryan. It wasn’t, it was Ruby.
“Hi hun, sorry to hear about what happened yesterday. Missing you. XXX”
She felt an emotion she hadn’t expected to feel, regret. It wasn’t the job she missed but the commoradary and the socialising more than anything else. She typed back.
“Yeah it's a shame but everything happens for a reason, right? I’m sure we will catch up soon. X”
She thought to herself that she probably would never catch up with Ruby unless she was completely desperate. Ruby just wanted all the gossip to pass back to the firm and she was not about to give her ammunition.
While the phone was in her hand, Samantha decided to scroll through jobs in the area. Her mind was intrigued by a few advertising for an administrator, a receptionist and a PA. She created them in a new tab on her phone and made a mental note to study them later. Samantha sunk into the sofa and thought that maybe, just maybe, this was a good thing to happen to her in the circumstances. She put the phone on the corner of the sofa and as soon as she did, she felt it vibrate again. She picked it up and saw on the screen it was a message from Ryan. Her heart leapt and she sat up straight as she read the text.
“Yeah, it was great, glad you’re feeling better. Can we meet later?”
Samantha felt so happy she felt like doing an awkward jig. She had not seen Ryan in consecutive days since they first started dating. She wondered if he had felt how passionate last night was and maybe realised how good they were together. She instantly replied, so quick that her fingers could barely keep up with what she wanted to type.
“That would be great :) Come to mine at say 7? I’ll have a bottle ready and I’ll cook. X”
Samantha had already started planning the meal she was going to prepare, not being at work gave her time to cook properly. She was thinking of cooking duck for a change. She got her phone and sent a message to herself with a shopping list when at the top of the phone she saw another incoming message. She felt like a schoolgirl going on their first date, all giddy and giggly. Samantha had not felt like this in years. She scrolled down and opened the message.
“Sorry I can’t, I’ve got work. I’ll be over about 9. Don’t worry about cooking.”
Samantha was surprised at how that short message had suddenly ruined her mood. She had already built up a picture in her mind of a romantic date with candles and sat at the dinner table like they were in a private restaurant, just the two of them. It was as if the image was in a heart-shaped bubble above her head and a bullet had just driven straight through it causing it to evaporate. Samantha could even imagine the popping sound that it made. She considered how to reply, knowing that she couldn’t sound disappointed, he had after all decided to come and see her.
“No worries :) I’ll keep the bottle on ice.”
Samantha put the phone down and decided to go to the supermarket and do some shopping. She was surprised how she had only been off work a day and already the thought to leave the house seemed too much effort. She put on Ryan’s hoodie and a pair of jogging bottoms and walked up to the supermarket.
While Samantha was shopping, she could feel others around her looking at her judgingly. She wondered if this was all in her mind, her mind making her feel bad that she wasn’t at work, or if it was actually happening. Even the checkout lady called Sandra appeared to serve her with a look of utter contempt. Samantha vowed next time to use the self-service, however, realised that even then, someone needs to come over and authorise her questionable purchase of three bottles of wine.
Later that night, Samantha ate her cheap, microwavable dinner and tidied up the house. She lit a scented candle she had bought from the supermarket, which gave off a lavender scent to make the place smell nice. She had set the wine glasses out in the living room and had prepared a selection of films for Ryan to choose. She could hardly wait. She glanced at the job specifications, made a note of the keywords and decided that she would look at them later. Whenever she tried to concentrate, all she could think of was getting the place ready for Ryan’s arrival. She diarised to work on the applications tomorrow.
Samantha sat on the sofa and waited, she looked up at the mirrored clock. The time was 8:35pm. She started to open the wine and sip it. By 9:15pm, Ryan still hadn’t arrived and that sip of wine and turned into a whole glass. She had already poured herself a second glass.
By 9:30pm, there was still no sign. She sent Ryan a text and thought that half an hour late was a reasonable amount of time to wait before chasing.
“Hey :) are you still coming later? X”
Her text went unanswered. It was almost 10pm before Ryan arrived. She had started to drop to sleep on the sofa and the knock on the door awoke her. She checked herself in the mirrored clock, one side of her hair was now completely ruffled, she frantically tried to straighten it and licked her finger to clear her smudged make-up.
She opened the door and exclaimed “Heyy!” She wrapped her arms around him. He put his arms around her but Samantha could feel there was no emotion in the hug. She looked up at him and could smell the stale ale in his breath, he had been drinking before he came over. He looked at her and she could tell he had drunk a few pints, his pupils were dilated and he wasn’t focusing on her. It was as if he could see three people rather than just Samantha in front of him. He stepped through the door. Each step was carefully planned and tentative like he was wearing astronaut boots.
Samantha guided him through her living room to the sofa and offered him a glass of wine, which he gratefully accepted but communicated only through a nod. He hadn’t said anything since he arrived. Samantha was worried, something was wrong.
Ryan didn’t look ready to say anything so she decided to start first. “I don’t know how long you have got, but I thought we could watch a film of your choice?” She got up and showed him the DVD’s she had selected for him. He looked over to her, but turned his head away and stared at the wall. 

She couldn't leave it any longer she had to ask. “Ryan, what’s wrong?” She didn’t want to ask, she didn’t want to know. Her internal alarm bells had already been ringing the minute that she had seen him at the door. 
“I, I can’t see you anymore.” He looked at his hands when he said it.
Samantha felt her heart lurch, she had expected bad news but not this. Not so soon after he had come over yesterday. “What do you mean Ryan?” She knelt down and held his hands in hers. They were warm and sweaty. He did not refuse her affection but could not meet her gaze. She waited patiently.
“Gail. She found out after I stayed over last night. She was obviously upset but even more so because...” He shook his head almost like he was trying to shake the thought from his mind. He turned to Samantha and looked into her eyes. Samantha took a deep breath, waiting for the impact. “She’s pregnant Sam.”
The words felt like someone had punched her in the gut. She released his hands and staggered backwards. Samantha could hold on no longer and felt the tears roll down. She looked up at the ceiling, trying to gather her thoughts. “But how Ryan? You told me you didn’t want kids.” A thought occurred to her and it was as if red mist started to cloud her vision. “Infact, you said that you weren’t even sleeping together anymore! I guess she must be the new virgin Mary!”
Ryan looked away and shifted on the sofa. “Well, recently we have been trying to get the marriage back on track...”
Samantha could feel the rage inside her building and interjected before she had time to hear the remainder of the gutrenching realisation.“What by fucking someone else for the last four years?”
Ryan stood up and raised his voice. His arms gesticulating as he spoke. He slightly staggered as he got up from the sofa. “This was not what I had planned Sam, I never wanted this!”
She couldn’t look at him any longer. She hated that he was indulgent in his self-pity. He hadn’t lost the only one he was close to like her. He still had his so-called ‘loving wife’. Samantha took her glass and went to the kitchen to pour herself another glass of wine. She took a large gulp to steady herself although if anything it made things worse. She was now on the third glass and her head was starting to make her vision and thoughts blurry. The wine was enhancing her emotions and as a consequence, she felt very angry. She walked back into the living room, each step seemed to be a stomp, as if the anger was in every part of her body.
She stood with her glass in her right hand and her other hand was on her hip. Any thoughts she had about being nice had gone. Any attempt to persuade him to stay had vanished. She was free of her inhibitions and asked him the question she had wanted to ask for years. “Tell me Ryan, was it ever going to be just me and you?”
Ryan looked away and paced around the room, stopping at the furthest wall away. “It’s difficult Sam, you know that. Gail is my wife. She would be broken.”
Sam shouted. “And what about me Ryan? What about if I am broken or do I not matter? I lost my fucking job yesterday and you decide now is a good time to leave me? Did you ever give a damn about me? About us?”
Ryan turned towards her but did not move any closer. “Of course I did Sam, a big part of me loved you.”
“Which part Ryan? Your dick?”
Ryan took a step forward and put his arms out to her. Something stopped him getting any closer. He put his hands back to his side. “I care for you deeply Sam, but for Gail and the baby I can’t carry this on.”
Samantha knew it was hopeless and she shouted with tears down her cheeks. “Well fuck you, Ryan. Let’s see how you enjoy your life with one woman. I bet you don’t last a day!”
Ryan approached her and put his hands out palms down. “Sam, calm down.”
Then the rage that filled Samantha reached the top of the glass. It started brimming over, she couldn’t hold it back.
“Fuck you, Ryan!” As she said his name, all rational thought had left Samantha and she threw the glass of wine she was holding in his direction. The glass hit the wall behind and cascaded into tiny shards. The grey carpet now had a dark red patch like a guilty stain. Leaving a mark like a crime had been committed. She stared at the wall in shock at what she had just done. Had Ryan not moved his head out of the way, the left side of his face would have been covered in tiny shards of glass. She did not move her gaze from the red stain.
Ryan looked at her in surprise at first, which quickly turned to utter contempt. As she was staring at the wall behind, he pushed past her and out of the door without saying a word. She did not move. She remained there for a couple of minutes, staring at the wall in complete shock after the events that had just occurred. Eventually, as if to rationalise her thoughts she said out loud, “What have I done?” It worked, reality kicked in. She moved her hands to her mouth in a pose like the painting, The Scream. She ran to the kitchen to get some towels to mop up the mess. She scrubbed at the wall and picked up all the glass and put it in the towel making her hands bleed. Her blood mixed in with the red winemaking it indistinguishable. The realisation of the past couple of days dawned on her. She frantically scrubbed the carpet, smearing the stain. She knelt down and put her head in her hands causing blood to drip down her face. Samantha thought she could feel a slight sting in her knees and realised that she was kneeling in shards of glass that she initially could not see.
Samantha cried. She wasn’t sure if she was crying over her lost job, her lost boyfriend or her lost dignity. She realised the irony, this same scene had happened years ago but with her, the one leaving. She realised that somehow her dad's behaviour was repeating itself, the drinking regularly to get to sleep at night and erratic behaviour. Eventually, at around 12am, Samantha got up, tediously pulled out the glass shards that were sticking into her kneecaps and dusted herself down. She picked up her phone and typed a text to Ryan.
“I’m sorry, for everything. X”
Samantha did not expect a reply.
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One week after the events of the incident Samantha called ‘glassgate’, Samantha had become a shell of herself. She was committed to drinking a bottle of wine a day, the tabs that were opened to bookmark the potential job applications still hadn’t been touched and she had barely got out of her pyjamas all week. The one thing she felt she had was dignity and she had even felt that drift away on that fateful day.
Samantha decided that today was the day to start her applications again. She opened the first tab recruiting a PA for a CEO at a small business. The job had expired. Samantha was no longer sure if she felt disappointed or pure relief that she didn’t have to try and apply. The next job was for a receptionist, Samantha looked at the application and dismissed it. To Samantha, it would feel like a step backwards even though it was the same job she did before. Samantha closed both tabs.
That left the job application for an Administrator. She looked at the Job Specification:
‘Post: Administration Assistant / Secretarial Support
Company:   Mann & Cole LLP
Time left to apply: 1 day, 10 hours, 40 minutes
We are recruiting for an Administration Assistant / Secretary to assistant a Partner with drafting court documents, notes and assisting with initial enquiries. The ideal candidate must:
 
	Have experience in an administration style role. Experience of being an Assistant to a Solicitor is desirable but not essential.


	Have excellent communication skills to assist clients with any initial enquiries as well as taking messages for the Partner.


	Have experience with all Microsoft Office Applications, in particular, Outlook and Word. 

	Be able to manage their time effectively and have excellent organisation skills to assist with the management of a number of files at any one time.


	An experience of dictation and case management systems is desirable but not essential as training will be supplied.





Mann & Cole LLP have an excellent reputation in the local area as the go to Solicitors in Buxton. We offer flexible working hours should this be required and we are committed to developing our staff to aid in their own personal progression.’
Samantha looked over the application. She started to pull out the keywords and put together a CV and cover letter. She found it difficult to describe her qualities when at that moment she did not feel she had any. She put her application together and sent it. She had motivated herself by saying that she would not drink any wine until the application had been sent. It had certainly driven her to send the application. Samantha had also wanted to send the application because if anyone then dared to ask her the fatal question of ‘How is the job hunt going?’ she had an excuse to say she had tried.
She did not check the application and as soon as it was complete, she clicked send. Samantha shuffled across to the kitchen in her pink slippers and pulled out a bottle of wine and some cheese and started to eat. Her diet had completely gone, she was putting on a noticeable amount of weight through drinking wine daily. She also hadn’t been back to the gym after ‘Glassgate’. She did not want to risk bumping into Ryan. He never replied to her text and she never chased. Ending a four-year relationship was as simple as throwing a glass near someone's face.
Samantha went back to the sofa, sat down and put her feet up. She picked up the remote and turned on ‘The Group’. It was the only interaction she’d had with other people in the last week. She listened to their minor tiffs, their mindless drivel to the camera and their self-indulgent discussions and fell asleep on the sofa for the third night in a row.
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Samantha awoke the next day at around 10am. At some point in the night, she must have briefly awoken to put a blanket around herself and gone back to sleep. Even after a just over a week of not having an alarm she was waking up later each day. She made herself sit up on the sofa and creaked her neck, which was sore from sleeping at an angle on the sofa arm all night. She gradually got up and went to the kitchen. Her head was pounding in the usual throb that she had become accustomed to in the morning. She rubbed her forehead and ran her hands through her hair while walking to the kitchen. Samantha made herself a cup of strong coffee and rummaged for the biscuits but could not find any. She must have eaten them all a couple of days before. She sighed and returned to the living room with her coffee and sat down. She patted around the sofa looking for her phone and eventually found it down the back of the sofa. As it came out, it was covered in dust and other bits which could possibly have been the food that had got stuck down there previously. She dusted the phone down and was surprised to find that she had an email. Samantha dismissed it as probably some marketing junk, advertising things she couldn’t afford and opened up her inbox ready to delete the email.
The email was headed up with the subject ‘Your Application’, Samantha readied herself for the disappointment of a rejection email. She opened the email:
‘To: Samantha Harrington
From: Channel 3 Submissions
Subject: Your Application”
Samantha was confused, she had not submitted an application to Channel 3. The thought suddenly occurred to her that the social media questionnaire she had submitted had mentioned a television show. Her heart beated that bit quicker and she anxiously scrolled down the email:
“Thank you for completing our initial application process and congratulations on passing the questions contained. We would like to invite you to a further assessment stage. Although we are unable to disclose the full details of the television show you have applied for (due to confidential reasons) we can reveal how the programme will be set up. You will be required to complete numerous challenges testing your physical and mental capabilities, in particular, you will be assessed on your ability to work under pressure.
The prize on offer is a once in a lifetime experience, that we can assure you. If you are still interested then we would like to invite you to our further assessment stage.
We would be grateful if you can please choose your option below by marking an X in the appropriate box and click submit. We will then contact you further on the telephone number you provided at the time.
Yours sincerely
Channel 3 Submissions
I do want to be considered for the role [  ]
I do not want to be considered for the role [  ]
Submit’
Samantha read the email and re-read it again and again. She was sure that her eyes were playing tricks on her, she must have misread the part of the email that had said she wasn’t successful. When the realisation finally dawned on Samantha that she needed to do something with the email, she without a moment's hesitation, or a moment to consider the consequences, put an X through the first box and clicked submit. She straight away noticed a further email in her inbox and clicked to open it.
‘To: Samantha Harrington
From: Channel 3 Submissions
Subject: Your Application
Thank you for confirming your interest in the opportunity. We will be in contact with via the telephone number provided, in the next 2 to 3 working days. For reference, our number will be withheld so please ensure your phone allows a call from an unknown number.
Yours sincerely,
Channel 3 Submissions’
For the first time since she had lost her job, Samantha felt a glow in her heart and mind. At first, she couldn’t figure out what the feeling was, her feelings having been numbed by the wine for so long. She realised that it was hope. She got up and walked into the bedroom and looked at herself in the mirror. She took off her pyjamas and stared at her naked body with self-loathing. Her once flat stomach had developed a more rotund front and had started to slightly sag at the bottom. Her shoulders were slumped which did not help her appearance. Samantha considered that the email had stated that she would need to be tested physically as well as mentally. She decided to go for a run that morning to try and get herself back into shape.
Samantha put on her gym gear. She felt more uncomfortable in them than she had only a week earlier. She dismissed the idea as purely psychological, that the idea of working out no longer suited her. She tied her hair back and decided to go for a run. She could only manage to run around the local park before she felt exhausted, however, the run had also re-charged her brain as well as her physical body. She even saw a couple of people around the park who said hello to her. It surprised her how much she had missed the interaction with other physical people rather than on a television screen. She made a note to do some research and studying when she returned home. For the first time since she left her job, she had made a plan for the day and already felt better for it, like she had regained a purpose.
Samantha returned home after her run and had a shower. She immediately started to feel refreshed as if she was washing away all her concerns. She tilted her head back in the shower so the water ran down her face and dripped down her hair. She felt that bit more herself again, more confident and self-assured. While in the shower, her mind thought about Ryan. She felt the familiar lurch of her heart and felt her good mood instantly evaporate. When she thought of Ryan she immediately recalled the last time she saw him and his look of utter contempt as he walked out of the door. She wondered about him and what he was doing, but tried to push the thought out of her mind. Not only had her good mood evaporate, she suddenly felt that she didn’t deserve the opportunity. Her mind was tormenting her, telling her that they surely wouldn’t pick a lowlife like her and she was wasting her time. She shouted, “Stop it, stop it, stop it!” She put her hands over her ears to block out the imaginary torments and crouched in the shower with her naked body huddled in a ball letting the hot shower drift all over her. She sat like that for half an hour until her fingers became crinkly and the water ran cold.
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Over the next couple of days, Samantha had made a concerted effort to keep trying to test her mind. Initially, when she first started, she was quick to give up on the puzzles and put them to one side, but she made herself keep going back to them and eventually solved them. There were still moments when she wanted to throw them against the wall, but as that image caused flashbacks of ‘Glassgate’, she only thought about doing it and never actually did it. She was mid-way through a numbers puzzle which was perplexing. It was set up in the same way as a crossword but each answer was a number. In order to get the answer, you had to work out a maths problem. She was trying to figure out the square root of 144 multiplied by 60 when she felt her phone vibrate. Samantha’s heart leapt, she was filled with excitement and anticipation. She had never spoken to a TV executive before and wondered if they were as prim and proper as they were made out to be. She checked the caller ID and the number was withheld. She held her breath and answered, “Hello?”
A female voice on the other end which sounded very official said, “Is that Samantha Harrington?”
She replied nervously, “Yes?”
“This is Emma Bamford at Mann & Cole LLP. You recently submitted an application to us.”
Samantha froze, she had completely forgotten about that application. She had been so excited about the prospect of what Channel 3 may offer, she had forgotten about the application that would see a return to her normal life. She steadied her voice and tried to hide the disappointment in it, thinking that it was never a good first impression. “Yes hello, how are you?” She tried to sound as cheery as possible.
“I’m good thank you. We would like to offer you an interview with us. Are you free next Tuesday?”
Samantha briefly considered her full-time schedule of drinking and immediately replied, “Yes of course, thank you, that is great.”
“Would 1pm be alright for you?”
“Yes, that will be fine.”
“Great, we will see you then. I’ll send you the particulars through email.”
“Thank you. See you then.”
Samantha heard Emma hang up the phone. She looked at the phone for a while in a clearly puzzled manner. She had got what she had initially wanted and yet did not feel fulfilled. The call wasn’t the one she had wanted, the one she had hoped for. She went across to the kitchen and wrote the date on her kitten calendar on the fridge. She looked at the picture of the kitten looking up at the camera with big beautiful blue eyes and smiled. Ryan had never let her have a cat due to his allergies, at least now she could. Samantha decided that even though the job didn’t fill her with excitement, it was still better to be prepared rather than humiliated. She returned to the living room and started doing some research on Mann & Cole LLP. As she was looking into the history and reading about how it had been set up by a Solicitor called Tracy Mann, her phone rang. Her heart leapt again. Samantha thought that it must now be Channel 3, surely.
She checked the caller ID and it was withheld. She swiped to accept the call, her fingers slightly shaking. “Hello?”
“Hello is that Samantha Harrington?” The female voice on the other end was very chirpy and sounded young. Samantha was initially confused, it wasn’t what she had expected.
“Yes, it is. Who is this?” She answered cautiously, with a hint of a stern voice. The voice on the other end resembled a marketing executive rather than the head of a television company. The thought suddenly occurred to Samantha that she wouldn’t personally ring each candidate. She began to believe again.
“This is Laura Kirkby at Channel 3. I understand you are interested in applying for a televised role in our new show?”
Samantha felt like jumping up and down, her hands started shaking uncontrollably as she held the phone to her ear. “Yes, I did. I am very excited about the opportunity!”
Laura gave out a polite laugh, a laugh that wasn’t a laugh but one that was meant to make you feel at ease. “Well, you’re in luck. I would like to invite you to our assessment day. It will be an all day event that will test your abilities both physically and mentally. It is this Sunday if you are able to make it? Unfortunately, due to the large scale of the event, there will be no other opportunity.”
Samantha checked her schedule in her mind, amusing herself by wondering if could she really miss a day at home in her pyjamas. She paused to give the impression that she was not desperate and considered her answer. “Yes, that will be fine. Where is at?”
Laura replied swiftly. “Great. Due to the possibility of this being leaked, I will tell you the details over the phone. Are you ready?”
Samantha panicked, she had not used a pen and paper at home for a long time. She tried to stall for time. “Just a second!” She ran through to the kitchen, then frantically shuffled through a series of drawers searching for a pen, looking like an animal searching the undergrowth. Eventually, she found one in the bits and bobs drawer everyone had in their kitchen. She grabbed a piece of kitchen towel to write on. She didn’t even have time to test it worked before Laura, who had changed from polite to insistent in a matter of seconds, interrupted. “It’s at Kings Hill School, you should aim to be there for 9am sharp. You will need to dress appropriately for a day of physical and mental activity. Bring what you think you might need. You can bring a bag but this will be searched and items that are not permitted will be confiscated until the end of the day. Parking is on-site. Any questions?” Samantha had started to say the word “what” aiming to ask what kind of things she should bring and where the school was before she was cut off by Laura in her polite but curt voice. “Good. We shall see you then.” Laura hung up before any word came out of Samantha’s voice.
Samantha looked at her phone in amazement, then looked at the kitchen roll that she had managed to scrawl the basic details on. In places, it was torn and the words “Kings Hill School bring clothes” written on it in black ink. Samantha had discovered that kitchen roll was not ideal writing material. Samantha felt the call had raised more questions than had been answered. She pondered how smart she should dress? What were they expecting her to bring? What kind of physical and mental challenges?
Samantha tried to address the first question and Googled Kings Hill School. She stared at the search results in confusion. There are two Kings Hill Schools. One in Ilford and one in Watford. Samantha looked at her phone and at the kitchen roll wondering how there could there be two results, which one was it? Samantha’s self-doubt began to creep into her heart filled with optimism as she contemplated the possibility that in her rush to find a pen she had not taken down the details fully. How could she possibly gamble on which place to go to? Samantha opened up Google Maps on her phone and checked the distance. The schools were approximately twenty-seven miles apart and it would take at least an hour to get between them. She wouldn’t have time to gamble on the day. She searched on Google and rung the number of the first school which was in Ilford.
“Hello, Kings Hill School.” A woman’s voice answered, she already sounded fed up. Samantha knew this wasn’t a promising start.
Samantha put on her best professional voice with a posh clipped tone. “Hello, I’ve been told to attend an assessment day this Sunday at Kings Hill School and noticed that there are two in the area. I was just wondering…”
Before Samantha had time to finish her sentence she was interrupted. “We have been told not to inform you. Thank you, goodbye.” Samantha had fully expected that response from the moment she heard the tone in the woman’s voice, also Samantha considered, it would have been too easy. If they were testing someone's ability to take down information quickly, it was a test Samantha felt she had already failed. She needs to come up with a plan on Sunday. In an ideal world, she would have stayed overnight in a hotel on Saturday but Samantha knew it was more than she could afford, particularly around London.
She reluctantly came to the conclusion that she would have to gamble on the day and allow plenty of time to get to the other school if needed. Samantha started to plan her train journey and decided that it was simpler to get to Ilford first, then go across to Watford if needed. She decided that they would be more likely to have the assessment closer to the inner city than further away. She researched the school and planned to get into London for 6:30am. That would give her enough time to get to Ilford with two connecting trains. If that was wrong, she would have to then get a cab across to Watford. She booked her train which left Chesterfield station at 4am and started planning what she would pack. She looked at her calendar she had three days until the assessment day.
Samantha next turned her attention to her rucksack bag. The same bag she’d used on her train travels for the past ten years. It now had pieces of cloth coming away at the seams. The zips were one forced action away from breaking. Samantha sighed and started to pack.
She pondered what to take, looking around the room for inspiration. She wondered how she could possibly prepare for something that she had no idea what to prepare for. What kind of challenges would there be? She packed her purse in the bag and a book for reading on the train then stared at the half-empty bag which was folding over itself. Samantha contemplated that if they were at school they surely wouldn’t be doing any outdoor activities, but paused considering that there could be a cross country element to it. She packed a map in her bag just in case and some plasters. It was not exactly a bag to survive with but Samantha did not believe she had anything else of value to take. She was not an explorer and did not have anything like a compass or even a scientific calculator to take with her. She packed in her bag a bottle of water and then decided to go ahead with a pen knife too just in case as well. She wasn’t sure what she could possibly need a penknife for but people who did long walks seemed to take one so decided that she probably should. She hoped she didn’t get searched as she probably would get arrested. Samantha thought it would probably be a fitting end for her recent run of events.
Samantha next considered what to wear. All they had advised was to prepare for both physical and mental challenges, She thought about wearing suit trousers, to give a good first impression but thought anything physical would be quite restrictive. She pulled out of her wardrobe a pair of running trousers that were purely black. She held them up and surveyed them. They could look as though they were smart but casual. She put them at the end on the floor next to her bag in a pile for consideration.
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It was Saturday, the day before the assessment. Samantha had spent her last couple of days trying to keep her mind focused. She had completed numerous puzzles and brain training exercises and had also made sure that she did some form of strenuous exercise at least once a day. Her anxiety had grown at the thought of being stuck in traffic and turning up at the wrong school. She had hunted through both websites but could find no reference to the school being hired out the following day. As she sat on the sofa in silence, her own thoughts filling her mind and swirling around like clothes in a washing machine. Her anxiety about the day ahead grew.
To try and get the thoughts out of her mind, she turned to her phone and loaded up her FriendFinder page. As she was scrolling through the numerous meaningless feeds, she came across a post by someone she used to know at school that caught her eye:
“Carly Bright says - Got an assessment to be on TV tomorrow, super excited!”
Carly was a girl at her school who Samantha had never really mixed with. They were in the same tutor group at school but she was pretty and popular and held a certain authority amongst them. Samantha wondered how she had passed the questions to get this far, she never was particular academic at school. Samantha clicked on her page. She was a teacher now of Drama, Samantha smirked and said out loud “she always did like a bit of drama!” She was still as pretty and had grown into her own adult body that enhanced her younger features that Samantha used to be vaguely familiar with. Carly was married and had a picture of her with her husband in some exotic Caribbean location which Samantha could tell by the background was a place she could never afford to go. Samantha recalled their very few conversations which always involved a slight dig to try and put her down. Whether it was her hair, what she was wearing, or a dig at her studying. As a result, Samantha had avoided any kind of conversation with Carly Bright.
Samantha turned her phone off and lay on the sofa looking up at the ceiling. By looking through FriendFinder, Samantha realised that all she had done to ease her mind was add another sock into the washing machine, another thought to spin around, another doubt to creep in.
Samantha closed her eyes to try and block out her thoughts, but the only thing she could think about was that Carly was the person they were looking for. Someone who still had their youthful looks had made a success of their life and would cause a few entertaining arguments in the group. For the first time since Samantha had completed the application, she had begun to regret it. Not even when she had been fired, had she ever regretted completing the application. Whether it was her feeling of inadequacy or the anxiety about what lay in store, Samantha started to wonder if she was prepared for what she had let herself in for.
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Samantha awoke at around 12am in an initial panic, thinking she had missed her train because it had gotten dark outside. She was immediately relieved to note that she had plenty of time. She decided to take a shower. After her shower, she was towelling herself dry and looked at her bag. She was sure she was missing something to take that she might need. She yelled at the ceiling in frustration and started pacing around the room saying “what could I need? What might I need? Ahh! I don’t know.” She turned to her bedside cabinet and rustled through the drawers. She found a notebook and pen and decided to bring them along in case the train gave her some miraculous inspiration. Samantha returned to the kitchen and prepared her lunch and packed herself an energy drink. She sat eating her cardboard tasting breakfast at 1am and started watching a horror film. Samantha wondered why the group always split up, they always got picked off one by one.
She brought up the maps on her phone to check the route again and continuously re-loaded the train website to check it was on time.  She could not stand sitting around waiting, the energy was running through all of her body and as she couldn’t sit still with the excitement. After the film finished, she decided to leave early. She left home at 3:15am and walked to the train station.
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Samantha arrived at the train station half an hour early and sat on the cold metal seats on the station platform. She could feel the cold creeping up inside her body and occasionally physically shivered. She had not dressed for the early start, as she thought it may be cumbersome later. She sat shivering in the pitch black empty train station, wearing just her black jumper and a fluorescent running jacket which was very flimsy but waterproof. There was a couple of people on the platform opposite, Samantha thought they looked suspicious. She wondered if it was just the dark sky that made everyone look that way. Samantha saw the bright lights as the train approached.
As soon as Samantha boarded and found her seat, she relaxed and fell asleep until she heard “ St Pancras station last stop” and felt the train coming to a halt. She gathered her bag and disembarked. She had arrived in London and looked at the large clock in the middle of the station, it read 6:30am meaning that she was on time. As she disembarked, she stared around at the vast station with its glass ceilings and was in awe of the vast bright space. She walked through the turnstiles and looked up at the board. She had seven minutes to run across to platform 12 to board the train to Stratford. She quickly ran across the station and managed to board the train with three minutes to spare. There were several people on her carriage. A few looked like they were going to work but a few were dressed more casually, some in jeans and trainers and some in jogging bottoms. She wondered if they were making the same journey as her.
As the train started to pull away, she heard her stomach grumble. Samantha thought she couldn’t be hungry yet, as it was hours to go until lunchtime. She picked out her sandwich from her bag and decided to eat it and hoped that there would be food provided when she arrived. As she opened her bag, the smell of chlorine was released. Samantha had used the bag only a couple of days earlier when she went swimming and the smell lingered for days. She ate her cheese sandwich in one hand, which tasted like she was eating the rubber dinghy in a swimming pool, and scrolled through her phone on the other. Samantha kept checking the next route she would need to take which involved a bus to Ilford. When she had finished her sandwich, she reached into her bag for her salt and vinegar crisps, such was Samantha's staple lunch when she was at work when her hand felt something rubbery. She hesitated, initially repelled by the sensation. At first, Samantha thought that it was perhaps her bag falling apart but when she pulled it out she recognised the blue rubber band with the two plastic screens. Samantha shook her head, rolled her eyes and put them back in her bag. In her hurry to pack her bag when she returned from swimming, she had left her swimming goggles in the bag.
Half an hour later, Samantha left the train at Stratford and went across to the bus terminal to get her bus to Ilford. As she was running across to the bus station she saw a bus depart at the terminal, she ran with her bag beating her back with each stride repeating in a mantra “please not my bus, please not my bus”. As the bus turned she saw the word “Romford” and knew she had missed the bus. She slowed her run and shouted, “god damn it!” She got out her phone and looked for the next bus to Ilford, it left in ten minutes. She made her way across to that terminal and waited. The bus was already waiting and she boarded it. She looked anxiously at her watch, 7.35pm, she was already 5 minutes behind schedule which in theory was acceptable, if she was at the correct school that is. She impatiently looked at her watch every minute as time seemed to stand still and stared out of the window. Occasionally she would look at the driver as if her glare would make him go at that given time. Eventually, the bus left on time at 7.40am. Samantha looked around the bus there was a mixture of characters on board, some old, some young and some who looked out of place. The bus was almost full but people had avoided sitting next to Samantha so she was in one of the only places with a spare seat next to her. She smelled her armpits wondering if in her stress and running she had caused herself to emit a rather unfriendly odour. Samantha couldn’t smell anything but realised you never can when it is yourself and returned to looking out of the window. The sun had risen and was shining in some part of the world, but in Stratford, dark clouds loomed overhead and it looked like it would rain at any given moment.
Samantha looked out at the bus nervously, she didn’t know where she was and had blindly followed Google Maps, which informed her she had three stops to go. After the second stop, an old man in a raincoat sat next to her. He was wearing a floppy brown hat and clearly was not from the upper end of society. Samantha suddenly felt very claustrophobic being squeezed towards the window of the bus, knowing she would need to get off soon. The man next to her was unshaven and his eyes were red. Samantha thought that he was either on drugs or still drunk from the night before. She continued to look out of the window and shifted her body in an angle towards it. Suddenly the smell of the man sitting next to her seemed to waft over her, she could smell a mixture of drink and wet damp rain, but yet it wasn’t raining outside.
The man next to her started to shut his eyes and he made sudden grunts. Samantha panicked that she might not be able to get off at her stop and decided that she would rather stand. She said to the man, “excuse me, can I get out?” There was no response from the man in the coat. She nudged him “excuse me Mr, I would like to get out.” There was no response. She put her hand on his shoulder and lightly shook him “excuse me!”
His eyes opened and he snapped. “What! What do you want?” He put his face directly in front of hers, so she could see the yellow of his teeth and the fact that a few had been removed either by force or circumstance. Samantha thought if she was any part of this man she would have wanted out too.
“I need to get passed, I tried to tell you.”
He mumbled “yeah whatever” and slid his body around so his legs were in the aisle. Samantha looked at the small gap he had left and realised that she would have to try and get past. She stood up and slid her legs past him one by one and felt his eyes on her as she left. She could even hear him taking a long sniff of her as he walked past.
She went to the front of the bus. “Is this the nearest stop for Kings Hill School?”
The driver grunted at her, “next one after.” She smiled and said thanks. She glanced at her watch, 7:50am. She was running out of time. Samantha turned back to the bus and saw the man in the hat smile. She could not see his eyes because of the rim of his hat and for some reason that made his smile all the more frightening. Samantha hoped this would be the last time in a long while that she would need to come to London, only now had she realised how much she hated the place.
Samantha departed at the second stop. She started to see a huddle of people going in a certain direction. She realised that they were heading the same way as her and she followed them. As Samantha approached the school, she saw there was now a crowd of people, young and old approaching with her. Some had struck up a conversation on the way and others kept to themselves. Samantha suddenly felt very self-conscious at her choice of clothes as she saw many people in clothes that looked smart. She approached the huddle of people gathered outside the gates and knew it was a bad sign. There was a rumble of people muttering to themselves. She saw one woman turn and walk away. She could hear her exclaim “I knew it was the other one.” Many still stood around in confusion staring at the gates as if they were to magically open.
Samantha stopped in her tracks and looked at her phone. The white time icon glared at her showing her it was 7:57am. She knew that she barely had time to make it to the other school. She turned around and started to make her way through the crowd. As she did and was pushing past, the man behind her said, “damn it! It was always going to be the one I didn’t choose. Looks like you made the same mistake too.”
She lifted her gaze from her phone. The man in front of her was taller than her by a couple of inches and was around 6 foot. He had some stubble around his jawline in a dark nature. He had dark brown short hair which was styled upwards at a slight angle. He smiled at her and she smiled back. “Yeah me too, luck doesn’t really run in the family. I need to dash otherwise I’ll miss the bus. See you there.” She started to push her way past him again but he grabbed her shoulder. She spun around and glared at him. She shrugged his hand away and continued to push past the crowds. As she left the huddle, she heard him shouted after her. “Hey, come back!” She stopped, turned and saw he was jogging up to her. She sighed with relief, he was at least dressed in more casual clothes like her. He was wearing black trousers which on first appearance looked like smart trousers but Samantha saw the light material and realised they were actually jogging trousers, with smart trainers and a dark grey smart jacket over the top. “If you need a lift, you can come with me?”
Samantha was about to leap at the opportunity but then recalled the experience she had with the man on the bus this morning. Samantha didn’t trust strangers. She smiled and said, “I’m fine, thanks.” He grabbed her arm and said “look you can do what you want, but you will miss the start if you go on public transport. You know it as well as I do.”
Samantha shook her arm free and looked at her watch. He was right. With London traffic as it was, even on a Sunday, she would never make it. She looked him up and down and weighed up her options. “OK. Thanks.”
They both ran to his car which was a blue Vauxhall Corsa and parked just around the corner. He got in and started the engine, he turned and said, “It’s nothing flash but its reliable.” They started on the journey to Watford and drove towards the M1.
Samantha looked out of the window. “Better than what I’ve got!”
He laughed and said “oh yeah and what’s that? Wait let me guess? A Fiat 500?”
She laughed “Nope nothing, I haven’t got a car.” She heard him say “oh.” An awkward silence enveloped the car. That is when the tension in the car filled and Samantha felt a growing hate of him. She decided that he gave off an obnoxious air and was trying too hard to gain friends.
“I’m Mike, by the way, Mike Aston.” Samantha turned to face him. The only thing she wanted to do was get out of the car and away from this pretentious man but she needed him. If he was malicious enough, he could leave her and she would be out of the competition for good.
“Samantha” she replied. She turned back to the window.
“Great. Where are you from Samantha?” Samantha just wanted the small talk to come to an end but they had reached the usual traffic on the A1 and we're not going anywhere anytime soon. She looked at her watch, 8:27am, it was going to be tight.
“Chesterfield. You?”
He laughed. “From up t’North are ya?” Samantha rolled her eyes and wished for the time to just go quickly but each minute seemed like an hour. “I’m from Milton Keynes. So not far. You’ve come a treck on the bus then!”
She had had enough of him and just replied “yeah” and hoped that was the end of it but clearly all Mike wanted to do was chat.
“So Sammy...”
“Don’t call me that!” She snapped. The only person who had called her that was her dad when she was small and it always made her feel that way. She turned and glared at him so fast that her hair whipped the side of her face.
He lifted both hands off the wheel as they had come to a halt. “Woah no offence. Someone is tetchy. OK, Samantha.” He enunciated the end letter so it was three syllables longer than necessary. “What do you do for a living?”
Samantha sighed and dreaded the falsely sympathetic response that would follow. “I’ve just left my job.” There was a long pause, just what Samantha had expected.
Finally, there was a reply. “Oh, well good for you. Living the dream. I’m a strategic analyst.”
She sarcastically replied, “well good for you.” They were approaching the turn for the M1. When they were on the M1 and driving at a decent pace, Mike said “Have I said something to offend you? I’m sorry if I did.”
She turned to him, which was easier for Samatha to do now that his eyes were now firmly on the road. “It’s not you. It’s everything you stand for. The upper-middle-class who think they are better than everyone else.”
He replied. “Well look who is Miss Judgemental! I had to work hard to get where I am thank you. I’m sorry things haven't worked out for you but you should have worked harder in school.”
Samantha had finally had enough and raised her voice. “Well some of us don’t get spoon-fed. I had to leave school at sixteen to earn money for my family and to make a life for myself. I bet you sure as hell didn’t have to do that.”
There was a silence that descended that lasted until they approached Watford. Samantha thought that the last twenty minutes of the car journey felt like quite possibly the longest car journey she had ever had.
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As they approached the north of Watford, they turned off and made their way across an area near Chandlers Cross. They descended down some country lanes and appeared to be going to the middle of nowhere. On the approach, they passed some houses that looked like mini-mansion houses, each was set in their own grounds. They finally saw a sign for “Kings Hill School” and turned left when indicated. They descended down another country lane for around a quarter of a mile. Then approached the school. It was a grand school that looked more like an old Manor House with big black gates guarding the entrance. The brown exterior gave off the air of great wealth with large glass windows and a couple of turrets at the very top of the building. Samantha looked around and could see that the school had grounds as far as the eye could see. In the grounds were: several playing fields, an outdoor pool and even its own stable yard. They approached the gates which were made of thick iron and were already open. Samantha could not stop the word “wow” escaping from her mouth. It was the first word she had said for twenty minutes. 
“A bit different from my school!” Mike replied.
Samantha snorted. “No stable yard at yours?”
Mike turned and glared. “Not that you would believe it Samantha, but I went to a school like you.” The only noise that followed was the noise of the tyres on the gravel. They could see the car park, which looked full of rows and rows of different vehicles, she looked across and could see out of the corner of her eye that Mike was doing the same. There were cars behind them already pipping their horns impatiently. Mike said “look, Samantha, I know you don’t think I’m like you, but I want to prove it to you. Jump out. If we both waited to park up we wouldn’t make it in time and I’ve got a feeling that these people don’t have patience. You go. I’ll see you inside.”
She looked at the clock on the dash of the car, which showed a time of 8:56am and then looked at him. She felt a feeling of guilt for her judgement. “I can’t do that, it’s not fair.” They had stopped near the entrance. Cars were pipping their horns loudly and in unison like a one instrument band. Some had even gone over the stone edging and driven onto the grass, gesticulating to them as they passed. Samantha looked around, to her horror of her own selfishness she found that she already had one hand on the handle as if her head had made her mind up for her.
He turned to her, looked into her eyes with a hard stare and raised his voice. “Just do it!”
To the echoes of the beeping horns behind, Samantha grabbed her bag, pulled the handle towards her and ran out of the car. She ran across to the main entrance dodging between the cars and nearly getting run over twice as people frantically tried to make it in time. She checked her watch, it was 8:58am. She knew there was no way Mike was going to make it in time. As she ran up the marble stairs and through the large wooden doors, she turned back. Through the huddle of people rushing past her, she saw his car speed off to the car park. She turned and ran inside. The entrance hall was all in mahogany, with a stunning glass chandelier hanging down in the centre. The entrance hall alone would have made a grand hall wall. Samantha joined the queue and looked to the front. She could see the main reception desk where people appeared to be signing in and to the side a large foldaway table where bags were being rummaged through.
Samantha could hear the constant chatter of excited people. There must have been at least fifty people in the queue in front of her. She could hear in the background exclaims of “that’s not fair, I need that!” and realised items were being confiscated. As she slowly progressed in the queue, she saw a man in a green jacket and trousers approach the door with a large key looking at his watch. Her eyes followed him as he stared at his watch as several frantic people piled in through the door and pushing the queue forward with a jolt. Samantha turned and saw the man put the key in the lock as some young people ran up the stairs to the hall. She looked at the many faces piling inside and could not see Mike. Then the man in the green jacket shut the big doors as people still squeezed through. As the doors shut with a loud bang and Samantha heard the key lock the door, she could still hear people outside banging on the door shouting, “Let us in, it's only just turned nine! We went to the wrong school, it wasn’t made clear! I’ve driven 100 miles to get here!” The man in the green jacket was oblivious to the noise. He pulled the key out of the door and walked away. Samantha tried to look at his face but there was a green cap covering his eyes, so she could not see him fully. It was clinical and brutal, Mike was right, they would not wait. She felt the guilt creep over her when she thought of him. She shook her head to dismiss the thought. She wondered if she was wrong about him but something about him seemed strange, too confident. She tried to forget Mike by rationalising that she probably would never see him again. The thought comforted her as she would never have to apologise for being a bitch to him. She turned her mind to the queue ahead. Samantha considered that if they were as brutal and efficient regarding the assessments as they were for the start, then she was in for a hell of a day.
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As she approached the front of the queue, having shuffled forward like sheep being huddled into a pen,  Samantha could still hear the echoes of “I’m glad I’m not them.”, “Did they not see the nugget on the website?” and “They must have got stuck on the M25, I only just made it.” Samantha kept to herself as she approached the desk. A man in a green jacket with a green cap said “Name?” She paused, trying to peer underneath the rim of the cap. Trying to see a person under the facade. She wondered why Channel 3 had needed to put on the charade of making it so impersonal. Why did it matter if they knew who they were dealing with? Unless Samantha wondered, they were not dealing with Channel 3 at all but some other entity behind the scenes.  Either way, it made her feel uneasy. Samantha wondered if that was the point.
“Samantha Harrington.” He handed her a badge with her name on it. She stuck it on the front of her jacket.
“Make your way across to the main hall, it is on the left and you have 5 minutes before the introduction starts. Your bag will be searched next. Please move to the left and have your bag ready.”
She was just about to ask if lunch would be provided and how long the day would last when she saw his lips move and he shouted “next!” She mumbled her thanks and made her way across the table, just passed the desk and waited in another queue. Her bag was opened in front of her and each item emptied on the desk, for everyone around her to see. They removed her chocolate bar and put the packet in the bin next to them which was stacked high with unopened sandwiches, wraps and pasta lunches. Samantha was relieved she had eaten her sandwich on the train.  “You are what you eat ey?” she said trying to feel a bit more human. There was no response. She watched as her: notepad, pen, penknife, book and goggles were presented on the bench. They packed the items back in her bag.
The woman in the green jacket, whose hair draped behind her through the hole in the back of the green cap said, “move to the side please, you will be searched.” Samantha gathered her bag and shuffled across to the next woman. She felt like a piece of meat being processed along a conveyor belt.
Samantha heard a shout of a female voice and turned to see another green jacket shout “stand here, arms and legs apart.” Apart from the voice, Samantha would not have known if, through the masculine build, the person in front of her was male or female, the cap hiding any facial features. Samantha did as she was told, already feeling a little less human than when she had arrived. They got out her purse and searched through it, and returned it to her. Then took out her phone and put it to one side. They continued to pat her down all over and Samantha felt slightly violated. The woman shouted “Next” so loud it made Samantha’s ears ring. Samantha reached over to grab her phone, but before she could, a woman in a green jacket behind the desk had grabbed it. She handed her a key and said “It will be returned to you at the end of the day. Next!” Samantha picked up the key with the number 56 on it, grabbed her bag and walked towards the entrance hall. Along the wall were various large paintings of men and women in old fashioned dress that covered the walls. Samantha felt like she could be in an art gallery and considered that if this had been at her school, they would have instantly been defaced.
She approached the main hall and then saw Mike running towards her in the opposite direction. “Mike! How did you…” He just tapped his nose, smiled at her and ran towards security. She heard the confusion that followed. She could imagine how the emotionless Green Jackets felt about an unscheduled arrival. She wondered if he would be let in and wondered how he had made it at all. She was surprised that she actually felt pleased he had made it. Samantha wasn’t sure if this was as a result of the appeasing of her guilt or a genuine growing liking for him. 
She continued walking down the hallway and walked through some large wooden doors at the end. There was a golden plaque on the doors with black shiny letters showing “The Grand Hall”. Samantha could only imagine the hall in front of her. As she entered, there were several red leather chairs on a wooden floor. The windows were large, showing the green grounds outside, letting lots of light in which shined off the immaculately polished floor. There was a podium at the front with a golden coloured lectern and red leather chairs either side. She looked up. The ceiling was separated by four glass chandeliers that seemed to glisten light all around them, giving the impression of being in a prism, as if she was walking into a dream. The hall was half full and Samantha guessed there were around seventy people present. She made her way down the aisle and around halfway down squeezed herself passed several people and into a seat in the middle of the row. She sat down and turned her head around to look left and right. There was a mixture of people present: some young, some old and a mixture of male and female. Most appeared smartly dressed and Samantha put her bag in front of her legs to hide the tight leggings she had decided to wear. Samantha got out her notepad and pen in readiness for the meeting to start. As she looked back up, she saw a person she recognised, Carly Bright. She was surrounded by a group of people who looked as immaculate as she did. Samantha rolled her eyes, the day hadn’t even started and Samantha felt like she was already back at school.
There was a hushed silence as a woman approached the podium. She was older, Samantha thought maybe in her late forties. She wore a black pencil skirt, large stiletto yellow heels and a yellow top. Samantha thought she looked like a wasp and wondered if that was the impression she tried to give, that if you got too close, she would sting you. Her hair was short and spiky and Samantha could tell she was not a woman not to be messed with. As she was about to start, the doors behind made a loud creak as they were being shut. Samantha heard a shout of “wait” that sounded familiar and saw Mike run in as the doors were closing and take a seat at the back. The doors immediately shut behind him. There was a banging on the doors but they did not open again.
Samantha looked to the right of the woman and noticed two men sat down. One man in tattered jeans and a white shirt who looked vaguely familiar. The other man was slim and wore a light blue shirt buttoned up bar one button and dark blue suit trousers with blonde hair which was cut fairly short. Samantha thought the two people could not have been more different in appearance and yet both looked oddly out of place.
The woman held the lectern and spoke. “Hello my name is Andrea Moore and I am the CEO of Channel 3. I’m sure you are all wondering why you are here and what is in store for you; so let me begin.”
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Samantha listened intently and noted that Andrea Moore had the room holding on to her every raspy word. “Well as you have all passed the initial mental challenges, you are all smart enough to know that if I am here, then the programme that you will ultimately be competing for a place on will be aired on Channel 3. The set-up will be similar to that of our hit show ‘The Group’, in that you will all be competing with each other for a prize. However, this is a physically and mentally challenging programme. You will need to demonstrate individual excellence as well as the ability to work together to solve challenges and puzzles along the way. The winner will be voted for by the public. As to the prize, well, that will be revealed later, but all I can say is that it is one you do not want to miss.”
Samantha watched as Andrea released her grasp from the lectern and started pacing around the podium. “On to today. You will be put into teams to work with each other to solve various problems. You will be put into ten groups of ten people. There will be three challenges in total. We have selected your teams for you, which should be a mix of personalities and abilities as you would have in any business. The ability to succeed in these challenges is reliant on your ability to work as a team. Your results will be analysed by experts and assessors along the way.”
Samantha saw the girl in front turn to her newfound friend and overheard her say, “the man in the jeans is Tim Sykes, FriendFinder founder. I wonder what he is doing here?” She was immediately shushed by the person next to her. Samantha suddenly realised that the girl was right, that it was Tim Sykes and she recognised him from the artificially friendly welcome message she received when she first created her FriendFinder page.
Andrea’s voice boomed across the hall, filling it and making everybody sit up. “You, the two girls in the middle row who just spoke just now. Stand up.” To Samantha, it looked as if she was pointing at her. Samantha froze. Everyone looked in her direction, it made Samantha wonder if she did actually refer to her. Samantha doubted herself and started to grab her bag. She bent her head down to pick up her bag. When her head lifted and she was about to stand up, she saw the two girls in front of her stand up. It seemed to be in slow motion and Samantha could see every tremble through their body as they stood. 
The two girls stood awkwardly for a minute before Andrea put them out of their misery. “You are dismissed. You can leave by the door you came in.”
The girl who had shushed her protested. “But I told her to shush, I didn’t say a word!” She was elbowed by the girl she had spoken to and they stood glaring at each other. Samantha wondered if this is what they were looking for, friendships to be ruined. In the space of two minutes, the friendship they once had evaporated. They now spoke to each other with loathing rather than friendship.
Andrea stood firm. “I said you are dismissed. My decision is final, now leave.”
The girls stood silently for a couple of seconds as if stunned and then created a Mexican wave of people standing up to let them through. There was silence as everyone watched the scene in front of them. They watched every shuffle, every muffled angry word they said to each other until they finally witnessed the wooden doors being unlocked and them leaving. The door made a loud creak in the silence and slammed shut. The noise of the key in the lock turning once again echoed through the hall.
Andrea waited for the attention to be solely on her once again. “As you will have noted, we are very strict. Any talking when a speaker or teacher is talking will not be tolerated. Any lateness will not be tolerated. Any disruptive behaviour or cheating will not be tolerated. We want the best and only the best. You will be called up by name when it is your turn. Enjoy your day. Good luck and godspeed!”
She turned and sat down next to the two men. The entire room was filled with the noise of her heels clicking against the wooden floor. Tim Sykes, Andrea and another man that Samantha did not know sat firmly looking out to the group. Samantha and the rest of the hall, looked at each other in confusion, wondering what they were meant to do next. The sound of a door opening and closing was heard and everyone looked around to see where the noise had come from. A man in a military uniform, which was dark blue with several multi-coloured stripes on his left breast pocket, approached the lectern. He had short brown hair which was tightly clipped. Samantha thought that even without his uniform, his walk and general posture showed he was military. Samantha swallowed hard, she could feel her throat burn as her mouth was so dry there was nothing to swallow. She wondered what was in store for her. “My name is Scott Dudley. I will be your tutor and leader today. When I call your name, make your way across to the stage.”
Samantha listened to several names being called and the excited chatter as people stood up and made their way to the front. When a group of ten names were called, Scott lead them through to the back of the room and was followed by Andrea, Tim and the other man. The group was then left on their own. The tension evaporated in the room and everyone picked up their conversations where they had been left off. Samantha turned to her left and right. She had a man her age with short brown hair and glasses to her left who was deep in conversation with the people to his left and an empty space to her right. She sat in silence.
Samantha pondered how dull it was to just sit in silence with nothing to do and no-one to talk to. She turned around and managed to see a glimpse of Mike. She couldn’t catch his eye and just watched him as he talked to the people around him. Samantha turned back around, knowing he had already made friends. She knew he would. She was confused as to why she cared and sat with her notepad in her hand doodling and trying to keep herself entertained.
She checked her watch, it was 11:10am and her name was still not called. She had been sitting in silence for an hour and had watched as the hall around her had dwindled. Scott Dudley approached the podium again for the fifth time. He held his clipboard and shouted. “Next team: Mohammed Akmed, Tina Carrie, David Dryden, Miles Flagton, Bethany Gore, Samantha Harrington, Elizabeth Haywood-Turner, Rowan Morrow, Ross Templeton and Gracia Zafia. Please make your way to the stage and follow me.”
Samantha stood up and slid past the people in her row who were still seated and made her way to the stage. She looked around at her group and thought that they had certainly made sure it was a mixture of backgrounds. Although she tried not to, Samantha immediately made snap judgements on the people she had not even spoken to. Samantha believed that Bethany looked like a fitness fanatic and was probably in her late teens. On the other end of the scale, Samantha thought that the fully suited David Dryden was probably in his late fifties. She wondered how David was going to fair in the physical challenges. The thought made her relax a bit more and selfishly thought to herself that at least she wouldn’t be the last.
They followed Scott to the end of the hall without speaking for fear of being dismissed like naughty school children.  They left the hall and walked down a long corridor. At the end of the corridor was a table with paperwork on it. Scott turned to them when they approached the desk.
“All of you grab a pen and a medical questionnaire from the table. When you have done, hand your completed questionnaire to me as I call your name.”
The group dived to the table and grabbed a piece of paper with a series of questions on it. While Samantha was completing a series of questions about her mental and physical wellbeing, she noticed a box at the bottom to say that she consented to her medical records being accessed. She looked around, everyone had their heads bowed over the paper, they did not seem fazed by the fact that their every personal ailment would be studied in scrutiny. She ticked the box giving her consent. She noticed a question about how many units of alcohol she drank a week, she lied and stated that she only drank two units. She didn’t think it would be found out. 
While many of the group were finishing their forms, Scott started to speak. “This first challenge is an individual challenge which will test your ability to work under physical pressure. You will be called through alphabetically. Any questions?” There was a deathly silence. Samantha immediately looked at David who stared at the floor. “Good. Have your form ready to hand to me when I call your name. First up, Mohammed Akmed.”
Samantha watched as Mohammed walked through the oak double doors to whatever lay beyond. Mohammed was tall with a muscular build and appeared to be of Sikh origin. He said nothing as he walked through the doors. She calculated that if they were calling them through alphabetically, then she would be the sixth person to be called through.
After Mohammed was called through, there was an awkward silence between them all and they looked at each other, waiting for the first person who dared to speak. Samantha wanted to say something, even just to evaporate the tension in the room. She opened her mouth but found that no words came out. She closed her mouth again, having looked like a goldfish.
The silence was broken, David spoke first.  He looked around and said, “I feel a bit old for this looking at you guys!” The welsh accent was immediately evident. It was the kind of accent that automatically puts you at ease, a classic call centre voice. Samantha looked at David, he seemed to have a kindness in his eyes, a trusting face. He was wearing a full black suit with a red tie. However, she could tell that with his round face with grey hair and rotund stomach that he was overweight.
Elizabeth was the first to reply, she had a posh accent that gave her clipped tones as if she had learned to speak from listening to the Queen. She was of slim build with long ginger hair. She was wearing black work trousers that were slim fitting and a black and red smart t-shirt. Samantha thought that she had dressed perfectly for the occasion, unlike poor David who would struggle in his suit. “Don’t be silly, they wanted a variety of candidates after all. It’s David, isn’t it? What do you do for a living?”
David replied, “I’m a mathematics teacher by trade at a local school in Cardiff. How about you?”
Elizabeth smiled, “I can see why the sudoku puzzle appealed!” She laughed a fake but posh laugh. “I own my own riding school, teaching children and adults how to ride our beautiful horses”
Samantha rolled her eyes. She sat quietly hoping that no-one asked her what she did for a living. She felt like David, like she didn’t belong, but for very different reasons. Even though, she did not know what lay ahead, she would still prefer that to standing around having to make polite conversation. Elizabeth was just about to speak again when Scott reappeared and silence fell. He walked in, stood up straight and said “Tina Carrie.” A woman in her mid-thirties with short brown curly hair and big red glasses, who like Samantha had said very little since they were called through, made her way through the wooden brown doors without saying a word.
After Scott and Tina had left, a woman that Samantha recalled was Gracia spoke. “I wonder what is behind there?” Gracia’s accent was European and she had soft tanned skin and long dark hair cascading behind her back. She was wearing tight three-quarter black jogging trousers and trainers. Samantha marvelled at her natural beauty, with beautiful skin, thick black hair and a slim figure.
David shrugged. “Who knows. It’s not easy to predict with what we have faced so far. If it's 100m sprint I’m screwed anyway!” He laughed a hearty laugh and made the others join in with him. He had the effect of putting everyone at ease. Samantha for some reason instantly felt a bond with David, perhaps because he was out of place too. Samantha kept to herself without saying a word. She felt naked without a mobile phone to bury her head into, unable to block the world out with headphones.
A tall man with dark long hair down to his chin said,“I just hope they keep my bloody phone safe, it cost almost $1000 dollars.” Samantha recognised the man as Ross. He had the air of a businessman about him. He was dressed in smart trousers and an open neck shirt. He gave off the air of arrogance and Samantha immediately disliked him.
Then a young, slightly squeaky, voice came from the corner. “I know. I thought they couldn’t do that. Against our rights or something?” Bethany looked more ready for a photo shoot for a sports designer than for an interview. Samantha thought she must still be at college as she didn’t look much older than 18. Samantha wondered if she had lied on her application about her age. Ross gave a hearty laugh and Samantha just caught him looking at Bethany either judging her or checking her out, either way, Samantha disliked it.
“Nah we do it at interviews for my company too. Then you know people aren’t cheating.” Samantha rolled her eyes, what a surprise. Ross didn’t seem the type to be able to work under anyone, he did not seem the type to deal with another person's authority. The group turned as the doors squeaked open. Scott burst through the door. “David Dryden.” David sheepishly pushed his way past the group. As he walked past Samantha he turned to her and mumbled. “Wish me luck!” Samantha smiled and nodded, not daring to speak.
After they left, Ross turned to Samantha. She cursed David for drawing attention to her, making the group realise her existence. “So what about you?”
Samantha picked her head up. “What about me?” She hoped to give off the impression that she did not want to talk, hoping that it would draw Ross’s attention to some other poor soul for grilling.
“Well who are you and what do you do? Jeez, I feel like I’m the presenter on a game show! Who are you and where do you come from?” Ross laughed and a couple of others laughed with him.
Samantha did not like the way this conversation was already going. She paused, weighing up for a response. She decided to lie because she couldn't stand being looked at in the same way that Mike had looked at her earlier. “I’m an administration assistant at a law firm.”
Ross nodded and gave her a disinterested look, giving the impression that he was disappointed. Samantha wondered if he would have been, had she spoke the truth. “Well good. The sudoku must have been challenging!”
Samantha looked at him and snapped. “Only as challenging as it must be for you to not judge others before you know them.”
“Jeez, I was only trying to…” Before he could finish the sentence, Scott came through again to call the next person through. Samantha had never been so relieved to see someone in her life. “Miles Flagton.” When Scott left, the others spoke amongst themselves. In the first few words she had spoken, she had alienated herself from the group. She stared out of the window, looking at the grounds surrounding them, wishing for the day to be over before it had even truly begun.
After Bethany was called through, Samantha only had to wait a short amount of time until Scott re-appeared. She knew she was next and was bracing herself for whatever lay ahead.  She had already made her way towards the doors when she was summoned.“Samantha Harrington.” She followed Scott blindly out of the hallway, and as they walked in silence, Samantha wondered why Bethany’s time appeared to have been so short. She wondered if Bethany had either completed the challenge quickly or failed it quickly. As she walked through the doors into a large room, she surveyed her surroundings.  On the walls hung several impressive tapestries and the ceiling was in a dome shape which had window panes at the top to let light in. Samantha looked into the centre of the room and was immediately drawn to the contraption in front of her. She said out loud, “what the hell is that?”
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Samantha stared, wide-eyed, into the middle of the room. She could not take her eyes from it. She heard Scott’s voice which snapped her out of her blank stare of confusion. “Miss Harrington, your form?” She turned to him and handed him her form. She was watched as he scanned it through carefully.  Without looking up he asked, “so you are not on any blood pressure medication?”
In reality, Samantha was on a light dose of blood pressure medication but thought it was probably not a concern, it was only a small dose after all. “No.” She lied.
Scott continued scanning the form. “You haven’t had a drink in the last twenty-four hours?”
“No.” She lied. She thought it was probably out of her system anyway.
Scott put her form on a pile on the table behind him. As he twisted, she noticed two other people were in the room with them. Before she had a chance to look at them properly, Scott twisted around to face her, blocking her view of the people behind. “Samantha, in front of you is a machine that will spin you around and upside down for exactly one minute. You will be strapped in but have no control of where it will take you. In that minute, I will be asking you questions of general knowledge. Each question you get wrong will increase the speed of the device. This test is designed to assess your ability to think and calculate under extreme physical pressure. We have an expert in this field standing by to assess you and a doctor just in case. If you want the challenge to be stopped at any time or start to feel unwell, simply say “stop” and we will stop the machine but you will automatically fail. Is that understood?”Samantha nodded and confirmed she was happy to proceed. The reply was simple. “Good. Let's get you in.”
Samantha made her way across to the contraption in the middle of the room. She noted that it was a circle shape with metal wire protecting the outer edge. Samantha thought that it looked almost like the ball in which motorcycles ride inside at fairgrounds, usually called something cheesy like “circle of death”. Stood in front of it now, Samantha thought that the name was apt. Through the wiring, she saw a seat in the middle with seatbelts either side. She crawled into the gap in the wiring and sat on the seat. She could see her surroundings but each was in segments, like how a fly sees its surroundings. She strapped herself in by pulling the seatbelts across her middle and over the top as if she was about to go on a rollercoaster.
One of the men who Samantha recognised was in the hall at the start, came to check the strapping. Samantha looked into his piercing blue eyes and felt at ease. Her heartbeat quickened, she wasn’t sure if this was the nerves of what was ahead or another feeling. A feeling she didn’t expect, a feeling she had not felt since Ryan. She felt her face flush and looked away. She watched as his soft hands tested the strapping around her. Samantha told herself to get a grip. Her seatbelts were pulled, moving her body slightly towards his. He looked at her and she felt her heartbeat quickened. “Are you ready?”
Samantha whispered, “I think so.”
He nodded and moved close to her ear “Just focus on the questions, it will help to distract your mind.” He smiled and Samantha nodded. Samantha felt the feeling of attraction flow through her. She instinctively looked down, no ring on his hand. She watched as he looked in her direction and smiled. Samantha cursed herself for being so transparent. He walked away. She had even forgotten to ask who he was. Samantha tried to focus, telling herself that she would not stand a chance with a man like that anyway.
In the background, she heard Scott ask in a low voice, “what did you say?” She heard the man with the blonde hair reply, “hold tight” and laugh. Scott replied “As long as that was all Brady, anything else could jeopardise the programme. No advantage for girls you like.”
Samantha thought Brady, she’ll have to remember that. She wasn’t sure if that was a first name or surname, she assumed the latter. As she was wondering about who he was, she felt the chair start to swing. It started to move forwards and backwards. Samantha instantly recalled the horrible memories of being on a pirate ship as a child but knew this would be much worse. Scott shouted, “we will start in 5,4,3,2,1 go.”
Samantha felt the first loop and her stomach lurched. Scott was stood near the cage and she could hear his voice bellowing over the creaking of the machine. “What is the capital of Sweden?”
Samantha could feel the sick rising from her stomach already but swallowed and thought about the question, recalling Brady’s advise. Samantha recalled that one of her friends had moved there for University. She tried to remember, but the memory was twirling around her. The answer came. “Stockholm.”
“What is 20 x 210?” She quickly tried to do the maths in her head but with the room spinning her sense of rational thought was fading.
“4200” She had gone upside down at least five times already.
“What is sodium chloride otherwise more commonly known as?” Samantha paused. The nausea was starting to overcome her. Her focus was shifting to the feeling that she was going to be sick. She said the first word that came into her head. She no longer cared if the answers were correct, she wanted this to be over. “Salt.”
The room was spinning fast and Samantha could feel her consciousness fading. “What falls quicker, an apple, a grapefruit or do they fall at the same speed?” Samantha could no longer think. She swallowed the sick in her mouth “The grapefruit?”
She heard Scott billow “Incorrect. If I had 88 pieces of silver and I gave half to my friend, half of the remaining to his friend and then 20 to my neighbour. How many do I have left?” Samantha tried to think, she halved 88 in her mind to get 44.
She halved it again to get 22.  As she was calculating, the machine spun her in a full loop around the room and she could hold it in no more she was sick all over the floor. She could only see blackness but heard a sweet familiar voice say “stop the machine!”
Samantha through the blackness shouted “NO!” She thought about the puzzle again and replied through the acidic taste in her mouth “2.”
“20 seconds remaining.” Samantha breathed hard, she was just over halfway through. “What does the C in the equation E=MC squared stand for?”
Samantha replied “pass!” Physics was not her strong suit, even with two feet on the ground. She cursed, she would have known the other two.
“If I was travelling at 20mph down a road for 30 miles and set off at 12pm, what time would I arrive?” Samantha tried to think, but her ability to concentrate had passed. She could no longer recall the first part of the question and guessed. “1:30pm.” She was surprised not to hear Scott’s bellowing voice telling her she was wrong again.
“What planet was recently de-classified?”
Samantha shouted, “Pluto!”
Scott immediately replied. “Why?” Samantha thought about the question but all she could see were the walls spinning. “I don’t know, it wasn’t big enough” She could not think logically anymore.
“Finally Samantha, tell me your name and date of birth.” Samantha's eyes were closed and she managed to utter the word “Sam” and then the blackness consumed her.
When she awoke, there was a man in a white coat, who she hoped was the doctor, kneeling over her,  fanning her and giving her smelling salts. She was lay down on the floor near the wall. Samantha had no recollection of anyone getting her out of the machine and moving her. She looked around her but she moved her head too quickly and immediately threw up again. The doctor turned to Scott and Brady and said “she will be OK but that was too close. Next time listen to me when I say she has had enough.”
Her vision was still blurry and everything around her spinning. She was starting to hear her surroundings again but they sounded faint and distant as if she were on the outside looking in. She could hear a faint voice. “What is the point in having me here if you are going to ignore me? You could have done some permanent damage. She clearly wasn’t prepared for this.”
Samantha sat up and through her lips, which were covered in vomit uttered, “you’re wrong.” She put her palms on the floor and tried to stand but although her brain commanded the action, her legs would not respond. She gave up trying and immediately relaxed her body against the wall.
Scott walked over to her. “The doctor will escort you out.” She felt two hands underneath each armpit as they hoisted her to her feet. She started to feel her legs again and could now put her weight on them. She slowly put one foot in front of the other. She was pleased for the assistance, she thought without it, she would have slumped to the floor again.
She tried to lift her head up but the effort was too great. She looked at the floor and saw each of her strides, it looked as though her feet might trip her up. Samantha needed to know what happened and how she had done, to know if it was all worth it. In a slurred voice, that sounded like she had drank ten pints, she said, “how did I do?”
With all the effort she could muster, she raised her head and looked in Scott’s direct. His shape was fading in and out and he seemed to be in several places at the same time. Samantha had never experienced anything like it, she felt like she couldn’t control her own body, that all her senses were merged into one. Scott looked at her, Samantha couldn’t make out his facial expression but even across the room, she could sense his distaste. She saw his shape turn and walk away, ready to call in another candidate for the unsuspecting torture that lay ahead.
Samantha was escorted out of the room and was put in a chair outside. She looked around at the two men who escorted her. Her vision was slowly returning to normal and she saw the doctor walk back into the room. The man she now recognised as Brady handed her a glass of water. She grabbed the cold glass and felt the warmth of his fingers as they briefly touched. Samantha felt like an electric charge had passed through them both. She looked up at him and saw his smiling face, his complexion was immaculate and slightly tanned. “Next time, listen to me or you will do some serious damage to yourself.”
He turned to walk away. She grabbed his arm which was trailing behind him and pulled him towards her. Samantha could tell he was caught off balance by the movement as his upper body jerked towards her. “How did I do?”
He looked away and said “about average. You blacked out after most though, that’s something.” He released her grip and walked away. Samantha looked at the wooden floor and each indent in the wood seemed to be in a swirl pattern than made her feel even dizzier. She was starting to feel more like her normal self, the cold water had helped.
Eventually, someone in a green jacket came to get Samantha and escorted her into a gymnasium where people were sitting on the floor. Samantha immediately felt more relaxed as everyone in that room was looking various shades of green to completely pale. She sat down on the outer edge, nearest the door and David approached her. She could feel the floor move under his every step. “You can always tell the ones who have just done the test.”
She continued to stare at her water and replied, “How did you do?”
David slid his back down the wall and sat next to her groaning about his knees as he did so. “Not great. I couldn't last, so had to get out. Even then, I was on the old grandad setting because of my blood pressure. I could only imagine how it was for you younger and fitter ones!”
Samantha smiled at him “Well I vomited twice and they called it off, saying I couldn’t handle it, so I’m not much better!”
David laughed. “What the hell was it for anyway, what are they recruiting for? This is no ordinary TV show if it is a TV show at all. I doubt Countdown recruits guests like this!”
Samantha replied, “I have no idea.” She looked at her water and knew he was right, there was something else going on, something big. to go to this level of testing people to the limits but couldn’t possibly imagine what that could be.
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There was a general background noise of various people talking at once. Samantha and David were happy just to sit down not speaking and compose themselves. Samantha noted that many people did not look fazed at all by the challenge they had just undertaken, looking perfectly normal. The thought did not fill Samantha with much confidence, she already believed she had failed or at the very least got a very low mark. Her thoughts occasionally drifted to that moment with Brady, where their fingers briefly touched. She dismissed the idea from her mind, he was cold almost dismissive of her and she knew nothing about him. Not what he did or even his first name. The only thing she could tell was, in those few minutes he spoke to her, that he had a soft American accent.
Samantha watched as the last few candidates walked through, each looking as ill as the last. She was pleased to note that Ross had also looked very dizzy and green when he came through. In the last group, she saw Mike come through. He was immediately surrounded by people asking him how it went. Samantha noted that he didn’t look fazed at all. She wondered why. He never saw her looking but David did. “Friend of yours?”
She replied, “not exactly.” She watched on with a twinge of jealousy, she wasn’t sure if it was because he had instantly made so many friends, or because he never noticed her. She tried not to care.
After everyone had taken the test, the hall was silent as Scott entered. He strolled in a commanding manner into in the middle of the floor and addressed everyone through continually twisting to see everyone. “Well done everyone that was the first test complete. For those of you who had brought lunch with you, this was confiscated off you at the entrance. We will now be bringing around lunch. We will break for fifteen minutes and then the first group can follow me to the next test.”
Scott then left through a different door towards the end of the gymnasium. David turned to Samantha and said “about time! It best be as good as my cheese and pickle sandwich I had brought!” Samantha could hear the echo of sentiments across the room, the mumbling of “about time” and “I’m starving.”
Samantha watched as professionally dressed catering staff brought each person around their lunch. The staff wore green waistcoats and trousers, white shirts and green hair nets; each looked in their mid-fifties. They brought out a trolley and Samantha watched as each person was given a white cardboard package. Samantha could hear a disgruntled rumble while the packages were being given out. They were given out regardless, with each person opening theirs showing a disgusted look on their face.
A man in his late thirties, wearing joggers and trainers with long black hair tied in a ponytail stood up. “This is outrageous you can’t feed us this. I’m pretty sure most of us have been sick and I know that in order for our bodies to recover, we need proper nutrition”. The woman in the hairnet stood and watched him as if she was watching her own television show. Her expression was emotionless. She turned and wheeled her trolley out of the room.
That show of defiance had an effect on the group, they rallied together. When the group was left on their own, there were murmurs of “yeah” and “you tell them.” The man in the joggers carried on. “Most of you might be too afraid to speak up, but I’m not going to be treated like crap because of a TV show.” There was a hushed silence as Scott returned, walking in with the catering staff by his side. The man in the joggers carried on unaware, despite everyone’s anxious glances towards the door. “We have rights you know. Dignity sure as hell has gone out of the window, but we have the right to be fed properly and catered for, otherwise we could sue them.”
“I hear you are not happy with the food?” Scott bellowed. His voice echoed off the gymnasium walls and it sounded to Samantha as if he was standing right next to her, shouting in her ear.
“You’re damn right I’m not. The rest may be too scared to speak out, but I sure as hell am not.” They stood facing each other, each not willing to back down, staring at each other like boxers in a weigh-in. Samantha watched this encounter with interest, wondering what would happen next and most importantly if he would be kicked out of the assessment day.
Scott slowly and carefully chose his words.“You either leave it, eat it quietly or go. The choice is yours.” Everyone watched, the air had been sucked out of the room as if each person dared not to speak. They stared at each other until eventually, the man grabbed the cardboard packaging and sat down. Scott smiled with one side of his face in contempt. “Anyone else wants to complain about the food?”
The hall was silent. Samantha looked around the room. Everyone was either looking around the room or at their shoes. Scott replied, “thought not. Well, thanks to Mr big shot here you have five minutes to finish your lunch.”
Samantha heard a female voice shout up and the whole room turned to stare. “We’ve not even had ours yet!” A sentiment that Samantha thought in her own mind, thanking her hungry belly for making her eat her sandwich early. Samantha watched as Scott turned round to look at them all. Samantha was sure at one point he stared directly at her.
“That is not my problem. If you have a problem with that, thank the ponytailed idiot over there.” Scott turned and walked out, leaving the room in stunned silence. For a while, no-one said anything until the room started to relax and the rumble of chatter began.
David turned to Samantha, “I guess I’m not getting a cheese and pickle sarnie then!”
Samantha laughed, “I guess not. I’m pleased I had mine earlier!”
As the dinner lady came to Samantha, she grabbed the cardboard packet that was given to her. Samantha noted it looked in a similar style to what they gave out on aeroplanes. Samantha told herself that it was probably the upper-class snobs who were used to business class food who couldn’t handle it.
She studied the packet they had given her, she tore off the lid and looked at the contents. Samantha thought it looked like the contents of what she had threw up earlier on. There were three compartments each with a different colour of clumps in. Samantha looked at the lid she had just torn off and noticed on the top there was in small black print the words “freeze-dried fruits - various.”
David turned to Samantha, “my wife said I needed to go on a diet, I guess this is one place to start.”
Samantha took out a red clump that she thought once began life as a juicy strawberry. She put it in her mouth. It was hard and difficult to chew. She twirled it around her mouth for a while, waiting for the saliva to moisten it. Once it was a bit wetter, Samantha could actually taste a bit of strawberry.
Samantha turned to David. “To say how much that guy moaned, it isn’t that bad.” She continued to munch her way through the selection of strawberries, apples and blackberries. Samantha was surprised to note that she did feel slightly better for eating the fruit, it got some natural sugars into her body and made her feel less sickly. She wondered if that had been the intention or if it was just an experiment to see how they reacted after minimal food. She couldn’t tell if there was good in their intentions or not.
A hushed silence resumed as Scott walked in. Samantha checked her watched and thought that he was a man of his word. He had given them just five minutes. All he said were the names of the first group and called them through.
After they left, Samantha turned to David. “What do you think lies ahead for us this afternoon?”
David replied, “I’m not quite sure. If it is anything as physical as the last one, I’m doomed anyway! I’m hoping they go for a challenge that is more intellectual this time around.”
Samantha considered this. “Well, they did promise a mixture of both.” Samantha secretly hoped it was more physical if it was a mental challenge she couldn’t go up against the likes of David. “What do you think it’s all for?”
David looked around the room surveyed the type of people in turn. “I’m not sure but I think it must be some kind of physical challenge. A bit like an SAS challenge. If it is, I’m not going through with it anyway. I doubt I would be picked in any case. I was hoping for something more like a game show!”
“Maybe it still is something like that” Samantha lied. To Samantha, it felt every inch like a game and they where the pieces of the board being moved and dictated into place. Samantha felt like the pawn on a chessboard, being moved and at times, being moved into places they knew she would fail. There was another reason why she felt like a piece in a board game, she couldn't shake off the feeling that even when they were alone, she was being watched constantly.
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After a few more groups had been called through and the hall started to diminish in numbers, Scott came through and said, “group 6- Mohammed Akmed and co.” Samantha and David got up off the floor and Samantha noticed that her bum had gone numb from sitting on the hard surface for so long. She gave David a hand getting up and hoped for his sake that what was in store wasn’t too physical. David looked at Samantha as he got to his feet and said, “thanks, here we go!”
They walked across the hall in silence to a large wooden door at the far end. As the door was opened they made their way down the hallway pausing in front of a crossroads. In front of them was a large double doorway that looked like the ones that had come through at the start and to their right was a single door. Samantha could feel the breeze coming through the door in front of her and realised that it was the door to the back exit. The cool spring air hit Samantha and came as a welcome relief from earlier. She took a deep breath to inhale in the fresh air, feeling refreshed.
Scott paused and surveyed them all. “Welcome to test two. The group will be divided into two halves. Mohammed, Tina, David, Miles and Bethany you will be in the door on the right. The rest of you will follow me.”
Samantha felt sad and suddenly very nervous, her only friend was in the other group. She was also left with Ross who would surely take the role of leader upon himself for the opportunity to boss everyone around. She watched as her only friend in the group left her. She was surprised at how much she had relied on their friendship to make her feel at ease. She looked around at the other members of the group she had been left with, none of which looked particularly friendly or co-operative.
Scott opened the double doors and Samantha was hit by the cold air. It awoke all her senses like she was stepping off a plane on a holiday to Iceland. She looked around her and the greenery and trees comforted her. She no longer felt closed in with strangers, giving her almost a sense of freedom. The walked down the steps and followed Scott who turned to the left. Samantha noticed the big swimming pool in front of her, Usually, a pool looks inviting, twinkling in the blue sunshine, but on a grey day, it was not inviting at all. It looked grey and murky and very, very cold.
Scott stood in front of the pool and they all stopped behind him. “Unlike the first challenge, this challenge requires your group to work together. The other part of your group is locked in a room and only you can let them out. They will be challenged with a series of questions and provide you with the answer. On the keys at the bottom of the pool are several answers. Depending on their answer, you must obtain the correlating key from the bottom of the pool. There are three keys in total, which will unlock this box.” Scott pointed to a small metallic box to the side of the pool which was rectangular in shape and had three padlocks on it.
“The three keys will unlock this box which will provide you with the door key to free your group. You must then unlock the door to free them. If you fail to free your group, you will all fail. You have 3 minutes which will start when I say” Samantha peered forward and looked into the pool, she stared wide-eyed at the keys at the bottom. She thought there must have been at least a hundred keys lying at the bottom.
“Miss Harrington!” The voice bellowed. “If you do that again you will be disqualified together with your group.”
Samantha shuffled back into line. Ross elbowed her. “Way to go, Miss Harrington,” he said sarcastically. She stared at her shoes. She eventually picked her head up in confusion as to why they were standing around, unsure what they were waiting for. She saw Scott with his finger to his ear, awaiting instructions.
“Go!” Scott shouted. He passed Samantha a radio which Samantha assumed would be the way the other group would communicate the answers.
Immediately Ross said, “one of us needs to be the one to get the keys.”
Gracia replied, “I’m not doing it, I’m not a great swimmer!”
Samantha watched as the group argued amongst themselves about the most basic decision. Samantha then tried to speak but could barely hear her own voice over the arguments. “I have an idea. We need three people looking for the keys, one on the radio and one unlocking the box.” Samantha looked around at the other four faces in her group and noted that her suggestion had either gone unnoticed or unheard.
Samantha shouted “oi!”. The group stopped arguing and looked at her. “We have to work together otherwise it won’t work. I’ll do it, Ross you help me get the keys. One of the rest of you needs to help too.” Samantha looked around and waited.
Elizabeth in a posh accent said “I’ll help. I was a semi-professional swimmer at one point.”
Samantha resisted the urge to comment on how that was not a big surprise and carried on. “Great. Grazia and Rowan, you await instructions from the radio. One of you decides who will try the keys.”
Grazia and Rowan nodded at her and discussed between themselves. Rowan turned to Samantha “pass me the keys.”
Samantha took off her shoes and socks and got her goggles out of her bag. “Great. Let's get started.”
Ross stopped taking off his shoes and watched her closely, scrutinising her every move. “It’s almost like you knew what was coming.”
Samantha rolled her eyes, “That either makes me a spy or psychic, either way, I would have prepared better for this. Now come on Ross we don’t have time for this.”
Samantha dived into the water. The coldness of the water sent a rush of adrenaline through her body and made her gasp for air. She regained her natural heartbeat and paddled in the water. She looked at Elizabeth who dived into the water gracefully, her legs flowing behind her. Ross was on the edge of the pool, standing in a t-shirt and boxer shorts. Samantha thought it was amusing that he wore bright blue boxers for the occasion. Now he was the one who looked out of place. He stood with his arms crossed looking at Samantha. “What it is like?”
She replied, “like being in the bloody Bahamas. Come on Ross or are you afraid of a little cold water?” Ross dived in creating a big splash that wet Gracia and Rowan. They exclaimed in surprise and Samantha let out a laugh. Feeling herself relax a little for the first time all day.
As they laughed, Samantha heard a faint crackle on the radio. Ross shouted, “shut up everyone!” The crackle disappeared. “Did anyone hear what they said?”
“Sounded like Photon or Pluto or something like that” Rowan replied.
“Well, which one was it?” Ross demanded. Samantha noted that it was difficult for Ross to give off the same air of authority when he was bobbing in a pool trying to keep afloat.
“I’m, I’m not sure,” Rowan replied.
“Well, that is fucking great. The first key and we haven’t got a bloody clue what the key is thanks to Miss laughs-a-lot over here.”
Samantha defiantly replied. “Oh, you didn’t laugh too then Ross? Look this is no-one’s fault and its not helping arguing. Let’s look for a key that has the word photon or pluto on or something that sounds similar and try it.”
Samantha dunked her head down under the water and felt the cold wash over her head. She noticed the pool wasn’t particularly clean, over the course of the day, several dark small particles now floated in it. She swam to the bottom and looked at the small keys, each with a band attached to them in a variety of colours with a single word written on it. Samantha had never been so thankful for her carelessness in forgetting to unpack her goggles. She scraped the bottom of the pool looking for a word that sounded like photon. She felt the air fill up her lungs and the need to exhale increase. She held on as long as she could before she thought that she may breathe in a gulp of water.  She swam to the top of the surface.
As she got to the top, she gasped, breathing in a large gulp of air. She paddled at the top regaining her normal breathing pattern. Samantha could feel her legs starting to tire, constantly battling the pressure of the water. Through her loud breathing, she heard the word “infinity” being shouted by Gracia.
Samantha shouted back “Infinity? Is that the next word?”
Gracia and Rowan shouted together “Yes!”
Ross suddenly resurfaced, gasping for air. “I can’t see that bastard key anywhere.”
Samantha quickly shouted, “next one infinity.” She took in a large gulp of air and dived down to the bottom of the pool. She scraped the numerous keys away looking for the two words. By chance, she came across a red tag which said the word infinity on it. The writing was faded but she could still make out the word. She grabbed the key and swam to the surface. She reached the top of the pool and in her breathlessness shouted the word “key” and stuck her arm out. She swam to the edge of the pool and gave it to Gracia. Samantha noticed that Rowan was already at the box trying another key. She asked, “did we find the other key?”
Gracia replied, “We think so.”
Samantha put her arms of the edge of the pool allowed her arms to rest. She felt tired. She could feel the blood pumping around her body and could feel the lactic acid creeping into her arms and legs. The constant paddling to keep to the surface and diving had tired her calf muscles. She felt like she couldn't dive down again but knew at some point she must.
As if to interrupt Samantha’s thoughts, a loud voice shouted across all the commotion. “One minute remaining.”
Elizabeth returned to the surface. “What’s happening?”
Samantha replied, “we might have found two keys. We’ve only got one minute left.” Samantha watched as Elizabeth swam over to her and rested her arm on the top of the pool. Samantha thought she looked like she had barely broken a sweat.
Gracia turned to Samantha as she heard a faint crackling noise. “Geodesy.”
Samantha looked at her puzzled. “What does that mean?”
Gracia shouted back, “I haven’t got a bloody clue.”
Samantha turned to Elizabeth. “What is that and how do you even spell it?” Samantha turned around as she heard Ross gasping for the surface. “Next key is geo-density, geodesy, something like that?”
Ross gasped and spoke through his pants for air. “Well, which is it?”
Elizabeth interrupted. “Geodesy, I think she said. We have only got one minute, well I imagine about forty seconds now.”
They all took a large gulp of air and dived down. Samantha scraped her hand across the keys. Samantha wasn’t sure what the word was or how it was spelt and therefore looked for any key with a word beginning with the letter G. She found a key that said ‘gravity’ but dismissed it. She continued looking for the key. She found a key with a yellow tag that said ‘geometry’ and doubted whether she had heard it right. She swam to the top of the surface, the need for air increasing.
She tightened her grip on the key, feeling the steel sharp edge dig into the palm of her hand. She reached the surface and swam across to the edge. “I’ve. Found. Key. Not sure. If. Right.” She said through her exhausted pants for air.
She held onto the edge of the pool, allowing the edges to take her weight. She could not dive down again and hoped the key was the right one but doubted it was. She thought that in her tiredness, she had picked the first key that sounded familiar. She turned around and watched as Ross and Samantha carried on searching at the bottom of the pool.  She watched as Ross returned to the surface holding a key of his own.
When he returned to the surface he shouted. “Got one!” Samantha watched as he swam across and threw the key at Rowan. Elizabeth then returned to the surface holding a key and shouted, “Got it.” She swam across and passed it to Rowan. Samantha watched as Rowan tried the three keys and one of them unlocked the padlock. Samantha noticed that one of the padlocks still remaining locked. She shouted, “What about that padlock?”
Rowan replied, “that was the first one. The key didn’t work.”
Ross shouted back. “Why didn’t you tell us? Which one was that?”
Samantha replied, “I think it was Photon or Pluto.”
Gracia replied, “It wasn’t Pluto. It didn’t work.”
Samantha turned to Ross and Elizabeth. “We need to find that other key. Look for photon.” Samantha fought against her tired body. Her body seemed to weigh twice as much as when she started. The effort to dive to the bottom was greater and she struggling to move her forearms to keep her swimming at the bottom of the surface. Each stroke resisting the urge to allow her body to float to the surface. That was when she saw it. A light blue tag which the words ‘photon’ on. She cursed herself for missing it earlier. She grabbed the key and swam to the surface. As she pierced through the grey veil she shouted “got. It.” She threw it across the edge of the pool and swam over.
Samantha hauled herself out of the pool. It took three attempts to use her energy to pull herself out. She lay on the side of the pool and stared at the grey sky. She overheard Gracia shout. “That’s it!” She heard them running past her but no longer cared. Her teeth began to chatter as she felt the cold of the water and the cold of the spring air around her. No towel was offered.
She faintly heard Elizabeth and Ross get out of the pool. Elizabeth lay next to Samantha. “Did we do it.”
Samantha replied, “I don’t know. I heard them running.”
Scott shouted “Times up. Make your way back inside to the grand hall. We will reconvene then.” 
 
Samantha put her knees up to her stomach and did not have the energy to sit up, let alone stand. “Can we have a minute please?”
The answer was short and stubborn. “No.”
Samantha stood up shivering. Her cold, damp clothes clung to her skin. She waited for Elizabeth and Ross to stand up and they walked back into the hall, leaving wet footprints behind them. Samantha turned around but could not see the remainder of their group.
Samantha entered the school through the same doors she had entered at the start of the day. She could feel herself shivering and knew that if she didn’t dry off she would at the very least get a cold that she wouldn’t be able to shift. Samantha looked at the main reception desk and followed a sign for the nearest toilets. She noticed the floor was covered in wet footprints and felt some comfort in knowing that they were all in the same boat.
Samantha entered the door with a woman on and went inside to dry herself under the hand dryers. The toilets were full of other people who were in the same predicament. Samantha decided that she would try and find somewhere else to get dry. She turned to leave when she heard a voice.
“Samantha? I thought I recognised you.” She turned around and saw Carly. Inside Samantha thought that Carly Bright was the least person she wanted to see right now. “You got soaked too I see.”
Samantha turned and said, “yeah someone had to.”
She turned around to leave when she heard, “Samantha? Where are you going?”
Samantha replied, “it's too crowded in here. I’m going to try and find somewhere else.”
Samantha turned and walked away, leaving the bathroom. She could hear the trudge of the wet footsteps behind her and knew that she was being followed by Carly and her three new friends. Samantha decided that she would carry on walking, pretending that she didn’t know they were following her. She felt like she was at school again, ignoring the bullies as she tried to go to lessons.
She walked up the grand staircase which was behind the reception desk. It had a red carpet and a gold bannister. Halfway up the staircase was a large mirror. Samantha looked at herself, she looked like a drowned rat. In the reflection, she could see Carly and her friends. Carly was fixated on her, her face not showing any emotion except intent. The three friends were giggling next to her. 
Samantha reached the top of the staircase and started opening random doors in the hope of seeing the familiar female sign on one of them. She guessed that she had around ten minutes before the next talk started, judging by how long they had taken in the last challenge. Eventually, she saw the familiar sign for a toilet and went inside and jogged towards the hand dryer. The warm blasts of air on her cold skin made her skin tingle. She started to regain the feeling in her feet. She had barely been under the hand dryer one minute when Carly entered.
“It’s our turn now Samantha.”
Samantha shivered. “Just a minute and I’ll pass it over.” She spoke through chattering teeth, Samantha huddled under the dryer, trying to dry the wet t-shirt that clung to her skin. The next thing she felt was two sets of arms pulling her back and onto the bathroom floor. Samantha landed on her backside with a loud thud that sent a jolt through her spine. The base of her spine felt numb with pain as did her wrists which she had put out to sustain the impact.
Carly looked over her with an amused look on her face. Samantha instantly felt like an awkward teenager once again. “Sorry Samantha, but let's face it, you're not going to get the part. Why would they want an unemployed single person like you? You may as well give the people who actually have a chance the dryer. Besides the wet dog look suits you.”
Samantha desperately tried to think of an amusing or insulting reply but the pain in her back made her mind fill with fog and so she sat, on a floor covered in piss with her mouth open like a goldfish. Samantha heard them cackle as they stepped over her towards the dryer. Samantha stood up, trying to regain her little dignity and tried to claw her way through them towards the dryer but the person at the back pushed her away. She sighed and realised it was no use. She turned to walk towards the door and thought about just returning to the hall when she felt a shove in her back and her face bashed into the door. She felt a blinding flash of pain and felt the warm blood run down her face coming from her nose. She looked at the floor through her involuntary tears in her eyes and saw the blood dripping from her nose onto the floor. It took her a minute to regain her thoughts and when she did, she grabbed the handle and walked out.
Samantha sat on the top step of the staircase, stemming the flow of blood from her nose with her sleeve. She looked in the mirror opposite and saw herself looking wet, bedraggled and bloody. She looked like she had been in a fight and lost magnificently. Samantha stared at herself in the mirror and wondered what she was doing here. Samantha thought perhaps Carly was right, she might be a cow and a bully but perhaps there was some truth in what she said. As Samantha rung her hair and watched as her hair dripped onto the expensive plush red carpet. She felt as low as she did after being fired. Samantha felt the urge to have a drink rise and decided that at that moment, this experience wasn’t for her. Samantha surmised that she had probably failed the test anyway, she knew she had got several of the questions wrong and thought that her group had likely failed to unlock the other members of their team in time. Therefore on the balance of probabilities, she had failed two out of three tests. That realisation made her mind up and she proceeded to walk down the stairs and towards the main exit. Each step felt weighed down and heavy as if the burden of failure had weighed down her physical and mental state,
Samantha stood at the main entrance and saw the last group enter, looking equally as wet and bedraggled. However, Samantha felt there was a key difference, they looked happy. As if they were enjoying the experience, Samantha thought that this was telling, that it was a sign that this wasn’t for her.
Samantha approached the desk and waited for someone to appear behind the desk so that she could collect her phone and leave. She heard Mike’s voice and turned around to see him laughing and joking with the group. She turned around in haste, hoping that he hadn’t spotted her. 
“You look wet,” he said and laughed. She turned to face him but quickly turned back to avoid him looking at the bloody mess of her face.
Samantha replied, “don’t.” Mike put his hand under her chin, cupping it gently. He gently manoeuvred her head towards him. She could have resisted, but her head complied and she looked into his eyes. He looked at her and she saw his eyebrows frown.
“Where are you going, Samantha?” He surveyed her and stared at the red marks under her nose. Samantha could feel that her nose was getting larger and her face puffy. “More importantly, what happened to your face?”
She sighed and avoided the question, not wanting to sound childish.“I don’t belong here, Mike. You do. This is your kind of world not mine. I’m going home.” She turned her face around releasing his gentle grip.
She saw out of the corner of her eye, Mike lean of the desk and he whispered close to her ear. “Have you seen this group, Samantha? In my group, there is a cleaner, a librarian, a physicist and a student. How do you not fit in? Don’t you see? None of us does and that is the point. There is only one challenge left anyway. May as well stay and get it over with. Can’t be any worse surely?” He smiled at her. Samantha looked at the reception desk, then at Mike and said “OK. One more challenge, then I’m out of here.”
“Great,” Mike replied. “To throw in a sweetener, I’ll give you a lift back to London if you do.” He tapped the desk and walked back into the hall. She stared at the desk, hoping someone would appear but no-one came. She decided that she may as well hear about the next challenge. Samantha knew that deep down, despite the odds being stacked against her, a big part of her wanted or hoped to hear a reason to stay.
Samantha made her way back to the hall, she thought she saw someone out of the corner of her eye watching her. She looked towards the staircase but saw no-one. Had Samantha looked towards the entrance she would have seen that someone was indeed watching her with great interest. Stood in the corner of the room, with their arms folded and a slight frown on their face.
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Samantha made her way across the hallway and into the grand hall. Samantha took an empty seat at the back of the hall. Scott was already waiting on the podium and Samantha noticed that the man she knew as Brady was stood next to him. She looked at him up and down and felt herself assessing his physique. She realised she was staring at him. His focus was on the back of the hall, deep in thought.
When the hall was quiet, barely a murmur to be heard, Scott started to speak. “Right then,” He paused, waited for the few murmurs to quieten. “Now that the final few have decided to join us, I will fill you in on your third and final challenge. In the car park, there are ten minibuses that will transport each group to a different location within thirty minutes of this location. You will be required to find your own way back here, by whatever means, within one hour. There are no rules as to how you get back, as long as you do within the time. Oh, and you will each be blindfolded on the journey there to make it a bit more challenging. Gather up your things and make your way to the relevant bus, each has the number of your group on the front. Good luck.”
As Scott left, there was a rumble of conversation as people discussed the challenge ahead. Samantha gathered her bag and joined the slow shuffle out of the hall towards the main entrance. On the way out, she felt a tap on her shoulder and turned around. She saw Mike and said, “well that doesn’t sound very feasible.”
Mike replied, “not if you walk.”
Samantha looked at him puzzled. “How can you get back otherwise? No money, no phone.”
“Well, that is the challenge after all isn’t it” Mike replied. They walked out of the main entrance and towards the car park where, as promised, ten minibuses were lined up, each with a number on the front. Mike turned to her and said “Good luck and see you back here yeah?”
Samantha replied “hopefully. If I don’t end up stuck in a ditch somewhere!”
Mike started walking to the right, towards the bus numbered 10 and said, “oh and Sam.” Samantha stopped still and turned around. It was the first time he had called her Sam and she was surprised that didn’t actually mind. She normally only allowed her close friends and family to call her that. However, with all they have been through, Samantha thought it felt natural. “I’m glad you stayed.” She felt her face flush a hint of pink. She looked at her shoes and mumbled “thanks” and walked towards the bus numbered 6.
As Samantha boarded the bus, she could see that Ross, Gracia and David were already on the bus. She sat in the seat next to David. Samantha considered the exchange that had just happened with Mike. She wasn’t sure if he was just being friendly or if he was insinuating that his affections for her ran deeper. She started to feel her face flush at the thought. Mike wasn’t her usual type but he had an air of self-confidence that was attractive.
Samantha’s train of thought was broken as the rest of her group came on the bus. Elizabeth was last on and sat parallel to her. “Thanks for earlier Samantha. You saved us from failing that challenge.”
Samantha turned to her and said “no problem.”
“I’m Elizabeth by the way.” She stuck out her hand and Samantha turned to shake her hand. As Samantha offered her hand out, she saw Elizabeth's’ face twisted in disgust. Samantha recalled her appearance and faced the front of the bus in haste.
“What happened to your face?” Elizabeth asked.
Just as Samantha was about to reply with a lie she had just thought of, she watched as a ‘Green Jacket’ walked on. She could only see the outline of his jaw under the cap because she was sat down. She thought he looked vaguely familiar. He spoke and Samantha was surprised that the voice wasn’t as menacing as she expected. It was surprisingly soft. “Hello, group six. The time is now fifteen hundred hours and we are ready to depart.” Samantha heard the rumble of the engine kicking in and felt the slight rumble run through her body as the engine started. They slowly started to move and Samantha watched as they followed the bus numbered 5 out of the main entrance. As they were driving down the gravel path, the man in the green jacket came around and handed them all a thick pair of black goggles. Samantha had hoped for a thin blindfold, so she could see through the flimsy material but these were thick plastic goggles that fastened around the back of her head. Samantha thought that whoever had arranged this day had not spared any expense.
She suddenly realised that she had an opportunity to get an advantage. She was handed her goggles and watched as the Green Jacket walked to the front of the minibus. This was her chance while his back was turned. She dived into her bag and got out the swimming goggles she had used earlier. She put them on and put the black goggles in her bag. She could see through them. Everything was in a dark haze as if black smoke was surrounding them.
Samantha felt the bus start to pick up speed and heard the familiar sound of tyre on gravel and knew they were leaving the school. Samantha felt for her bag and dug out her pen and paper. She flicked towards a page and started to write. Samantha noted in her book each turn they made and for approximately how long. She hoped this would give them some guidance as to where they ended up. There were numerous twists and turns and more concerningly there was a stretch they travelled on for quite some time at a high speed. Samantha calculated that they had travelled west from their original destination. She had a couple of nervous moments, where she noticed the Green Jacket turn and seem to look straight at her. She thought she would be spotted, that he would notice the difference. He never did, or Samantha pondered, never mentioned it.
Eventually, the bus came to stop and she heard the Green Jacket speak. “We have arrived. You can now remove your goggles.” Samantha quickly took off her goggles and put them in her bag before any of her group noticed that she had cheated.
She looked around, through the murky windows of the minibus. They were surrounded by fields on either side. They had pulled into a side lay by on the road, which looked like a large single carriageway. It was impossible to ascertain their location based on their surroundings. “The time is fifteen hundred hours and thirty minutes. You have one hour to return to base. Now disembark.” They each disembarked the bus and stood awkwardly at the side of the road. They stood around looking at each other in confusion as if awaiting further instructions. They didn’t receive any and watched as the minibus sped away in the opposite direction that it came.
Samantha looked around at everyone in her group she watched as Ross decided to take the lead. “We need to start moving, we can discuss it on the way. We came from this way.”
They looked around at each other, hoping someone would come up with a better idea. Only silence ensued and they started walking back the way they had come. Samantha ran to the front of the group and stood with Ross. “I made a note of each turn we made.” She handed him her notepad of doodlings. She watched as Ross scrutinised every detail contained within it.
“Good. That’s a start. Has anyone got any cash on them?”
There was an awkward silence as if no-one wanted to give up their cash. Mohammed cautiously said, “I’ve got a tenner.”
Gracia then said, “same here.”
Bethany looked at them both. “How did you manage that?”
Mohammed winked at her “I always keep a tenner in my sock just in case.”
Gracia nodded and said “Same but somewhere else for me.” Gracia and Bethany laughed.
Ross then turned to them and glared at them, as if he was startled by the sudden upturn in spirits. “Right. We need to keep moving as quickly as we can and as soon as we are on a public road get a taxi to as far as we can get. If we cut across the fields we can get there quicker.”
Samantha quickened her pace to catch up with him and she climbed over the fence. “Can we do that? It seems like cheating?”
Ross snapped. “If you were listening, they said “by any means” no such thing as cheating in this game.” Samantha slowed down her pace to hold back for the others. She was never more grateful to be wearing her tatty trainers, others weren’t so fortunate. Samantha looked down and noticed that Elizabeth and David, in particular, had concentrated more on the look of black shiny shoes that didn’t look particularly comfortable for a walk across the fields.
In places, the field they walked across was more like a swamp and Samantha could feel her shoes sinking and getting sucked into the mud. Each time she lifted her foot up, more mud seemed to be stuck to her trainer, weighing it down. She heard a high pitched scream behind. She turned quickly and saw Elizabeth on her hands in knees covered in mud. She seemed stuck. Her black shiny shoes which only just covered the tops of her feet and got stuck. Samantha ran back with Tina to help her. They had just got hold of her arms to lift her out when Ross shouted back to them. “We keep moving.”
Tina, with her curly brown hair and red-rimmed glasses, shouted back “We can’t leave her here. We have to help her.”
Ross shouted. “We need to keep moving. If we don’t we are wasting time and we will all fail.”
Samantha hoisted Elizabeth but she didn’t move. “We’ll catch you up.” Ross never replied, he just turned and carried on. Bethany, Mohammed, Miles and Rowan followed him. The rest held back and helped. They each tugged Elizabeth using her arms to try and get her out of the ditch. In a way, the whole scenario reminded Samantha of a nature programme she had watched when an elephant got stuck in the ditch. They worked together to help, one person grabbed each arm and another person grabbed each leg and pulled. First Elizabeth’s left foot was released and then as they tugged her right leg her shoe came off and they heard a yell “Ahhhh!” Samantha watched as Elizabeth’s right ankle came out of the mud at an irregular angle. Elizabeth sat on the field holding her right ankle. Samantha knelt down to her and felt her ankle. Elizabeth let out a yelp. Samantha released her ankle.“Can you move your toes?”
Elizabeth replied, “I think so.” They watched as her toes wiggled slightly at the end.
Samantha felt around her ankle, feeling it for lumps. “I don’t think it’s broken. Just badly twisted. We need to go Elizabeth. Tina, you hold her one end, I will hold the other.”
They grabbed Elizabeth under her armpits to pull her up. They placed their shoulders under her arms to support her. “Can you use your left leg to walk and use your right toes to balance?”
They watched as Elizabeth stumbled yelping in pain as she tried. She managed to be able to use her left foot fully and hobble with her right. If Samantha wasn’t so concerned about getting back, she would have thought the scene looked almost comical, particularly as Elizabeth no longer had a shoe on her other foot. Samantha looked ahead, the others were no longer in sight. Samantha said “We need to get back. Gracia, do you still have that tenner?” Gracia nodded. “Right, let's make our way to the nearest road to try and hitchhike.” They hobbled across the field avoiding various patches of deep mud and eventually made their way to a side road. Samantha looked at her watch. It was 4pm already. They had wasted half an hour just crossing a field to the middle of nowhere.
The road was a country lane but seemed quite busy with a steady stream of cars driving far too fast around the bends. Samantha held onto Elizabeth as she stuck her thumb out, her own back feeling like it was about to give way. Samantha wondered how much time they had wasted by standing still, hoping and praying someone would help them. She doubted herself, wondering if it would have been better to keep moving.
Eventually, Samantha watched as a black Range Rover pulled over to the side. The passenger window slowly wound down revealing their rescuer. Samantha thought that he certainly was no Prince Charming. The driver was scruffy looking, he had dark grey stubble to match his t-shirt which was covered in stains. “Do you ladies need a lift?” He spoke through the cigarette hanging out of his mouth.
All Samantha could smell was smoke, the sweet country air vanishing in an instant. She resisted the urge to cough and instead put on her sweetest voice. “Oh thank you. Yes, please. We are going to Kings Hill School in Watford?”
He surveyed them, Samantha noticed that he seemed to gaze at David the longest. It made Samantha very nervous as if he was assessing his chances.  “I’ll get you across the M25. You can make your own way from there.”
Samantha tried to put on her sweetest smile. “Great. Thank you so much” Samantha signalled to the group to get in the car. She noticed that Elizabeth looked particularly uneasy. Samantha subtly shrugged her shoulders as if to say ‘what else can we do?’  The rear windows were blacked out, so they could not see what they were climbing into, as if climbing into the great unknown.
Tina, Elizabeth, Samantha and Gracia crammed into the back while David sat in the front. As they climbed into the back of the car, Samantha could see what lay in the footwells: rope, a hacksaw and a hammer all lay on the floor. Samantha hesitated, standing with her right leg in the car and her left leg still outside. The driver laughed at her mockingly. “Don’t be worried, I work outdoors so need tools. I’m not going to kill ya, even if I tried this big fella would stop me, right?”
David nodded and climbed in the front and said confidently, “right.”
Unfortunately, it did not fill Samantha with confidence but she felt like she had no choice. They had less than half an hour to get back. Samantha felt that she could not breathe, with being crammed into a three-seater space between the four of them and the car being filled with smoke. Samantha tried to speak in her nicest voice. “Do you mind if we wind a window down?” She looked in his rearview mirror and watched as he looked up at her, studying her.
He muttered a “sure.” Samantha wound the window down and as the car started to move at speed relished the cold blast of air she felt as the car sped down the road. Samantha returned her gaze to the rearview mirror to try and assess their so-called saviour. Samantha instantly removed her gaze as she saw that even though he was driving, he did not seem to take his eyes off Elizabeth.
“Why were all of you in the fields anyway?” He eyed each of them suspiciously through his mirror.
Samantha opened her mouth to speak but Tina quickly said, “work training day. Orienteering challenge.” She looked at Samantha and slowly shook her head.
The man laughed. “Well now, that makes sense as to why some of you look more like you should be across the way in London rather than in Chorleywood.” Samantha looked at the others, at least they knew where they were. Samantha looked at the clock on the dashboard 4:10pm. They still had twenty minutes.
They drove along the M25 and eventually turned off towards Watford. Samantha felt herself relax slightly as they were slowly approaching their destination. Her eyes fixated on the clock as if staring at it would stop the numbers changing.
Suddenly, the car swerved to the left, pushing Samantha hard into Elizabeth’s side, and pulled over into a lay-by. They all looked at each other, Samantha looked at the clock and shook her head. She knew they wouldn’t make it. She tried to put on her sweetest voice to sound eternally grateful. “Well, thanks for getting us this far. It’s not much further if you wouldn't mind taking us?”
The man laughed and threw back his head. “Well aren’t you the salt of the earth little missy. I can take you, but I would want something in return.”
Samantha nodded to Gracia. Gracia put her hand down her top, revealing the top of her chest. She pulled out a £10 and offered it to the man. Samantha watched the man in front closely and noticed he was almost drooling at the sight. Samantha realised that the man was more interested in what the bra contained, rather than the money that was hidden in it. Samantha felt her heartbeat quicken as she watched him smile and shake his head. “Not that kind of favour.”
Gracia screwed her face up in disgust. “I have a degree in Economics from the London School of Economics and a degree in Digital Marketing from Oxford and you think I would even so much as touch you?” Samantha felt her skin crawl, she felt that they were in a very bad situation. They were greater in number, but they needed his car to take them back or they wouldn’t make it, so he knew he had the upper hand.
As if reading her thoughts, the man in front frowned and turned around to face the front. “Well then, good luck getting to your school on time. Now get out of my car.”
David tried to calm the situation. He took his seatbelt off and twisted around to face him. Samantha hoped the Welsh accent worked. “Look, we will get out and leave you be. Thanks very much for the lift we all appreciate it.” David turned and looked at them. “Come on, who cares if we don’t make it on time. It’s not the end of the world.” David grabbed the door handle and pulled, nothing seemed to happen. The rest of them tried the back doors. They were locked in.
Samantha looked in the rearview mirror and saw him smirk. She suddenly felt very claustrophobic, like she was struggling to breathe. Before Samantha could say anything further, the man spun around quickly pointing at her. Samantha dropped her gaze and saw a small black handgun pointing at Elizabeth, who was in the unfortunate position of sitting in the middle. Samantha thought that if anyone had looked at that moment, it would look like a scene in a comic book. Samantha and Tina instinctively had raised up their hands as they had seen in films, Gracia still held out her £10 as if offering it to the man in exchange for her life and David was just staring at the whole situation wide-eyed in shock. Samantha froze, she did not know what to say or do to calm the situation.
“Now then, you either do as I say or little missy here gets a bullet in her pretty white blouse.” They were all silent which Samantha thought clearly pleased him. “Now then, you four undress in the back, while I hold this gun to your friends head.” They all turned to each other, looking for reassurance or an answer, none was forthcoming.  Slowly Tina lifted off her top and Elizabeth, Gracia and Samantha followed suit. They sat in their bras looking around nervously and uncomfortable. Samantha felt incredibly self-conscious and could see her stomach hunch into rolls. She felt humiliated and could feel the sting of tears in her eyes. Samantha tried to look anywhere else but at the scene in front of her. As she was placing her top in the footwells, she noticed the hacksaw in the footwell. She bent down and put her top on the floor, picking up the saw without the man noticing.
Tina looked across at her and saw the hacksaw in Samantha’s right hand. She quickly tried to distract the man before he followed her gaze. She said, “Is that all?”
The man looked at Tina and at her pink bra. “What do you think?” Tina put her hands behind her back as if to unclip her bra.
Elizabeth shouted, “don’t do it. Don’t give him the satisfaction!” Samantha saw her opportunity while everyone was distracted by the scene playing out in front of them. Samantha then in a quick manoeuvre swung the hacksaw around the headrest on the car seat and put it against the man's neck. “If you move I’ll start hacking away at your lovely unshaven neck.”
The man smiled showing all his yellowing teeth. “Well, well, well, this one's got some balls.” He turned to look at her and moved the gun so it was pointing at Samantha’s head. As he did, David grabbed the man's right arm and tilted it upwards so that a shot fired in the roof of the car. David wrestled with the man's arm trying to free the gun from his grasp. Samantha wanted to reassure the others but did not want to distract her gaze from the gun hovering dangerously in front of them. She watched as the gun moved, passing each of them in turn. Samantha held her breath, waiting for the metal to go through her. She realised that David wasn’t going to manage to get the gun on his own. Without thought, she lunged forward into the car seat in front of her, making a large incision with the hacksaw next to his shoulder.  He yelled out in surprise. The gun went off.
Everything seemed to happen in slow motion. Samantha watched as the bullet sailed past her, narrowly missing her shoulder and embedding itself into the fabric behind her. She took her chance. She grabbed the gun while everyone was in shock, she was surprised how easy it came away. Almost as if he had surprised himself by firing.
Samantha pointed the gun at the man, her hands were shaking so much that the gun bobbled about, sometimes pointing at his head, other times at the windscreen behind. Samantha tried to regain her voice, which was audibly shaken. “Now look here, we need to get to that school by 4:30pm. It is now 4:15pm. Either you can take us for 10 minutes and we all depart as friends, or we take your sad little excuse for a car and drive it their ourselves. Which is it to be?”
Tina shouted in a high pitched scream, “have you lost your fucking mind? We can’t trust this man, did you just forget that he almost killed us?”
The man smiled, “listen to your friend little girl, you are in over your head.”
Samantha no longer cared, her only thought was getting back to the school by 4:30pm. She shouted and pushed the gun towards him. “Which is it to be?”
He looked at Tina, smiled, then looked back to Samantha. He raised his hands in the air. Samantha held the trigger even tighter. She watched as he moved his left hand on his neck. Samantha could see the blood seeping through the gaps between his fingers. He took his hand away and studied the blood on his hand in mock amusement. Samantha thought his neck looked like it had been beaten as the blood was now smeared all around his neck. “Fine, I’ll take you.”
For the rest of the journey, they all sat in silence, waiting for this moment to be over. The only noise that could be heard was the sound of cloth on skin as they put their tops back on. The clock on the dashboard read 4:27pm as they approached the gates. David said, “you can leave us here.” As he reached the door handle, his eyes still fixed on the man, he  added sarcastically, “nice to meet your acquaintance.”
They got out of the car and ran as quickly as they could, Samantha and Tina carrying Elizabeth to the entrance. They walked up the steps, panting with each step they took. Elizabeth tripped on the stairs up to the entrance but Samantha and Tina grabbed her before she fell. Samantha put all her energy into her shoulders and hoisted Elizabeth with Tina over the entrance. Samantha looked around at their mini-group as they all collapsed to the floor in exhaustion. “We made it” Samantha said. She couldn't quite believe that they had done it.
While Samantha was lying on her back breathing heavily, she saw a Green Jacket stride over her.  Samantha watched as the Green Jacket studied his watch and then a minute later, shut and locked the door. They heard banging on the door and audible shouting to be let in. The Green Jacket stood and looked at them. “You need to make your way to the main hall.”
Samantha looked up, she could see under the green cap. The man had kind eyes and a familiar face that Samantha couldn’t quite place. She wondered if the reason they wore the cap was to cover their eyes, anonymity was more unsettling.
Samantha turned to her teammates, “we need to get going guys.” She slowly stood up, her back throbbing from the exhaustion of carrying Elizabeth. They stumbled across into the main hall where they had begun their day. Samantha looked around the room and noticed the number of people had halved since the start of the day. They saw Ross and the others who had abandoned them not even an hour ago, sat near the front. Samantha glared at Ross and he hastily turned to face the front. Samantha found herself involuntarily looking for Mike, hoping he had made it and saw him on the front row. Samantha felt the relief fill her. She was unsure why she cared so much that he had, but there was no denying how she felt.
Samantha was distracted by a sight behind her. She noticed that Scott was approaching the lectern. Samantha noticed that it still had the same effect on everyone as it had at the start, as silence descended for the final time that day. Samantha could see that behind Scott was Andrea, who had dismissed the two chatty girls earlier on, and the man they described as Tim Sykes. Samantha eagerly looked around for the man she knew as Brady but could not see him. Samantha felt unsettled, wondering why he wasn’t there.
“Congratulations on making it back. That is the end of the day today. We will let you know in a week who has been successful in reaching the next stage. Please leave in an orderly manner towards the main entrance. At the desk, you will be able to gather your phone and wallet by handing in your key. Thank you for taking part and we hope you all enjoyed it.” Samantha watched as Scott turned sharply and left the room, with Andrea and Tim Sykes just behind him.
Samantha looked around the room. They had been given instructions on what to do next and yet, everyone looked around in confusion, expecting it to be a trick. As if they no longer trusted their own judgement. Samantha looked to the end of her row, where Tina was sat. Their eyes met and Samantha nodded to Tina to get up. She did so and Samantha filtered out with her row. They walked towards the main entrance in silence. The quiet gave Samantha the opportunity to reflect on the day's events; wondering what she had become. In that short space of time, she had her nose almost broken and been held at gunpoint. She had also committed GBH on a man she had never met before today. Samantha never thought she had it in her to react at a critical moment, it just takes one flick of a switch of desperation to make us the animals we all are deep inside.
Samantha slowly walked down the corridor,  helping Elizabeth stumble her way to the main entrance like a lame horse. She felt a push in her back and almost fell over with Elizabeth. She shouted, “watch it!”
Samantha turned around and saw Ross and Bethany fighting their way through the crowds. Samantha wasn’t sure if it was the emotion of what they had just experienced that made her say what she said. She had always trudged through life, looking for the easy options, the ones with least confrontation. “What the hell do you think you were playing at?”
Ross showed no sign of remorse, glaring at Samantha as if it was her fault. “I didn’t think you would make it with her. Look I’m sorry we left but I need this. I couldn’t afford to lose the opportunity on sentiment.”
“Sentiment!” Samantha shouted. “You abandoned a person who needed our help, needed you, needed us to work as a team. That’s the whole point of these tasks. If you could get that into your tiny selfish brain you would see that. You don’t know the hell we had to go through to get here.”
Elizabeth looked up at Samantha and slowly shook her head, “leave it, Samantha. He’s not worth it.” Samantha glared at Ross and Bethany and turned to walk away.
“Well you got here, didn’t you. It all worked out in the end.” Samantha froze, the red mist descended. She felt her fists clench, her nails digging into the palm of her hand. She spun around and raised her right fist as if to punch the person directly behind her. As her fist was just about to release, like a pinball in a machine, she felt a soft hand cup her closed fist. She turned to her left and saw David. He slowly shook his head, the red mist started to clear.
“It’s not worth it. People like him don’t see the bigger picture. They just see their own inner circle. It will be his downfall one day.”
Samantha shrugged David’s hand off and didn’t say anything. She turned around and carried on supporting Elizabeth’s weight so she could walk and waited in the queue to regain her possessions. Samantha no longer felt herself,  the shy Samantha who felt sorry for herself was disappearing. She didn’t recognise the person who was leaving this school today. Samantha had never felt more relieved about the thought of going back home.
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Samantha had gathered her phone and purse back from the main reception desk and started to make her way out of the school towards the main road. She walked out with David, Elizabeth and Tina.
David turned to walk towards the car park. “Where are you going to Samantha?”
Samantha replied, “back to the station to get my train home.”
“Let me give you a lift.”
Samantha smiled at him and felt relieved that she might not have to deal with other people for a bit longer. “Thank you David, that would be…”
Samantha heard a familiar voice behind her. “Ditching me already I see?”
Samantha felt her heart leap and found herself feeling happy that she could have another awkward car journey with Mike. She thought it would be an easier journey with David but something compelled her to stay with Mike. “Hi, Mike! I thought you’d gone.”
Mike laughed, “you mean you thought I wouldn’t finish the challenge?” He eyed her suspiciously “Do you still want a lift?”
Samantha felt conflicted, she had got on really well with David. Even though he was about twenty years her senior, they had struck up a bond that made him feel like a father figure. Someone who actually looked out for her. However, she felt she owed Mike for getting her here in the first place and there was something about him that intrigued her, making her want to spend more time with him. “Yeah sure, thanks Mike. Maybe next time David?”
Samantha watched as David eyed Mike up and down suspiciously. “You look after yourself Samantha. Here is my number. Come visit me in Cardiff sometime.” David pulled out a receipt from his wallet and jotted his number down and handed the paper to Samantha. Samantha took the bit of paper and put it in her backpack. She took out her notepad and jotted down her name and number and gave it to David. “Here’s my number David. Come to up to Chesterfield sometime too.”
Elizabeth interrupted, “Samantha Harrington right? I’ll search for you on FriendFinder and add you.”
Samantha replied, “That would be great.” Samantha turned to David. “Look after yourself David. No more roller coasters OK?”
David laughed, “most definitely not. I never want to go upside down again! Looking at the trials on offer, I’m not sure it’s for me anyway. They’re probably recruiting for a new officer for MI6 and I’m certainly no James Bond these days.”
Samantha said her emotional goodbyes, to people she had only known for a day, but already felt were better friends to her than people she had known for years. She found herself hoping they stayed in touch.
As she was walking to the car she said to Mike, “pretty intense day huh?”
Mike smiled, “not half. The phrase, ‘don’t give up the day job’ springs to mind.” Samantha stared at the floor, in that instant she wished she had taken the lift with David. Mike quickly interrupted her thoughts, “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. I have a habit of rubbing people up the wrong way.”
Samantha remembered those glances she gave him earlier on, he was always surrounded by a big group, always fitting in. “You seemed to make plenty of friends along the way.”
They reached the car. Mike looked at her across the car before getting in. “Well, you have to on a day like this. I’ve done plenty of assessment days like this in the past.” He hastily added, “Not exactly like this, you know more office-based assessments. I tell you what though, there is more back-stabbing there!” Samantha opened her door and got in the car. Mike said, “St Pancras, I presume?” Samantha nodded.
The car started along the drive and Samantha heard the now-familiar sound of tyres on gravel. It made her think back to the journey in the minibus earlier on and a shudder ran through her. She knew she would never be able to hear that sound again without associating it with this place and this day.
Samantha watched as the world spun past her, each green tree they passed looking the same as the one before. As if she was watching a spinning top. Watching the world go past made her think back to when she was on the train going to work, watching the world go by and how it always made her feel her life was going by with it. She then suddenly had a flashback of being in the back of the car with a gun pointed at her head. She shuddered to shake the image out of her head. “That last challenge was something. How did you make it back?”
Mike replied, “a combination of a taxi till our money ran out and running really fast! One of our group was local to the area so knew instantly where we were and a good taxi company. We got it easy really, although the taxi driver was weird. We got there and he demanded more money or wouldn't let us out. We eventually had to bargain with him by giving him some items we wore. One guy gave his watch, it was an Armani and worth more than ten times the fare! Talk about dedication! You?”
“You want weird, well this tops it. We hitchhiked and our ride threatened us with a gun and made us strip!”
Mike turned to her in shock, looking as though he didn’t know whether to shout in surprise or laugh. Samantha just wished he would keep his eyes on the road.“What! You need to report him.”
Samantha tried to brush the experience off as if it was no more than an inconvenience, although she knew the experience would scar her forever. “I slashed his shoulder with a hacksaw so if I report him, I’ll get done too, so best to leave it.”
Mike shook his head and focused his attention back on the road. “Jesus. Some day huh?”
Mike proceeded to make his way through all the London traffic. As they were passing Regents Park, Samantha turned to Mike and said, “find me on FriendFinder, I’d like to keep in touch.”
Mike replied, “me too.” He parked in the taxi rank at St Pancras Station and Samantha gathered her bag and turned to him, wondering if this would be the last time she would see him. Samantha realised that she hoped it wasn’t. “Well, I’ll speak to you soon hopefully.”
Mike looked at her and smiled. “Definitely.” They looked at each other, neither quite knowing what to say next or how informal to be, whether to hug or shake hands. Samantha was about to lean in and hug Mike when she heard a loud horn beeping from the car behind which made her jump. The noise made Samantha come to her senses as if it was kickstarting her rational brain, realising that she had only known Mike in the last twenty-four hours. She grabbed the car handle and got out of the car. As she did so, she leaned back in and said, “bye then.”
Mike looked into her eyes, which Samantha could see where tinged with sadness. “See you soon.” Samantha hesitated, the car door was open and she was holding the handle, partly because she didn’t want to see Mike drive off but partly because he seemed so confident they would meet again. The beeping horns from the cars behind were now deafening. Samantha shouted, “what do you mean see you soon?”
Mike turned back to look at the road and said, “I best get going.” Samantha stared at Mike in confusion, but his attention was firmly focused ahead. His body language was clear, the conversation was over. Samantha was filled with so many questions she wanted to ask, so many things she wanted to say, but she realised she had run out of time. She slammed the door shut and watched as Mike drove away. She felt confused, but most of all sadness.
Samantha made her way across St Pancras station and past all the high-end shops. As she walked through the mass of people rushing to their trains, Samantha recalled the day in her memory. The stress, the horror, but the image that stuck most in her head was the warmth of the friendships she had made along the way. The assessment day was like living in a different world, a fake world, and Samantha realised that despite the challenges, it was one she didn’t want to leave.
Samantha made her way across the station to her platform and noticed despite her train not leaving for another half an hour, it was waiting. She boarded the train and sat in her reserved seat, which was by the window. She stared out of the window and all the day’s events started to replay in her mind like her mind was a cinema showing ‘A day in the life of Samantha Harrington.’ Samantha thought to herself that at least they picked a good day to play.  She felt a strong vibration through her body as her phone went off in her pocket. She got it out and saw that she already had two FriendFinder requests from David and Elizabeth. She accepted both and started to search for a Mike Aston. It drew up lots of results but none of which seemed to match. She typed in “Michael Aston” and scrolled through the list of results. She clicked on the pictures of random faces, but none of them seemed to match.
As the train was just about to leave the station, Samantha heard some commotion at the end of the carriage. She watched as a man in a black suit and sunglasses was arguing with the conductor. He looked middle-aged with short black hair and a sharp jawline. Samantha watched the encounter with interest, wondering what they could be arguing about. She watched, as eventually, he was let onto the train. As he made his way into the carriage, Samantha thought the man looked strange, something about him didn’t seem right. He was still wearing sunglasses even though it was getting dark and as he got closer, Samantha realised that he had in his hand a black briefcase.
Samantha watched as he strolled down the carriage and Samantha hoped he didn’t sit next to her, not because she was afraid but because she wanted to be left alone. He sat in the aisle seat opposite her. His presence still made Samantha feel uncomfortable. The train started to pull away, she saw the man get out his briefcase and take out his laptop. Samantha relaxed, thinking that he was probably just a typical London city businessman. Samantha did not remember falling asleep, but the steady rumble of the train and the weight of her heavy eyes, eventually made her succumb to her tiredness.




20.

Samantha's sleep was restless, just when she felt like she was going into a deep sleep, the trauma of that car journey kept replaying in her mind. The minute the gun fired just behind her, kept jolting her awake. Suddenly Samantha felt a jolt, her subconscious mind realised that this was not like before and was a physical movement. She slowly opened her eyes in confusion. At first, all she could see was blackness, then she realised that it was the dark suit and sunglasses that she could see. She let out a scream, she was not quite awake enough to do anything else. The man kept hold of her, he was so close to her face that she could smell the stale coffee on his breath.
She could see her own petrified face in the reflection of his glasses. “It’s ok. You're Chesterfield, right? Where almost there.” He spoke in a deep husky voice. Samantha looked out of the window in confusion and saw that he was right, she saw the rolling green hills of Derbyshire in the background and the crooked spire come into view. She put her hand on her heart as if to calm the speed of it and said in quick breaths, “thank you.” She gathered her things and walked to the end of the carriage, ready to depart.
After she left the train, Samantha started the long walk home. It seemed to last a lifetime, each step weighed down by the exhaustion of the day. Suddenly, as she was passing the main town centre and walking away from the crooked spire, she stopped. There was a thought in her head that she couldn’t quite grasp. It came and went. She looked at her phone, then turned around, expecting the man from the train to be behind her. There was no one there. That is when she realised what had made her stop. She paused and said out loud, “how did he know I got off at Chesterfield?” Saying the thought out loud made Samantha more nervous. She looked around her, as the panic in her chest suddenly started to creep in and she could feel her hairs start to stand on end. She tried to reason with herself, “the conductor must have said it when he saw my ticket. But...I don’t remember him coming round. Unless he did and I can’t remember it. They usually come round. They must have done and I was off half asleep. That must be it.” She proceeded to walk back home but she knew her reasoning was thin and she walked home that bit quicker than before. She wasn’t sure if it was because she was on edge, but she couldn't escape the feeling that she was being followed.
As Samantha unlocked the front door she sighed, dumped her bag and locked the door. She had never been so relieved to be home. Even then, in the comfort of her own home, the thought wouldn't go away. She ran herself a hot bath and felt the warm water run over her cold body, soothing it and making her muscles relax. When the bath was full she sunk her head under, letting the water envelop her body. Samantha's eyes suddenly opened and she sat up. She spluttered, “They didn’t check my ticket!” Samantha felt on edge, suddenly feeling that she was not safe in her home, the feeling that someone knew where she lived. She ran through her head questions she desperately wanted answering. Did they follow her after she got off the train? How did they know where she lived? Most importantly of all to Samantha was why did they follow her? However, it was not the feeling of being unable to answer a single one of those questions that disturbed her most of all, it was the feeling that even in her own home, in her own bath, she felt like she was being watched.




Part 3 - The final few





1.

Ed Dayton turned into the gates of Kings Hill School and drove his bright yellow Lamborghini Huracan down the same gravel path that many had travelled down earlier that day. He could see the tyre tracks the cars before him had made. Ed’s main concern at that moment was that he hoped any loose gravel didn’t chip his paintwork. Ed muttered to himself, wondering why he had to come in the first place. He had asked for the meeting to been held through a video call, he didn’t see why he needed to be physically present, but Andrea and Tim were insistent. Ed recalled Tim’s insistence, “if we can be bothered to be here all day, you can at least turn up for half an hour.” Ed didn’t really have a good response to that, it was a fair point. He was just very thankful that he didn’t have to waste a full day on this exercise, he had bigger problems right now. Ed drove his car across the drive to the car park and parked up. He got out of the car and turned back, staring at his car with the private plate “E D47TON” in adoration. It was his prized possession above all things.  This was his car and everyone knew it. Ed rarely drove it these days as he preferred to be more inconspicuous. Ed noticed Tim’s red Ferrari Tributo in the car park and Ed made a ‘hmph’ noise and thought that the car truly represented Tim. Always the cliche.
Outside, the sun was slowly setting, giving the sky a red coloured glow. It made the school look eerie in the background. Ed walked through the school’s doors and surveyed the entrance. It had been a good choice. Grand enough to make an impression with all the facilities needed. As Brady also pointed out to Ed, the psychology of having it in a school would make the candidates feel young and naive again. Ed, however, had another trick up his sleeve. It was his idea to have it at a school that had the same name as a school nearby. He could only imagine the chaos that followed when people got to the wrong school. Ed wondered how anyone could have been stupid enough to not realise that this school had all the facilities. Also one of Ed’s nerdy tech team had inserted an “easter egg” on the school's website. He had inserted a clue in the form of a fake news story about Andrea having gone to this school in her younger years. In reality, she had gone to a school like the comprehensive with the same name and, with respect to her, had worked her way up from being an office junior.
As Ed walked down the long hallway and into the main entrance, his new tanned shoes clicked against the hard wooden floor. Just outside the hall was a man in a green jacket and cap. When Ed approached, he took his cap off. “Evening Mr Dayton.”
“Evening Andrew. How did they get on today?” It was Ed’s idea to have the people on-site assisting the day wear a uniform, in particular, a cap to hide their identities. Ed had utilised a couple of his colleagues who he trusted and Andrea had done the same.
“Some better than others. They all looked rattled. It was quite fun actually.”
Ed replied, “are they in there?” He pointed to the big wooden double doors.
“Yes. They have been in a while.” Andrew opened the doors for Ed and he walked through. Initially, Ed was impressed with the building, the main hallway was large in scale and had a beautiful dome-shaped roof. However, when Ed looked at ground level, he saw a scene of chaos. Ed thought to himself how humans in so little time, can make so much of a mess. The red chairs had been scattered at all angles, there was water all over the floor and rubbish scattered about. He walked down past the chairs and saw on the raised platform there was a lectern. Behind it was a large rectangular table with four people huddled around it.  Ed recognised Andrea and Tim but did not recognise the other two.
As Ed approached the table, he noticed it was covered in cards like the game ‘Happy Faces’, with each card showing a photo and a name. The cards were arranged into columns of ten. There were ten columns with ten rows. The one hundred selected candidates. As he approached the table,
Andrea looked up. “Nice for you to finally join us Ed.”
“Well, at least you got to see all the fun. I’ve been sat at my desk looking through accounts all afternoon.”
Tim looked up. “That’s a job I’d rather be doing.”
Ed replied, “what, looking at accounts all afternoon?”
Tim laughed scornfully “no Ed. Looking through your accounts.”
Ed glared at Tim. He was trying to drag him into a fight, already trying to humiliate him before they had even begun. “Well, that’s for another day. Now, how did it go?”
Tim replied. “Well, Scott is probably the best person to fill you in. He assessed all the groups so got a good perspective.”
“Scott Dudley. You must be the famous Ed Dayton.” The man who was rather tall and visibly a strong build stood up straight and instantly held out his hand to Ed, which Ed shook. As he shook his hand he could feel the man's strength from his wrists to the tips of his fingers.
“The one and only,” Ed replied.
“You are aware of the challenges the candidates faced?” Ed nodded. Scott carried on. “Each photo in front of you represents a candidate. Those with a red cross through them were removed before they completed the challenges either on grounds of illness or misbehaviour.”
Ed couldn’t help himself, he had to ask. “Expelled from space school! What did they do?”
Scott replied with a smirk. “Well as requested we were strict with them. Most were removed for either interrupting or disobeying orders.”
Ed liked a rebel, he always had, they reminded him of himself at a young age. “That seems a bit harsh, we want a variety of candidates after all. We are not in the military now GI Joe.”
“If you are taking someone to space they have to obey our orders. We can’t have someone who has their own agenda up there, there is no safety net.” Ed looked across the table to the man who had just spoken. Ed had not seen him before and his voice did not sound familiar. He was of medium height and medium build. He was softly spoken and Ed thought he looked rather young. Ed placed him in his late twenties.
Ed looked him up and down. “You must be Matt Brady. Good to meet you and thanks for coming across the pond to be here.” Ed held out his hand and they shook.
Scott interrupted while Matt and Ed’s hands were still interlocked. “Now that we’ve all shaken hands and had our pleasant chat over afternoon tea, can we get onto the task at hand?” Ed held his hands up in mock submission. “Each set of candidates was put into ten groups of ten people. The simplest way to decide would be to choose two from each group. Each group strategically was placed with a mixture of skills and characters. Before you arrived, we have deliberated between us and the candidates we liked are at the top of the column with a green circle around them.”
Ed surveyed the first column looking at all the photos which meant nothing to him. “I’m all for being straightforward. So Group 1, who have we got?”
Matt pointed to two cards, one of which was a woman named Alexandra Corbett and the other a man named Syed Aklam. Matt replied “Syed Aklam, a born leader who lead his group well. Alexandra became his second in command, what she did was well thought through and considered. She came up with good ideas quickly and became someone the others looked up to. Syed works in finance and Alexandra is a doctor. Alexandra would be the ideal candidate we would look for. Someone with medical training is going to be a massive advantage.”
Ed said, “I’m happy with those choices. Let’s move on.”
Scott continued. “Right Group 2. I liked her and him.” He pointed at two pictures which had the names of Carly Bright and Andrew Carlton on them.
Matt replied, “isn’t he the...” he scanned his list. “Yup, I thought so. He’s a fitness instructor, of course, you like him. He was boisterous and obnoxious. He’s also not educated enough.”
Andrea interrupted. “We want a mixture of candidates, Matt. Do you think the public will like him? Of course not, but he will add spice into the mix. I agree with Scott, he’s something different.”
Matt sighed. “Just make sure he doesn’t win. I don’t think his testosterone would fit in the capsule. Carly was another I didn’t like.”
Scott replied. “She was plucky, took control and kept the others in line. I would have thought you would have loved that Matt. She could be just right for you.” He laughed to himself.
Matt scowled. “She was a bully, of course you liked her.”
Scott replied. “Our man in the field said in the final challenge it was her who got them to the end. Bully or no bully she got them back in time.”
Matt turned to the others and pointed at the picture. “Come on guys. This is not the person we want representing us, representing astronauts.” Matt looked around at the others as if hoping for someone to back him. Ed had been watching the exchange with interest, aware that he could contribute little. Ed spent his time analysing the others, understand their pressure points, in case he ever needed them.
Andrea was the first one to speak. “Look Matt, you’ve got your business people and your intellectuals. Now we need some fit and physical people for what is planned. I agree with the others.”
Matt looked up at the ceiling in frustration. “Ed this is not what we agreed. You can have a few idiots in there, but I am deciding the rest.”
They continued to pick the rest of the candidates as Ed watched in amusement and fascination. He observed with interest the qualities that made them choose the candidates: some because they were smart, others because they were just purely entertaining and some because they would throw a spanner in the works. They carried on whittling the teams down until they got to Group 6.
Scott introduced the next group as he always did, being sure to put his cards on the table first. “Group 6. I liked her and him.” He pointed to Bethany and Ross.
Matt shook his head. “Absolutely no way. He was as much of a bully as Andrew but the others were wise enough to see he was all talk and no bluster. Our guy in the field said he abandoned his teammate who was in need. I don’t want anyone like that with me. I liked him and her.” He pointed to Samantha and David. 
Scott scoffed. “Come on Matt, be realistic. He could barely stand that spinning machine for ten seconds. He wouldn’t last two minutes with you in space, I thought you would know that.”
Matt replied and with a slight hint of sarcasm.  “I thought you wanted a mixture of characters.”
At that moment, just as Scott was about to open his man with a sarcastic retort, a man dressed in tatty jeans and a checkered shirt stumbled in. “I didn’t sign up for this!” He pulled open his shirt to reveal the dark stitches just above his shoulder.
The man in the green jacket that Ed knew as Andrew stumbled in after him. “Sorry. I tried to stop him.” Ed waved his hand to dismiss him and Andrew walked away with his head bowed.
The man in the chequered shirt proceeded to walk up to the podium. His eyes were dark with anger. “I’m just an actor, you just said to scare them. I’ve been attacked. Ten stitches you know, she could have done severe damage. I’ll be scarred for the rest of my life in more ways than one. I want compensation!”
Ed looked around and watched as Scott approached the man who had interrupted them. Scott stood up straight, directly in front of him, imposing himself on him. Ed watched as Scott put his arm around him. Ed’s vision was blocked, all he could see was the back of Scott. Ed took a step to the side to get a better view. He could see that Scott had made sure his hand was hovering over the stitches that had been exposed. Ed wondered what had happened to make the man need stitches. His instant thought was of this getting leaked to the press. He listened as Scott spoke to him, hoping that this big oaf, didn’t put them in more trouble. “We will ensure you are adequately compensated my friend, but if you say a word of this to anyone you will receive nothing. You get that? Not only that.” He paused and put his hand on the stitches and started to scratch the end one and the man visibly cowered and yelled.  Scott leaned in and spoke in just over a whisper.  “If you do, I will come for you.”
The man whimpered and said “just, just make sure I get my money. I want it by the end of today.” He turned to walk away. Ed had to admire Scott, the oaf had done what he was good at, intimidation. Ed hoped it worked, if it didn’t, they would be in worse trouble than before. Of course, Ed would try and deny all knowledge, after all, he was in the office all day. Ed realised that he wanted to know what had happened, just in case it all went wrong, more than that, he was intrigued. Ed thought he heard him say “she had done it” and wanted to know who it was. Ed shouted, “wait!” Ed ran down off the podium and saw the man turn to face him. 
The man turned around and said “Wait. I know you. Your Ed D...wait what is this?” He looked around at the others in confusion.
Ed carried on walking towards him and looked at his shoulder. “Who did that to you?”
The man replied, “a woman. Brown hair. Mid-thirties I guess. They were with a fat Welsh man.” Ed walked back to the table. Ed pointed to the card with David on. “Is he the fat Welsh man?” Scott nodded. Ed quickly grabbed all the cards with females on from Group 6 and ran back. “Which?”
Ed watched as the man surveyed them and pointed to one of the cards. “Her. You make sure she gets into trouble won’t you?” Ed looked at the card with Samantha Harrington on it and replied, “most definitely.” The man walked out holding his shoulder which had just started to slowly seep blood through the broken stitch that Scott had pulled.
Ed walked back to the table, Scott glared at him. “You fool. Now he knows your involved he will go blabbing for the money.”
Ed glared at Scott. “Well isn’t that your job to make sure he doesn’t?”
Scott replied, “well you have made the job pretty impossible now.”
Ed sighed knowing he had to appeal to Scott's masculinity. “Look you're a hard man and you like to show it, so do what you must to make sure he doesn’t go spouting off to anyone.” Scott nodded, almost satisfied that he finally got to show his masculinity, thrilled at the prospect of potential violence, the pleasure was all over his face.
“Fine” Scott replied. “Let’s get back to it. What are we going to do about her.” Ed thought he pointed directly at him but realised it was at the card which he was still holding.
Matt replied. “I want her in. She was interesting, clever but understated. Almost plucky by the sounds of it.”
Scott laughed. “So you want to put the person who could unravel all of this into the limelight. Ed, you can’t agree with this surely.” 
Ed considered the photo of Samantha, she was attractive in a subtle kind of way. He liked the fact that she had some grit to her. “I want to give her a shot. She sounds interesting.”
Scott replied “for fuck's sake Ed. I’m sure you just want to be seen as an absolute idiot sometimes. I dare to ask but what are we doing about him.” Scott pointed to the photo of David.
Matt replied, “I liked David’s personality but he is a bit older and more out of shape than I would like. I say we offer it to him but on the condition, he passes a medical first.”
Scott responded instantly. “What happens when he fails said medical because let's face it, we all know he will.”
Matt replied, “then you can have your candidate.”
Scott considered this and replied, “agreed.”
Andrea let out an audible sigh of relief. “Boys, come on now, we are all friends here. Besides, we’ve got six more candidates to choose.”
Ed observed as they went about whittling down the remaining candidates until they got to the final group. So far, Ed quite liked the mixture of candidates they had chosen, the process seemed to be working well. Each of them had a certain type of person they were looking for and they seemed to have a broad spectrum of people from different social backgrounds.
Matt said “I liked him” pointing to the card with the name Mike Aston on. “His team seemed to like him and he was resourceful in the challenges.”
Scott replied “my man in the field said he was good when sorting the taxi situation out. He handled it calmly and didn’t saw the driver’s arm off which is always a bonus.”
Matt continued. “I quite liked her.” He pointed to the card which said Lauren Johnson.
Scott raised his voice. “You cannot be serious. Honestly, I can’t believe you’re actually an astronaut, with some of your choices. How do you think it’s going to work with a deaf girl in space. Think about it.”
Matt slammed his fist on the table and shouted “I don’t even know why you are here. Why is he here Ed, why has he got a say? I understand our agreement was that we chose.” Ed stood up straight, up until this point, he had a vague interest but was already planning for the next stage in his mind. Half listening, half not. He now realised that once again, he needed to work his way out of a situation he had created, laying out a new foundation of lies.
Andrea glared at Ed. “Ed, is this true?” Ed looked between Andrea, Scott, Tim and Matt who were all glaring at him as if waiting for him to slip up. Like cats waiting at the bottom of a tree for a bird to fall. Ed paused for a moment to consider his answer.
Ed took a deep breath and composed himself. “It is true that I offered Matt and Stan the ability to choose their candidates, they will, after all, be with them in space. However, Matt, you have to understand that Scott and his men have seen the candidates in the field. They are here to advise you on how they did, so you should take their views into account. We are on the last one and it has gone well so far, hasn't it?”
Tim, who had been fairly quiet and disinterested at this point, lifted his head from his phone. “Another lie Ed? Why are we all surprised that you continue to deceive us behind our backs.”
“It’s not like that. Our candidates have been good, so far it has worked well. Let’s just finish this up and go home, shall we?”
Scott glared at Ed. “Not that it appears my opinion is going to mean much but she couldn’t communicate with the others. They didn’t understand her. How is that going to work for your television show Andrea?”
Andrea paused and considered her reply. “It would be a challenge, but I quite like the idea, so I am sure we could work with it. She was good Scott, even you have to admit that.”
Matt nodded. “She did try and communicate with the others in her own way and she passed all the challenges with flying colours. I fully appreciate that it will be difficult but isn’t it time we included more disabled people in space anyway? Why should it be limited to mainly white men? Why can’t it be diversified? She is a chemist in a leading pharmaceutical company. She is the fastest deaf woman to run the London Marathon. Isn’t this the candidate we want?”
Andrea nodded. “I agree. We need a mix of characters for the show and she is perfect.”
Ed replied swiftly before anyone else had a chance to speak and drag the process on for longer than it already had. “Looks like we are done. Andrea can you get your minions to call them and let them know the good news. Just email the rest with the bad news. Hold off notifying Ross until we have heard from David’s medical. Get him in tomorrow. Matt, test him however you wish, with Dr Singh from earlier. Andrea, can we get them ready for the introductions next week?”
Andrea nodded. “We can get them in the hotel for filming preliminaries before the set will be ready in a week. Ed, will your hotel be ready?”
Ed replied “Yes I have reserved ten rooms for the next four weeks. I suggest we meet at the hanger to check on the set in a weeks time. I’ll send you all a diary note. Andrea let me know how you get on with informing them.” Ed was back in his comfort zone, giving out commands and organising a group of people. He walked off towards the entrance before anyone had the chance to even say bye. Ed felt like he had wasted enough of his evening on this pointless exercise. For all Ed cared, they could have pulled the names out of the hat.
Ed walked down the steps at the main entrance and across the gravel drive to his car. For the first time, he felt excited about the project. They had a variety of candidates and Ed thought the show would be entertaining at the very least. He walked back to his car with a spring in his step. He wanted to share his progress but had to be careful who he disclosed information to. The last thing he needed was more leaks in the press. There was only one person he trusted, one person he wanted to talk to.
He got into his car, started the engine and it roared into life. As he was driving, out of the school and away from the people he had spent most of his time with recently, he said, “call Ruth Merryweather.”
As he was pulling away out of the school gates, he heard Ruth’s sweet voice. “Hi Ed. How’s it going?” Ed smiled, he loved hearing her voice, it relaxed him. She was the one person he could talk to about anything. If Ed was truly honest, he didn’t know what he would do without her.
He continued to drive down the country lanes to try and get back to the M1 and back into inner London. “Good. We’ve got our candidates. We are launching the initial stages of filming in one week.”
“That’s great news Ed. It’s all coming together. Well done.” Ed smiled, owning your own company meant that no-one ever told you you did well. You only heard about things when they went wrong when people were looking for someone to blame. So when someone did compliment his work, Ed returned to that young man who was just starting out and desperate to do well.
“I’m just driving at the moment, so can you get Sarah to call an emergency board meeting tomorrow to discuss and update?”
The reply was instant. “No problem Ed.” Unlike most conversations where Ed liked to have the last word and always cut the phone off early, this was different. He actually was enjoying having a conversation on the phone rather than dreading hearing the high pitched tones of it ringing. After a while, in what wasn’t an awkward silence, more like a comfortable silence between friends, Ruth replied. “Bye Ed.” The phone hung up.
Ed continued on the long drive back into central London and approached his apartment. He didn’t usually drive, but Ed found it quite refreshing. He felt in complete control of something, he loved the feeling of being in control, you never panic. Unlike in business, particularly when that business was related to space, everything was so unpredictable. You can never be in complete control in business, you just seem to roll with the punches. Something always goes wrong that you could have never foreseen and yet will always be blamed for.
He approached the rear of the building and descended down the narrow, winding driveway into the underground car park for the building. He parked his car in the tightest of spaces and made his way up the stairs to the main entrance. The car park was unglamorous, just cold, stone walls. Each car was crammed into the smallest of spaces. Ed thought it was somewhat ironic that you could have all the money in the world and in London, still struggle to get a decent car parking spot near your house. Even though the car park was full of expensive cars, an underground car park always felt dingy and unsafe.
Ed walked passed the main entrance, he looked to his left and nodded to the doorman. He was just about to climb the stairs to his apartment when he stopped in his tracks, with one foot on the first step and the other on the ground floor. Ed felt like something was different, unusual. He turned back and looked at the doorman. It was a different man. A man he had never seen before. The man had short blond hair and sunglasses on. He was wearing a smart black suit. Ed recognised an expensive suit when he saw one and this was one. He wondered if he was being prejudiced but he thought that it was unusual. Ed wondered if he was just trying to make a good impression. Either way, he couldn’t resist the need to ask. “I’ve not seen you before. Where is the usual guy?”
The man had a European twang of an accent that Ed couldn’t place.“He is ill. I stand in.”
Ed never normally asked so many questions, normally he went straight up to his apartment with as minimal contact as possible but something didn’t feel right. He took his right foot off the step and turned his body towards the doorman. “Oh right. What do they call you then?”
The man replied, “Tom.” Ed eyed him up and down suspiciously. He wasn’t sure if he was being inherently racist by not believing that his name was “Tom.” The strong accent suggested otherwise. Ed was not about to cause himself more bad publicity by questioning him over it. He imagined the headlines, as he always did when about to make a bad judgement, ‘Your name’s too English, Ed Dayton in racist remark’ and ‘Ed Dayton in racist slur’. He considered it was not worth the hassle. He hesitated not sure what to say. Eventually, he simply turned around and walked up the stairs. As Ed was walking up the spiral staircase, something made Ed look down. He could see the doorman. He was staring at the entrance like they usually did. Ed thought it would put him at ease. It didn’t.
Ed tried to push the unsettling feeling he had to the back of his mind and carried on walking up the stairs. As he approached his apartment, he walked in and saw Lanette on the sofa watching TV. Ed saw she was watching some type of serial drama, which he didn’t have the time to watch. As Lanette heard the door slam shut, she turned to face him. “Hey Eddy!”
Ed took his jacket off and put it on the hooks behind the door. “Hey Lanny. Have you eaten?”
She replied, “not yet. Do you want me to cook?” Ed was conflicted. On the one hand, he couldn’t be bothered to cook, but on the other, he knew as soon as he sat down he would fall asleep after yet another frantic day of seemingly endless meetings. He decided it would be best to do it himself, it would at least keep him awake. “I fancy doing it today, I’ll do a stir fry.”
Lanny smiled and walked over to him. She put her arms around his neck and kissed him gently. She looked up at him after she released her lips from his. “Eddy the chef. That would be lovely.” She sat back down on the sofa and Ed made his way to the kitchen.  He opened the fridge and got out the chicken, peppers and onions. He took out a sharp, long knife from the knife stand and started to chop some peppers and onions. As he was chopping, he felt his body relax. As if the sensation of the knife cutting through the peppers was in some way satisfying. Ed watched the way it carved through the peppers so easily.
He continued to chop the onions and could see Lanette making her way over to him. She was wearing tight black jeans and a loose-fitting red top, her long blonde hair cascaded down her arms, swaying as she walked. She walked behind him and rubbed his shoulders as he chopped. “How was your day? You were late again.”
Ed sighed. “Tough day but not a bad one. Made some progress.”
Lanette manoeuvred her head around him so she could see his face. He could see her long blonde locks draping past his elbow, tickling his arm. “With the space side of things?”
“Yeah. I think we might get another flight going again soon but this time with a bigger profile.”
Lanette looked at him and smiled. “That’s great. How have you managed that? You always manage to pull it out the bag! Is everything alright with Tim now?”
Ed ignored the first part of the question, he wasn't about to tell Lanette everything, who knows who she gossiped with when he wasn’t in. “For now.” Ed didn’t want to talk about work, he wanted to come home and relax, he wondered why that seemed too much to ask. He hoped that was the matter done with. It appeared not as Lanette shook him gently but so much so that Ed almost chopping off the tip of his middle finger.
“Tell me Ed. I’m interested.”
As Lanette gently shook him, the knife cut off the tip of his fingernail, it was so close to chopping off the tip of his finger, that Ed could almost feel the pain. He yelled out in shock. He turned around. “Watch what your doing will you! You almost had my finger off” As Ed looked at Lanette, he could see her eyes were wide with shock. Ed was puzzled. Then he followed Lanette’s gaze and saw the knife he was holding was pointing at her stomach. It looked almost like it had pierced her skin but all it had done was make a small incision in her red top.  He quickly withdrew the knife and spun back around back to return to chopping. Ed chopped in silence, the only noise between them was the hard metal sound of the knife hitting the worktop with each chop. The noise almost sounded threatening after what had just occurred. The sound of the knife hitting the worktop, saying this could have been your stomach, look how easily I cut through.
Ed could not stand it, for some reason, the silence was deafening, hanging like an accusation in the air. Ed felt like he would never forget that look of fear in Lanette’s eyes. He wondered if they would ever be able to move on from that moment. He tried to break the silence, restoring some normality. “There’s a new doorman downstairs, did you see him?” Lanette did not reply. Ed said again, more insistently. “The doorman Lanette. Did you notice he was different?” He put the knife down and turned around and put his hands on her shoulders, she seemed to shudder at his touch. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to do that, you know that right? I was just chopping you see and you spooked me. I’d never hurt you, you know that.”
Lanette looked into his eyes for a while and Ed could feel her searching for some kind of truth in them. She finally replied, “I know Ed. Things haven’t been great for a while. You’ve not been yourself.”
Ed sighed “I know but once this initial space flight is over and the programme is up and running, it will run itself. I’ll retire then and it can just be me and you. We can go for walks and look up at the stars or just stay in and watch TV. Whatever you want.”
Lanette slightly smiled, although Ed could see it was false. She was trying too hard, it was almost a grimace. “Sure, that sounds great.” She walked back over to the TV and sat down. Ed could tell that to Lanette, it didn’t sound great right now. Ed thought probably the last thing she wanted to do at the moment was spend more time with him.
The rest of the night past of little note and conversation. For the first time in a long time, Ed couldn’t wait to get into the office. Not because he was excited about the programme progressing so quickly, but because he figured that he would rather be at work shouting at people than sat in the awkward silence in his large apartment with accusations hanging in the air.
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The next day Ed awoke earlier than normal and got himself dressed and ready for his day ahead. He decided to dress more casual today as he did not feel he needed to win the board over, after all, his meeting was going to be giving them some good news. He decided to go for blue trousers teamed with a white shirt and no tie. He purposefully woke up early and was as quiet as he could be to get himself ready to get out of the house as quietly as possible so he didn’t have to wake Lanette. Ed even avoided his usual smoothie to not wake her. He grabbed a glass of fruit juice instead and had some porridge with fresh strawberries and left. If Lanette did hear him, she never made an appearance.
As he walked out of the building, he noticed that ‘Tom’ was still manning the door. Ed nodded to him as he left the building, avoiding another awkward encounter. Tom said, “Your car is at the front, sir.”
Ed still could not place the accent. He felt he could not leave without asking him again and cursed himself for his own curiosity. “Thanks. Any news on the other guy?”
Tom shook his head. “It is not looking good I have heard. You may not see him for a while.”
“That’s a shame, nice guy. Send him my best.”
Tom smiled and nodded. “Very good Sir,” Ed noted the smile almost seemed sinister. Ed wondered if it was the sunglasses that gave that effect. The thought suddenly occurred to him, wondering why he was wearing sunglasses at all.
Ed walked out to his car which was waiting for him, feeling more unnerved than he did last night. There was nothing unusual about Eastern Europeans in London. The capital was a diverse place and all the better for it. The Russians particularly, put lots of money into the city. Ed wasn’t sure how much of that money was strictly legitimate but as long as it kept the city running no-one seemed to notice or care much. However, his own run-ins with the Russians lately made him sceptical. There was also something almost threatening in the way he said he would not be seeing his old doorman for a while. Ed reflected that you never truly appreciate something until it's gone. He liked his old doorman, who knew his boundaries and seemed a gentle sort of fellow. Ed thought this guy would break your neck given the chance. He could see he was of a stocky build even under the expensive suit, with his square shoulders. 
 
Ed got into the backseat of the car and his driver took him to his office. He tried to shake the thoughts out of his mind, he had bigger challenges ahead. When he got to Dayton Tower, he noted there were no press waiting for him today, it made a nice change. He was able to get out of his car and walk through the main entrance, it made a nice change. Not having to go through the back like a tradesman. He got out and walked to his office and up to the boardroom.
As he got out of the lift and made his way across the hallway, Sarah jumped out to see him, her green flowing dress swaying as she did so. Ed rolled his eyes, resenting the fact that he couldn’t even make it to a meeting room without being bombarded. “Ed you’ve had a call from an Andrea, that’s all she said. She said to tell you that ‘everyone will know come 12pm’. She said you’d know what she meant.”
Ed avoided eye contact. “Thanks. Did you manage to get everyone together for this morning?”
Sarah nodded. “Yes but some can only stay for the start.”
“Great.” He started to walk towards the meeting room, hoping it would give Sarah a subtle hint that he wanted to be left alone. She stayed unmoved. He ended up right in front of her, a place he did not want to be. He tried to brush past her, pretending that she wasn’t there.
“Ed?” Ed rolled his eyes and then turned around.
Sarah was standing with her hands in front of her, rotating them awkwardly and staring at the floor. “Yes, Sarah?”
Sarah stared at her green stilettos heels. “About the other day…”
Ed waved his hand as if to dismiss the idea. He didn’t have time for the melodramas. “Don’t worry about it.”
Ed turned and started to walk away, he had other things on his mind today. “No Ed, I’m sorry I overstepped the mark.”
“Forget about it.” Ed carried on walking, without turning around and walked into the boardroom.
Ed looked around the room and for the first time in a long time, he was not secretly dreading the meeting. In fact, he was looking forward to it. No intense grilling, no difficult questions, no questionable lies to conjure up, just telling them how matters were progressing. Ed was especially looking forward to rubbing in the fact that so far, his plan was working against all the opposition of the doubters. Ed had time to check his emails, out of the hundreds of unanswered messages, one caught his attention, an email from Ruth.








From: Ruth Merryweather
To: Ed Dayton
Subject: FYI
“Ed,
You may find the below interesting:
www.thewordpaper.co.uk/russian/launch/ready”
Ed clicked on the link which took him to an article from The Word, Ed’s most hated publication.
“Russians ready to launch new crewed test flight
One inside source (who wishes to remain anonymous) has revealed that the Russian Space Agency Roscosmos are ready to launch a test flight in preparation for a commercial flight later this year. The test flight will go ahead later today at 3pm (12pm GMT) with a dummy in the capsule. The dummy named “счастливая кукла” or “lucky doll” will be aboard the mission.
The mission will aim to get into outer space and return back to earth safely.
Should the mission be successful, a human test flight may only be a matter of weeks away. The big question being asked is if the Russians can do it, why has Ed Dayton and Dayton Space made such a mess over it?
Our sources confirm that a project is lined up to get Dayton Space moving again but surely Ed Dayton is about to lose his space race with the Russians?
We will be providing a live feed from Russia, so stay tuned!”
Ed stared at the screen motionless, the urge to throw his phone out of the window rising, as if throwing away the phone would throw away his problems. Ed knew this moment was coming but he hadn’t expected it just yet. His own sources had indicated that they were close but they had managed to keep their test flight launch completely secret. Ed knew that even when they did get the televised programme up and running, they would still be weeks away from an actual launch. The realisation dawned on Ed. The Russians were going to win. Ed felt like it was all for nothing. He wondered what the point was in a programme called “The First Civilian” if it wouldn’t, in fact, be that. Ed realised his meeting had just got a whole lot harder. Ed wondered why nothing was ever straight forward, why he couldn't have this one moment of glory. He began researching everything he could find about the test flight until the board started to filter in for the 10am meeting. Ed put a smile on his face trying to recreate the good feeling he had earlier and begun the meeting, pretending that he was unaware of what he had just read.
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As the board sat down, Ed looked around at the faces that sat watching him. He could read the emotions on the faces of the people around him. He knew that some people knew about the Russians and some didn’t as there was a mixture of emotions on their faces: excitement, anticipation and defeat.
Ed began. “It is good to see you all again and I am delighted you could all make it on such short notice. We have made some great strides in our mission to become the first UK based commercial flight into space. Most of you will be unaware that we held an assessment day yesterday to select ten candidates that will feature on the televised programme “The First Civilian”. I am delighted to say that this was a big success and we have ten candidates who are being informed as we speak that they were successful. Preparation has begun into preparing the programme with initial filming starting next week. This will mainly be based at Dayton Warwickshire Hotel for now until it gets moved for filming to a remote location nearby.
In terms of progressing the shuttle; our scientists have worked tirelessly to prepare the shuttle ready and it should be ready to launch in four weeks which should tie in nicely. We will, of course, be doing a test flight in the next couple of weeks to be sure. I called you all here to update you and to ease your concerns and I hope that I have done just that. I will now open the floor to any questions.”
Khalid was the first to comment. “I think we should change the name of the programme. We’ve called it “The First Civilian” but we might not be. Have you heard the news on the Russians?”
Ed replied and could not hide the disappointment in his face. “Yes. They may well beat us to be the first commercial space flight of the new age. I hope they don’t. If the test flight doesn’t go to plan, then we can still beat them. The main thing is, they don’t know about our idea yet. We will be the first televised programme to recruit a space cadet and for all we know, the Russians could be just launching with astronauts first. We might still be the first to launch with a true civilian. For that reason, of course, I wish to keep this competition out of the headlines for as long as possible. So please do not share any of this information to anyone outside of this room.”
Jim sighed and ran his hand through his thinning hair. “Ed, I have raised this concern before and I will raise it again. You are so fixated with this programme and all the fame it will bring you, that you are failing to see the reason why we went into this venture is slipping away. We wanted to be the first affordable commercial flight into space in modern times and we might fail. I feel I am the only one on this table that gives a damn that we’re losing £10m a month on this venture. Ed, television programme or no programme, if the Russians do manage to be the first to transport a paying passenger in direct competition with us, then you have to see that we have failed.”
The board stared at him, almost hoping he could say an answer that would magically make it all better. They wondered why he lied and hid truths, it was because the look of expectation made him do it. Ed could have predicted how this meeting would go. He thought he may as well have skipped the meeting and had pre-programmed robots of every board member, as he knew exactly what they would say and their response. However, the only surprise came as Ed was just about to reply. It was from that sweet voice he liked to hear. “I understand that Jim, but what can we do now? We can’t just say we might not win and call it quits. We will lose more than we gain. This televised competition gives us the opportunity to recoup some losses and increase our profile. It would be worse to drop out now and have the public think we failed again.”
Ed watched as Jim and Ruth looked at each other. “I agree Ruth. I’m not saying to pack it in, I’m just saying we will be perceived to have failed. Ed should accept that if the Russians get there first, he will have failed.”
Ed hated that word, failed. He had not failed. He felt his anger rising. “That is true, but who in the public eye will care if they can watch their friends or family go into space? I’m pretty certain that the Russians will have someone of their own standing up there first, someone who can afford to pay. Look with all this deliberating, all we can do is watch the test flight later and see how it goes. I’ll set up a large screen in our conference room for you all to watch it. In the meantime, I suggest that we meet again in one week for a progress update unless something comes up.” He was fed up now, his good mood evaporated. He wanted everyone out. “Are we done?”
Ed heard a voice that he had not heard in a while, a voice that rarely brought good news. “Ed, I’m not sure about the reliability of what you have just said. I checked with Hans and they are still working on increasing the reliability of the new shuttle. Can you guarantee it will be ready for a test flight in a couple of weeks?” Tracy looked at Ed and the board went silent. They all stared at him awaiting his reply. Waiting for him to fall on his sword.
“It will be ready.”
Tracy just nodded. “I’ll check with Hans and let you know. I have to be honest Ed, judging where we are at, it will be at least another month before we are ready to launch a test flight, let alone one with paying passengers. You can’t give people false hope, equally, you can’t launch an unsafe shuttle that is not fully ready to meet the demands of a voyage. It will be suicide for you and your crew.”
Ed hoped this wouldn’t come up, he had not checked in with Hans for a while. The last time he spoke to him, Hans was adamant that any improvements would take months. Ed had ignored his advice. They worked for him after all, not the other way round. They could always launch it when it is nearly ready. Who cares if the paint is a bit worn as long as it works, right? The last one was almost successful, it was just the re-entry. It was so close to being perfect. He considered his reply.  “Well Tracy, as Director of Space Operations, I assume you will at least try and make it ready”.
Tracy gave him a hard stare. “Of course Ed, but I will not launch a rocket into space that has not rectified the issues from the last shuttle. We will try and get it ready for you, but I am not making any promises.  I will not launch with the same specifications as the last one and risk any more lives.”
Ed started to feel the anger well, it was almost as if they wanted this mission to fail. Ed could not risk this being delayed anymore, especially as the Russians were so close. Ed said sharply “If there are no more questions.” Ed did not wait for a reply. “Board dismissed.”
Ed watched as they all filtered out one by one and he turned his back on them as they did so. He faced out of the window and looked at the River Thames moving freely without a care in the world. As Ed was lost in his thoughts, he turned around, believing everyone to have left but saw that Tracy had held back. She had her hair tied up and was wearing her glasses with the green frame. She was wearing a knee-length black shift dress and looked every bit as intelligent as she was. Ed heard her heels as she walked over to him. “Ed, we need to talk.”
Ed looked at her with a hard stare. “Perhaps we do Tracy. I don’t expect to be undermined in my own meeting by one of my own staff.”
Tracy calmly replied. “No offence Ed, but if you just had yes men around your table, you would have far more blood on your hands. That’s why I need to talk to you.”
They both stood in front of the window looking out at the London skyline and not at each other. Ed sighed and tried to reason with her. “True. Look Tracy, we need to get this shuttle ready on time. It’s our last shot.”
“I understand that Ed but we can’t risk another bad test run. It will destroy the company, not to mention our reputation. I’m in the firing line as much as you if it goes wrong. It is my job after all.”
Ed turned to look at her and tried to reason with her. “Can you at least promise me you will try and get it ready for another run. They’ve found a way to resolve the issue out after all right?”
“Kind of Ed, they know what the problem was with the thrusters but we really need to re-enforce the sides of the shuttle for re-entry otherwise, another bit of debris hits the side and we have the same problem. That is what will take some time. We need to run simulation tests on the new reinforced exterior to make sure it will hold.”
Ed knew from experience that that process could take months, months they didn’t have time for. “We will have to trust that they know what they are talking about and do without the full tests this time.”
Tracy looked at Ed with her arms crossed, Ed could feel her look of distaste. “We need to guarantee safety Ed.”
Ed was losing patience. “Is it essential? Could we try without all the test runs?”
Tracy sighed and looked away. “Yes Ed, we could try but we could also fail and fail catastrophically.”
“If it comes to it, we go without.”
Tracy raised her voice. “I cannot sanction that Ed. You are not listening. You are only hearing what you want to hear.”
Ed replied “If you can’t sanction it Tracy, then I will. For now, I’m still the CEO, I’m the majority shareholder as is Tim and we will launch if we want to.” Ed corrected himself. “If we need to.”
Tracy turned her back sharply and walked out of the room. Just as she was at the door she turned towards Ed. “Let it be on your conscience Ed. I’m having no part in this. I will tender my resignation in writing in the coming days. You may look back on this day and wonder if you made the right call, as you look down and see the blood on your hands. You forget Ed, as Director of Space Operations, it will be on my head too. I came into this project to help the everyday man get into space. We were going to do this on a budget but cut no strings. Lately, you seem more driven by your own ambition than protecting the people you tried to help. Goodbye Ed.”
Ed was filled with rage, how dare she walkout at a crucial time. Ed thought how selfish she was being. Bringing the project to this point and then relinquishing herself of all responsibility if it went wrong. Ed thought it would be better without her anyway, less negativity in the room. He knew it would take weeks to appoint someone else and in the meantime, he could make Hans report to him directly. He could then put his own positive slant on things. He turned to tell Tracy what he thought, but she was already long gone.
Ed got out his phone and was just about to create an email to the rest of the board and suddenly he haltered as if frozen in time. He noticed the little time icon showing it was 11:30am. He cancelled his email and loaded up ‘The Word’ for a live feed of the Russians test flight. Ed sat down, watched the screen and waited.




4.

Samantha woke up at around 11am, she felt like she hadn’t slept well at all.  She couldn’t decide if that was as a result of all the adrenalin from the day before or the unnerving feeling that she had since she got off the train. Even when she did drift off to sleep, her mind kept playing over the days events and in particular the experience with the man they hitchhiked with. The more Samantha recapped the events in her mind, the more she got the feeling that something wasn’t quite right about the whole situation. It seemed too much of a coincidence that: the driver was going in their direction, that he had tools in the car and that everyone else had an equally unnerving experience. Every time that Samantha awoke in the night, she tried to push the thoughts out of her mind to no success. In the end, she had resulted in scrolling through her FriendFinder page to try and switch off.
Eventually, she must have got to sleep because the next thing Samantha remembered was being woken up by her phone going off at 11am. She looked at the screen and saw a new FriendFinder request from ‘Mike Aston’. She studied the picture. Samantha considered that everyone showed their best side on their profile, Mike was standing on a sunny beach in a t-shirts and shorts looking quite handsome and suave in his dark sunglasses in an exotic setting. She accepted the request and straight away received a message:
“Hi Sam, have you heard anything?”
Samantha quickly replied:
“Hi Mike. I tried to find you on here but couldn't! Not heard. Have you?”
Samantha's heartbeat quickened, she knew that if others had heard it was unlikely she was successful. She hoped that Mike came back saying he had not heard.
“Not yet but I know a few who have. I think they are letting people know in group order.”
Samantha exhaled with relief.
“That makes sense. I’ll let you know if I do but I’m not optimistic.”
“I think you’ll be fine. Message me when you know.”
Samantha put the phone down and got out of bed. She walked over to the kitchen in her pyjamas and dressing gown and made herself a strong coffee and sat on the sofa. As she was grabbing the milk she noticed her calendar and the words “Interview” on tomorrow's date. Samantha shouted, “shit! I forgot about that.”
She walked over to the living room and sat on her sofa. Samantha felt more confident, more self-assured than she had a week ago. Pushing herself to the limit yesterday had ignited a feeling of self-belief that she had not felt for a long time. She decided to start preparing for the interview. She was just jotting down some key points from the firm's website when a message appeared on her phone. She looked at the sender and noticed it was from David Dryden.
“I’ve just heard. I’ve got to complete a medical first due to health concerns but then the place is mine if I want it. I’m not sure if I do though, even if I got through the medical. Have you heard?”
Samantha’s heart sunk. If David had been successful then it narrowed her chances to 9/1 and being up against Ross did not fill her with confidence. As the disappointment sunk through her body and felt like it weighed her heart down, she tried to feign enthusiasm. Samantha was pleased that he had messaged her rather than called so that she had the time to consider her reply and time to hide her disappointment.
“Congratulations David! I’m so pleased for you! At least they showed some common sense! Just hope you’re not paired with Ross!  I’ve not heard so pretty sure I’ve not got it. I expected it tbf. Whens your medical?”
Samantha looked at her phone waiting for a reply, it took a few minutes to come through. Samantha could imagine David’s chubby fingers punching the keys and the image made her laugh, despite the huge disappointment she felt. Her phone buzzed.
“Tomorrow first thing. They still haven’t said what the whole thing is for though, the more they keep it secret, the more I’m not sure I want to be a part of it. Let me know when you hear.”
“Will do. Good luck tomorrow David, let me know how you get on.”
Samantha lay back on the sofa, sinking into the depths. Her message had been short and to the point. She did not want to be drawn into a debate about something she didn't want to think about. Her enthusiasm had diminished, her self-believe disapparated and all she wanted to do was go to the kitchen. She put her phone down and walked over to the fridge. Her eyes were drawn straight to the unopened bottle of wine in the fridge. She caressed the neck of the bottle feeling the cool glass against her fingertips. She could imagine the taste as the ice-cool liquid slipped down her throat and warming her belly. She heard her phone vibrate and it was as if her head was snapped out of its unconscious thoughts. The inner demon subsided. She said out loud,“get a hold of yourself.” She walked over to the living room.
She phone continued to vibrate signalling that her phone was ringing. She checked her phone. It was an unknown number. Her heart began to race, knowing who it could be. She swiped her finger to the right to answer the call.
“Hello?”
“Hello is that Samantha Harrington?” Samantha vaguely recognised the cold but pleasantly professional voice on the other end.
“Yes? Who is this?”
“This is Channel 3. I am pleased to confirm that we are delighted to offer you a place on our programme if you want it? It will be a challenge, both physically and mentally exhausting. Yesterday was only the beginning but it will be worth it. Are you wanting to accept?”
Samantha jumped up and down and unsteadily held the phone to her ear. She composed herself. “Yes of course. Thank you. I’m delighted.” Doubt then crept into her mind. “But I thought I’d failed the challenges, so how can I be chosen?”
The woman replied. “I do not have access to each individual case but can confirm that the assessment day was about assessing your character and ability to work under pressure with a team. It did not matter if the challenges were failed.”
A coldness suddenly ran over Samantha. Her thoughts when she woke up suddenly returned to her. “Was the last challenge fixed? We had a guy who attacked us?”
The answer was short and swift. “I can neither confirm or deny anything about the challenges Miss Harrington, but can assure you that Channel 3 would never let you be put in harm's way.” There was a long pause. “Miss Harrington, I must hurry you. Are you accepting or rejecting our offer?”
Samantha snapped out of her own train of thought and straight away replied “accepting of course!”
“Good. Filming will begin next week. Please ensure next Monday you arrive at Dayton Hotel in Warwickshire at 9am sharp. Particulars will be sent through email.”
Samantha interjected before she could hear the familiar beep on the phone line cutting off on the other end. “Wait.” Samantha had not expected a reply and was surprised when one came.
“Yes, Miss Harrington?”
“What is it all for? The show?”
There was a pause on the other end. “Unfortunately I am not at liberty to reveal that information at this time Miss Harrington. Goodbye” Samantha heard the phone click on the other end and heard the familiar beep to signal that she was now holding a phone with no-one on the other end. Samantha felt ecstatic, she didn’t know what to do first. She jumped around the living room. She typed out a message and sent it to David and Mike.
“Got a place! Super excited! See you guys next week!”
Samantha felt full of excited energy, so much so that she couldn't sit down but just paced around the room like a goldfish in a bowl. Samantha first called Mann &  Cole LLP to cancel her interview which was due to be tomorrow. She felt nervous and slightly scared. Samantha hated letting people down and she felt an overwhelming amount of shame. Samantha tried to reassure herself that she was doing what was best for her and that it must happen all the time. The call ended with pleasantries with both parties wishing each other all the best in the future.
For the first time in a long time, Samantha felt wanted, needed almost. She felt happy and with a purpose. She had something to be proud of. She wasn’t sure if it was this emotion or guilt of knowing she should speak to him before he sees her on television that made her do it, but she rung her dad for the first time in over six months. She dialled.
“Sam?” Her dad's voice was husky and it sounded like he had only just got out of bed. She could hear the tiredness in his voice. He sounded older.
“Dad! How are you?” She said tentatively.
“Been better Sam. What’s happened?” There was a clipped edge to his voice which was almost accusatory. Samantha felt the rage build up in her chest but took a deep breath to subside it.
“I called to tell you I’ve been accepted on a TV show!”
There was a silence on the other end. Samantha waited for the praise but it was not forthcoming. “What kind of TV show?”
Samantha replied hesitantly, carefully choosing her words. “I’m not sure yet Dad, it’s all very hush-hush but it sounds like physical challenges. Perhaps like a SAS style programme or something.”
Samantha heard a sigh on the other end. “What about your job Samantha?”
Samantha snapped. “I left it Dad, I hated it. They treated me like crap like I was worthless.” There was another sigh and suddenly all the feeling of excitement and anticipation that Samantha had felt was fading, as if her body had been full of tiny balls of energy and they were now floating away. “Can you not be happy for me Dad? Just this once?”
Samantha held her breath, knowing that his response would determine their relationship in the future.“I had such high hopes for you. You were so good at school and now look at you. You're going to be another washed up B listed celebrity.”
Samantha felt the sting of tears in her eyes and tried to fight them back. “I had to earn money Dad. For us remember? You were struggling after mum wasn’t around, I had to leave school to help us.”
“Don’t pin this on me Samantha. You could have been anything you wanted to be but you are always looking for an easy way out.”
Samantha let go, she could not hold back the tears. Her bubble had burst and she had never regretted a decision more than calling her dad right now. She wanted the conversation over. “Keep an eye out for me on TV Dad, it will be on Channel 3.”
She was just about to hang up when she heard her dad cough. His chest sounded like shotguns going off and she could hear the continued rattle as he breathed afterwards. “Have you got a cold Dad? You should get that looked at, sounds nasty.”
After a few more coughs during which Samantha wondered if she should call an ambulance, her dad replied. “I have. It’s just a bug. I’m sorry Samantha. You know I love you don’t you?”
Samantha was taken aback. Her dad had not said that since she was a little girl. He never showed his emotions and it sent Samantha back to when she was a little girl and used to come home with grazed knees and her dad would kiss them better. The tears began to fall down Samantha’s cheeks more rapidly. A voice in the back of her mind told her something was wrong. “I do. I love you too Dad.” She paused “Is everything OK with you?”
Her Dad coughed and she heard him breathe deeply. It was muffled, as if something was on his face, stopping him breathing. “I’m fine. I’ll look out for your show. Bye Sammy.”
Samantha replied through choked tears and her wobbly voice. “Bye Dad.” The call ended and for a while, Samantha stood looking at her phone. She didn’t know what to do.
Samantha sat down on the sofa and wiped her eyes with a tissue. She picked up her phone to ring her Dad again when an email came in. She clicked to open it.
‘From: Channel 3 ontheshow@channel3.com
To: Samantha Harrington samharrington@gmail.com
Subject: Your Application
We are delighted that you have decided to accept the position on one of our latest TV Shows. Unfortunately, due to confidentiality, we will be unable to release further details until you attend next week.  Please find attached a link to the location, time and what you should bring with you.
We look forward to seeing you next week.
Kind regards,
The Channel 3 Team’
Samantha clicked the pdf document attached to the email and it opened up:
‘Congratulations on being selected for our latest show called “The First Civilian.” You have been selected to be part of a competition competing for the ultimate prize (to be revealed later).
As part of the show, you will be put together with nine other people in a close environment. You will live with each other for a minimum of 2 weeks and will be required to complete tasks for your basic survival. This will be a test of your physical and mental capabilities.
You should bring with you enough clothes for 3 weeks. No food will be allowed to be brought in. Please use the enclosed form to tell us about any medication and/or dietary requirements you have.
You will need to check-in at Dayton Hotel in Warwickshire. Please see the attached document as to how to get there. A Channel 3 representative will be in the hotel lobby at 9am.
We look forward to meeting you there.’
Samantha put down her phone and looked up at the ceiling “The First Civilian.” Samantha thought to herself that it could be a reality survival programme about how to survive in a hostile environment, like a remote island. Samantha thought to herself that she did not want to be a part of an army survival programme. She had hoped it would test her limits but did not think she would be part of some masculine show of strength. Samantha imagined the competition, imagined the characters that would be selected and said, “oh no, what have I done!”
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Ed Dayton sat in silence and watched his tablet screen and watched the live video feed covering the Russian launch. The rocket was due to take off in ten minutes. Ed sat in silence and watched as the rocket was preparing to take off. He had given express instructions to his reception desk that he did not want to be disturbed. He watched as the rocket began to start-up in readiness for departure and watched as the countdown began.
“Well, this is it. The test flight for the Russian Space Agency to test out their shuttle for a commercialised flight. The countdown has begun let's take you there now.”
Ed listened as he overheard the Russian command centre communicate to the astronauts inside. All Ed could think about was “let it not take off or explode on take off.” Ed was beyond thinking about the people inside the shuttle, his humanity was far beyond that point. All he cared about now was the rocket failing so his mission could survive.
“готовится к запуску”
(Preparing to launch)
“десять, девять, восемь, севн, шесть, пять, четыре”
(Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four,)
Ed could see as the rocket boosters filled will fire as the shuttle was preparing to take off. Ed said out loud. “Come on. Blow up. Any minute now.”
“три, два, один”
(three, two, one)
“Отрываться”
(lift off)
Ed watched as the fire at the bottom of the rocket grew and the shuttle slowly began its vertical ascent. Begrudgingly Ed watched and noted that everything had gone to plan so far. The rocket began to move towards the sky and Ed watched, muttering to himself. He realised that if anyone came in, they would think Ed was casting a spell on the screen. Ed was squinting at the screen waiting for the explosion. He was so desperate for something to happen, he had to blink hard, almost believing he saw it explode. It was just a vision. The rocket was doing fine. He watched as it left Earth’s atmosphere cleanly and with as much precision as he would have expected from the Russians.
“Исследователь два безопасно его восхождение”
(Explorer Two is safely in ascent)
Ed watched as the rocket carried on going up into space until it was beyond the camera's eye and up into the clouds. The camera then returned to the Command Centre inside the Russian Space Agency as they all clapped and cheered. Ed felt the sickening feeling in his stomach. He shouted, “God damn it!” He stood up so quickly that his chair flew backwards. He put his hands against the glass window and stared at the ground below. As he looked out of the boardroom window, he could still hear the live feed in the background.
“Well there you have it, the Russian’s Explorer Two shuttle is now in orbit. All eyes will be on the live camera feed for the next twenty-four hours as the shuttle goes into outer orbit and returns back to earth safely. We are expecting the shuttle to return in around ten hours time. This is just a short mission for the rocket to see if it can get to space and return safely.
I can now go to our Scientific Correspondent, Nicholas Mund, who is just outside Roscosmos headquarters now. Nick this is a great achievement for the Russian Space Agency.” The camera then mapped to a man in a heavy warm coat which a fluffy hood up with square glasses on his face holding a microphone up to talk.
“It is indeed. They have successfully built a craft for a three-man crew which would include a passenger for commercialised flight. There is currently the “Lucky doll” there at present in place of the passenger but if this flight should go well, it is imagined that they will shortly be ready to test it will their first paying passenger.
However let’s not forget that Dayton Space got to this point and it was the descent that failed, costing all lives on board. In many ways, the most difficult bit is yet to come.”
The camera then went to a split-screen between the newsreader sat behind their comfortable desk and the man who was clearly freezing cold in Russia.
The newsreader said. “On that point Nick. What does this all mean for Dayton Space.”
Ed turned around to watch the tablet at the mention of his name. The correspondent in Russia carried on.
“Well, that all depends on today. If this flight goes well, it could mean that Dayton Space loses the race and its reputation. Of course, it could still be in a position to carry passengers in the future, but it will forever be known as the company that lost this most expensive and prestigious race. Hang on.”
The correspondent put his finger to his ear and turned away from the camera. Ed leaned on the table, watching the tablet more closely.
“I have just had some breaking news. Dayton Space will also be ready to launch in a few weeks also. It is quite a remarkable turnaround and one has to question how they have got a new shuttle to a point where it is ready to depart again in such a short timeframe. You will remember there were numerous faults with the previous shuttle. In particular, those boosters were a major concern to many. In addition, I have heard that they are actively recruiting for the first passenger. I believe that the selection process has already taken place but we have limited details at this stage.”
Ed looked at the camera stunned. Yet again, someone had double-crossed them. Unfortunately due to the assessment day the category of people who this could be had widened. Ed shouted and banged the table with his fist. “God damn it! When I find out which fucker has been leaking information I will kill them!” Ed suddenly recalled his conversation with Tracy and wondered if she had leaked the information to the press. Ed thought that now, more than ever, they needed to make sure that the shuttle was ready to avoid further embarrassment. Ed felt his phone vibrate. He looked at the caller ID. It was Hans. “Hans, have you seen this?”
“Of course I have seen it. It’s outrageous.” Hans’ voice was raised for the first time, normally he maintained a cool composure and would never let anger envelop him. “We will not be ready Ed. It is too risky. The new shuttle will not have the required enhanced heat protection for re-entry. It’s suicide for any astronaut on board. Truthfully Ed, is that why Tracy resigned?”
Ed sighed, he felt like he had the same arguments with different people on a daily basis.  “Hans, she resigned over a difference of opinion. Do you think I wanted this out there in the press? Of course not, I wanted it to be a surprise to the media but now we are screwed, we have to get it ready. Just do what you can to secure it.”
“Ed, it is not that simple. We have to look at new chemical components to line the shuttle with to enhance the heat resistance. This could take years of research.”
Ed replied and his voice was raised. “We do not have years Hans. You have had years to get this ready and now we are running out of time. Do what you can just make sure it is ready for launch. Christ, you have been working on this thing for months, why is it not ready?”
Hans replied. “We are building a rocket Ed, not a toy car. This is to carry the public into space. I will not sign it off Ed.”
“You will Hans, you will find a way to get it ready.” Ed hung up. As soon as Ed put his phone down it rang again. He turned it off and decided he would go home before the mass of press assembled outside the building. Ed gathered his things and walked out of the building. Ruth was in the reception area as he got out of the lift. She had a notepad and pen in hand, always a bad sign. “Ed, we need to do a statement. We can’t leave that bombshell hanging.”
Ed made his way to the entrance. “I’ll ring you later Ruth. I need to get out of here before the hoards assemble.”
Ed pushed his way past the small group of press that had started to gather and made his way to the car that was waiting outside.
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David Dryden sat and watched as the Russian shuttle took off. He sat in his townhouse in Milton Keynes with his wife on the other end of the sofa. His wife was in her fifties with short dyed blonde hair and they were both wearing their comfortable jeans and t-shirts. David watched with great anticipation. He had booked the day off work to watch the shuttle take off. Space had always excited him. He had great ambitions of being an astronaut but was coerced by his family and financial pressures to pursue a more stable career as a mathematics teacher. As he watched the shuttle take off, he turned to his wife. “Just think, we could be going up there in years to come.”
She laughed “In your dreams Dave. I don’t think a couple from Milton Keynes in a townhouse would be able to afford that!”
He laughed. “Your right and besides I don’t think I would fit into the suit!” He returned to watching the same news channel that Ed Dayton had been watching just a few minutes earlier.
As David watched, he witnessed the rocket take off and waited nervously to see if it safely left the earth's atmosphere and breathed a sigh of relief when it did. It was at this moment that the newsreader started to talk about Dayton Space:
“I have just had some breaking news.  that says that Dayton Space will also be ready to launch in a few weeks also. It is quite a remarkable turnaround and one has to question how they have got a new shuttle to a point where it is ready to depart again in such a short timeframe. You will remember there were numerous faults with the previous shuttle in need of repair. In particular, those boosters were a major concern to many. In addition, I have heard that they are actively recruiting for the first passenger. I believe that the selection process has already taken place but we have limited details at this stage.”
David sat back in surprise. “We might beat the Russians after all. Now wouldn't that be something. Coffee love?” His wife replied, “please.”
David made his way across to the kitchen. It was quite a rustic kitchen with oak furniture and a black marble effect top. He started to boil the kettle when he suddenly chuckled to himself “imagine me in a spacesuit. I’d look like the Michelin man!” As David poured the boiling water into his favourite mug, a thought dawned on him. One that made him stop. The water continued to pour over the mug and burnt his leg as it dripped off the worktop. He shouted “ah!” in surprise. His wife asked, “are you alright Dave?”
He gathered his senses. “Fine love. Just a spillage.” He started to mop it up, as he did so he wondered, it couldn’t be, could it? David thought back to the assessment day and in particular the challenges they faced. The spinning wheel was reminiscent of the contraption that early astronauts had to face to prepare them for space. David thought about how they had described it as a “once in a lifetime prize”. The more he thought about it, the more he was certain. “It must be. Wow. That’s amazing” He smiled from ear to ear, his dreams of being an astronaut would finally come true. He made the coffees and returned to the sofa.
He handed his wife her cup which had the face of a cat on and she replied. “Thanks love. What are you so happy about?”
David sat down with his coffee and sipped it. “I think I have figured out what that assessment day was all about.”
He opened his mouth to tell his wife about what he had figured out. Just as he was about to speak, his phone rang.
“Is that David Dryden?” a polite but professional woman asked.
“Yes?”
“It is about your medical exam tomorrow. We would like to move it to today. Can you be at St Clements Hospital in London for 7pm. Is that feasible?”
David looked at his watch. “Yes, I can be there.”
“Good. Say your name at the reception and they will know who you are.”
“Ok. Thanks.”
David put his phone down and considered that he was definitely right about the competition. He thought that they have moved it forward because of the announcement. It took on more urgency.
His wife asked, “who was that Dave?”
He turned to her and said “It’s about that medical I’ve got to go to. It’s moved to today at 7. I’ll need to leave about 5pm tonight.”
She opened her eyes wide in surprise. “So soon? What’s the rush?”
David smiled at her. “I think I know but I want to be sure. I’ll tell you about it when I get back.”
David sent a message to Samantha. They had immediately struck up a friendship throughout the process. He liked Samantha. She did not give off the air of being pretentious and appeared quite laid back. There was something about her though that David thought there was more to her than she let on.
“I think I know what this competition is all about. I’ve got my medical today. I’ll tell you more after.”
Later that day, David was changing into his comfortable jogging bottoms. He was keen not to make the same mistake twice. He had worn a suit last time and paid the price, he was uncomfortable all day. As he pulled the trousers up he looked at himself in the mirror. The elasticated waistband pulled in on his stomach so it enhanced his fat as it bludged over the top. He had not always been this way, but in recent times the stress of teaching children, who did not want to learn, and his work commitments meant that he didn’t exercise as he should and ate badly.
He looked in the mirror and thought about the medical. He imagined that there would be a lot of running and checking his heart. David could not remember the last time he ran properly and sighed. He knew then that he was likely to fail. That he had finally got the opportunity that his teenage self had craved and it was going to pass him by because he liked eating cake too much.
He put a baggy gym t-shirt over the top when his phone began to ring. He answered. “Hello?”
“David Dryden?” He vaguely recognised the masculine voice on the other end.
“Yes?”
“This is Scott Dudley from yesterday.”
“Oh. Hi.” David was sceptical, he had known that Scott had taken an instant dislike to him. He was not the kind of person that Scott wanted. He was not athletic enough and too old in his eyes.
“We are sending a car to pick you up. Can you be at Bletchley Park for 5:30pm?” David paused. It seemed strange, why there? Why have they suddenly changed the plan?
David replied cautiously. “I’m alright thanks. I can get to London on my own.”
Scott raised his voice and gave it an authoritative tone. “I wasn’t asking about taking you David. Can you get there or do we have to come to your house?”
David thought of the panic that it would cause his wife to be picked up by a strange car that she did not know and he did not trust Scott at all. She would worry about him. 
 
David replied. “OK.”
“Good. See you then.”
There was silence. David looked at his watch which showed it was 4pm. He quickly got ready and made his way to the door. He put the key in the lock and shouted.
“I’m off out love. I’m not sure when I’ll be back, they didn’t say.” He heard footsteps thudding down the stairs as his wife ran down to greet him. She was in her dressing gown which flowed behind her as she hurried down, like a fluffy long-sleeved dress. She gave him a hug and a kiss.
“Good luck. Don’t overdo it Dave. Just get home safe.”
He kissed her cheek, which was soft to his lips. “Don’t worry. I think this is a formality anyway to discount me. Don’t wait up for me.”
He turned the key and stepped out of the front door. He turned back. He wasn’t sure what made him say it. He looked at his wife of thirty years and said something he hadn’t said for the last ten. “I love you.”
He walked out of the door and to his car which was parked on the front. He started the drive towards Bletchley Park. Due to the time of day, David hit lots of traffic going but he didn’t mind. Something in his mind was telling him not to go, that something didn’t feel right. He still made it to Bletchley Park for 4:45pm. He stared at the large historic building in front of him. It looked like several houses merged into one but was set in beautiful grounds. He stared at the building. In all his time living in Milton Keynes, he had never been. He looked at the building, thinking about the secrets it held all those years ago.
David parked his car around the back and watched as most people were leaving. He saw families and groups of children get into their cars and coaches and depart. He then saw a member of staff lock the front entrance and get into her car and leave. The car park quickly became deserted.
He looked around and began to feel uneasy. The car park was deserted, there was not a person in sight. Even though it was still light, the dark clouds looming overhead gave the house a darker appearance, like a haunted mansion. He looked at the time on his dashboard, 5:03pm. There was no-one to be seen. David decided that if no-one came by quarter past he would make his own way to the hospital.
At 5:20pm, he turned his engine on and was just about to leave when he saw a black BMW approach. David noticed that it's rear windows were blacked out and the driver was wearing dark sunglasses even though there was no sun in sight.
The car parked directly next to David’s driver side. The window wound down and the man signalled that he should do the same.
“David Dryden?” David did not recognise the accent but knew it wasn’t local, maybe Eastern European. David nodded.
“Get in.”
David saw a door open on the rear passenger side. “But what about my car?”
The man said, “we will bring you back here.”
David tentatively got out of his car and walked towards the rear passenger door. Before David got in he looked around and noticed that they appeared to be in a blind spot with the CCTV for the car park. He checked his phone and made sure his location setting was on and got in the car.
In the back of the car was Scott. He looked unsettled. “This seems a bit over the top for a medical Mr Dudley.” Scott just turned away and looked out of his tinted window.
The man in the front commanded. “Get in.”
David got into the back seat of the car and shut the door behind him. They drove in silence and David could just make out their whereabouts through the dark window. They were making their way across towards London and David began to relax, believing they were heading in the right direction. As they passed inner London, Scott said, “Anywhere here is fine.”
The man in the glasses did not say anything. There was a glass barrier between them and Scott tapped on it hard. “Did you hear me? Drop me off here.”
The man carried on driving, ignoring them both. David turned to Scott “What is going on?” Scott looked at David and he could see that he was scared. Scott carried on banging on the glass. They both then started to smell a faint smell like gas. David recognised it. “Hey! There is gas in here. Let us out.” David’s vision became blurry and as he turned, he could see Scott was already passed out on the back seat. David turned to the man in the glasses who continued to drive, seemingly unaware or uncaring of their current predicament. David closed his eyes and felt the unconsciousness overcome him.
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David opened his eyes slowly and felt a strong burning sensation. The first contact with bright light made them shut again. He could feel his hands were tied behind his back tightly and he hurt his wrists trying to move them. David recognised they were bound up with rope. He slowly opened his eyes. He did not know where he was but the room was dark, with a bright light just above him. The smell of damp and mould filled his nostrils. As he opened his eyes he could see grey walls and on the side a range of shining implements. David squinted and could see a variety of saws, knives and general surgical utensils. His eyes were drawn to something that looked like a blowtorch.
David knew he was in trouble and at that moment felt the warm sensation of liquid running down his leg. He panicked. David looked around for a way out. There was one solid metal door, which had no window and rivets around the edges. He looked around, everything seemed so sterile, just grey concrete walls. David had calculated that he was likely to have been taken because he knew too much.
He tried to untie the knots behind his back and as he did so the door opened and in walked his driver. “David Dryden. Let me make this clear. You are in an unfortunate predicament. Co-operate and you can go.”
David raised his head to meet the man's eyes. He had taken off his suit jacket and tie and stood in a white shirt with his sleeves rolled up. David looked up at him and tried to keep his voice steady. “I very much doubt that.”
The man smiled. “You’re smart David, they should have chosen you but then again, you are too fat.” He poked his belly and David felt the overwhelming sense of humiliation particularly as the man looked down his trousers to see the wet patch under his chair. The man laughed.
“So, David.” The man pulled up a chair opposite him. “What do you know of Dayton Space.”
“They are building a shuttle for commercialised space travel.”
The man nodded and smiled. David did not feel reassured. “Very good. Did you know that you were being recruited for it.”
David shook his head. “No.”
The man got up and went across to the stand and picked up a large knife with a serrated edge. He stroked the edge of the blade. “Now David, if you lie, bad things happen.”
David shouted. he was shaking so much that the rope that bound his hands was rubbing harshly against his skin and David thought he could feel blood seeping from the wounds. “Not at first! I figured it out.”
The man nodded and sat back down. Still holding the blade which was inches from him. “What do you know?”
David said shaking. “Nothing.” Tears came down his face. “They didn’t tell us anything. I don’t know much as I needed to pass the medical.”
“How far away are they from launching?”
David said. “I don’t know they never mentioned it.”
The man sighed and stroked the blade once more. “Now David. I hope your not going to make this whole exercise a waste of my time.”
At that moment David heard a shout, which he recognised as Scott’s voice, coming from the direction of the door. He instantly looked at the door.
The man laughed. “We are trying to make your trainer co-operate. He’s stubborn but I can see you are going to be more cooperative.”
David shook his head weeping, begging for his life. “Please, they didn’t tell us anything.”
The man sighed, showing his frustration. “Fine David, let’s pretend you are as mute as you make out. Do you know who they chose?”
David’s thoughts flashed to Samantha. It was the only person he knew. He had contacted Elizabeth but she had not been successful either, neither had Tina. He toyed with the idea of just telling them about Samantha but his last bit of dignity wouldn’t let go, wouldn’t give in. He stuttered. “I don’t know.”
The man sighed and in a swift motion stood up and slashed across his stomach. David screamed and looked down and saw the deep gash across his stomach, which instantly started bleeding out over the floor.
“Tell me!” The man shouted.
David battled with his consciousness and he felt a slap. “You will not go to sleep.” David let out a cry as he felt the back of his ankles being slashed. The man picked up his chin. “Tell me or I will cut your eyes, then your tongue very slowly. If you tell me I will let you go into your slumber.”
David could not take it anymore. The pain he had felt was excruciating, he knew he was done for but he could not take any more pain and just wanted it to all be over. As much as he liked Samantha, he just wanted this to be over and would do anything for it to be done.
“Samantha Harrington.” He whimpered. David briefly saw the man go into his pocket and heard a loud bang. Then silence.




8.

Ed Dayton sat on his soft leather sofa watching the live news feed in front of him. It was ten hours since he saw the Russian shuttle take off and it was beginning its descent through the atmosphere. He leaned in as if by looking at the television screen that bit closer he could zoom in to see the shuttle in more detail. Ed was not in a good mood, everything had gone well.
The voyage had gone to plan with minimal hiccups and they were now returning to Earth. Unlike Dayton Space’s planned mission, the Russians planned to land on water. Ed had considered this option after Hans had advised him it was the safest (there was less likely to be a crash landing in the sea). He had overruled, deciding that he needed a shuttle that was more reusable. Landing on water limited the lifespan of the shuttle.
Ed watched as the fireball descended through the sky. As a member of the public, it was difficult to tell if everything was going to plan as the whole shuttle appeared to be in flames. Ed had been involved in space long enough to know that it was perfectly normal due to the intense heat on re-entering the earth's atmosphere and descending at speed.
Ed watched as the shuttle carried on its descent. It seemed to be increasing its speed and its descent seemed more erratic. It appeared to be spinning, Ed sat up straight, picked up his phone and dialled.
His voice quickened as he said. “Hans, are you watching this?”
“Of course I am watching it.” He said matter of factly. “I know what your next question is going to be.”
“Is that normal?” Ed listened as he waited for the next answer and wondered if Hans had deliberately kept him waiting for the answer.
“No, it is not. It should make a straight descent.” Suddenly the screen went off and returned with a very scratchy view like they were watching space flights from the 1960s. He could barely make out the shuttle and could not tell if it was still spinning. Then the screen cut out completely. Ed held his breath. The screen later returned and Ed watched as the shuttle landed in the Atlantic Ocean. Ed waited with bated breath as a boat crew came to the shuttle to help get the astronauts out. Ed watched as two astronauts were pulled from the shuttle with the exterior appearing undamaged.
The astronauts gave a wave to the camera as if nothing had ever happened. Ed was confused, it seemed like the shuttle was descending wildly and out of control.
“Hans? Was something wrong?”
Hans replied slowly and carefully. “I think so. I can’t say for certain due to the missing bits of footage but it looked like a problem in the descent. Maybe a booster, I’m not sure.”
Ed listened as the Russian Space Agency came onto the screen.
“добро пожаловать обратно на Землю.
(Welcome back to Earth)
у нас есть кто-то, кто хотел бы поговорить с вами
(We have someone here who would like to speak to you)”
The screen cut in half to reveal the Russian control centre at one end and at the other end of the screen was a tall woman with long blonde hair tied back, who was wearing a sports jacket which had the Russian flag on it. Ed instantly recognised Katrina Polova the triple gold-winning medalist at the Olympic Games who had won the 5000m, 10,000m and 1,500m races. The only woman to have ever achieved that feat. The world had questioned her legitimacy and whether or not she had competed fairly, but it was never proved otherwise. Innocent until proven guilty, which for the Russians, was never.
“Добрый день госпо
(good afternoon gentlemen)
поздравляю с успешной миссией
(congratulations on a successful mission)”
A bell could be heard ringing
“вы на последнем круге, чтобы отправить гражданских лиц в космос
(you are on the final lap to sending a civilian into space)
и первый будет русский
(and the first one will be Russian)”
The control centre stood up and cheered and clapped for several minutes. Ed watched as it cut back to the newsreader in full screen. “Well, there you have it. The first successful test flight in the race for commercialised space flight. Both astronauts came back safely and the mission will be considered a success.”
Ed raised his voice getting angrier. “Did no-one else see what we just saw?”
Hans paused “They believe what they want to believe. Propaganda has always been a strong point for Russia. They once sent a dog into space and hid that it had died within a few hours of the flight. That was kept secret for almost fifty years. People believe what they want to believe. Who knows whether it came back safely.”
Ed stood up and paced around his apartment and looked out of the window. “That’s what we are up against. Liars and cheaters. You see why I get so frustrated that we play by the rules? Because the competition certainly won’t. Hans, will that be something that they need to fix?”
Hans replied instantly. “Definitely. Shouldn’t take many repairs, the shuttle exterior looks intact and they will need to find out the issue...”
Ed interrupted. “How long?”
“Well it depends on what is wrong and I don’t know what that is. A couple of weeks if its nothing serious, months if parts need repairing.”
Ed said softly. “We still have a chance. We can still do it”
“Ed we have much bigger problems than they do and ours...”
“Thanks, Hans”
Ed hung up and put his phone down on the side table. Lanette turned around to him. “Everything OK Ed?”
Ed looked at her and then back to the window and stared up at the stars, seemingly unaware of anyone around him. “We still have a chance. We can still win this race.”
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